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DAY ONE







Chapter One
DAY ONE, Morning 
The Dempsey Penthouse, New York
ON THE MORNING the ships came, Meyer Dempsey found himself preoccupied with drugs, sex, and business. It would have been hard to believe that just six days later, only one of the three would seem to matter. 
“You’re not listening to me, Heather,” he said into the phone. “I’m going to be in LA from Friday to Tuesday. I’ve already booked time with the studio on Monday. The whole reason I’m coming early is—” 
Heather cut him off, probably to feed her need for a zinger more than a reply that couldn’t wait. Heather was always “on,” never really able to take a break and just be a person for once. It was one of the reasons they hadn’t been able to stay married. It was like living with a jester. 
“Because you want to do the Walk of Fame?” she said. “Because you love weekends on Sunset?” 
“Heather …” 
“What do you want me to do, Meyer? Telly makes my schedule. I do what he tells me. I’ve got a gig.”
“Where?”
“Boston.” 
“Boston?” Meyer said the word as if he and Boston had an ongoing argument and everyone knew Boston was being an asshole about it. “Cancel it.” 
“Cancel it? This is my living we’re talking about.” 
“Then postpone it.” 
“You want to see me so bad, why don’t you postpone?” 
“I can’t postpone. Lila has a thing. Trevor has … I don’t know … another thing.” 
“Now I know why you got custody of the kids. You’re so on top of things.” 
Meyer rolled his eyes at the empty penthouse. Heather’s dry, biting wit had made her career, and it’s what had attracted him to her in the first place. He still loved Heather plenty, but too often she seemed incapable of having an adult conversation. 
“Do you want me to get the school calendar? I know what the ‘things’ are. Lila’s is a dance. Not prom. The other one.” 
“Oh, ‘the other one.’ I remember my Other One. I wore pink chiffon. My date was Jimmy Breslin, and he could only get this powder-blue tux that smelled like cats had peed on it. Or were still peeing on it, like it had hidden compartments in the tux for urinating cats to do their thing. He was a total dork, but I gave him head afterward anyway, because, you know, everyone does that at their senior Other One. Because you only get one chance. Well … except for the other Other One.” 
“Are you finished?” 
“I wouldn’t ask Lila or Trevor to miss anything,” Heather said, slightly more serious. “But Telly booked this months in—” 
“Telly works for you, Heather.” 
“You’re right. That’s why I hired a manager and give him, like, half my income. Because I want to not do what he says and make my own schedule. What’s the big deal, Meyer? You’ll be back.” 
Meyer had walked to the window and was looking out across Central Park. The weather was pleasant, and he considered going out onto the porch, but the wind looked rough. The roof terrace would be better, but not by much. That was the problem with tall buildings. You got a great view for an exorbitant price, but it’s like architects forgot how quickly the weather changed as you climbed higher in the air. 
He took a beat before replying. He didn’t want to admit how much he’d been looking forward to seeing her. Besides, telling Heather about the ayahuasca ceremony he’d already booked with the shaman (and paid for in full) seemed like a jinx. You weren’t supposed to plan surprises for your ex-wife — even drug-related surprises. They both understood that, but the way Meyer sneaked around behind Piper’s back made both him and Heather feel guilty. Heather wanted badly to dislike Piper, and if she’d been able, it might have made things easier for them both. Unfortunately, Piper was impossible not to love. 
“Fine,” Meyer said. 
“Just come out, and do your business with the studios, then go home. You don’t need to see me. You’re not flying commercial, are you?” 
“What am I, homeless?”
“So it’s not like you need to go those specific dates anyway, if you’re taking the Gulfstream. Just go out for Monday instead of the whole weekend. If you’d cleared this with me in advance, it’d be different, but I’m booked, sweetie. When we were getting started working together, would you have liked it if I’d just bailed on something to run off and screw my ex?” 
“You didn’t have an ex back then.”
But now he was just being juvenile. Meyer sighed. He’d get over it. He’d lose the money he’d already paid to Juha, and he’d have to wait for the burst of mental expansion that always followed a ceremony … and yeah, that sucked. But what the hell — ayahuasca wasn’t the kind of thing you got addicted to. And he could certainly afford it. Not seeing Heather felt like the bigger hit. He hated to admit how much he missed her. Of course he loved Piper, but if there were such things as soul mates, Heather was his. Too bad she was so goddamned annoying. 
“I can also meet you in Vail,” she said. “I have a thing in Denver in, like, two months. We can check on the construction of your new place and hang out.” 
“If it’s not finished in two months, I’m going to hang myself.” 
He rolled his eyes for no one to see. The project was already three months overdue, and if the crew dragged its feet much longer, they’d end up building his Axis Mundi in the snow. That would be annoying for the construction crew, he imagined, but it would be far more annoying for Meyer. He didn’t particularly want to navigate the backwoods roads on his two hundred acres of Colorado property in the snow. It was private land and wouldn’t be plowed unless he hired someone to do it. 
But hey, if that happened, he supposed he’d make it work. It would be a pain in the ass, but he’d do it. Any way to ensure the project got finished. Something under his skin — something he couldn’t quite articulate, but that he always glimpsed in those ceremonies with the shaman — had begun to feel very pressing in recent months. He needed that place finished, and then he needed to hightail his family out there to make it their new primary residence. Because something was on the horizon. He felt surer as weeks became months. Every day without his Colorado house and the bunker beneath it was another day Meyer felt at loose ends, as if he’d misplaced his keys with no way to find them. 
“Then I’ll meet you in Vail in two months, and we’ll hang out,” said Heather. 
“I’ll want to take Piper and the kids when it’s finished.” Meyer hadn’t told any of them — Heather, Piper, or the kids — that he meant to take them permanently. But Heather could feel free to interpret him any way she wanted.
“Then I’ll join you.” 
Meyer almost laughed, but she wasn’t kidding. The women had spent plenty of time together before, and he’d played the dutiful, faithful husband every time.
“Fine,” he said. But his tone must have betrayed his irritation at having to wait, because in a moment Heather was all over him, mocking mercilessly.
“Oh, baby,” she crowed, her always somewhat squeaky voice now exaggerated. “Are you disappointed?” 
“It’s fine, Heather. I’ll just meet with the studio on Monday and save the extra days. I’ll—” 
“You’re disappointed,” she repeated, laying it on thicker. The thing she was doing with her voice was a babyish effect — something she and her comedy audiences found hilarious but that had always made Meyer want to punch something. “You miss me, don’t you?” 
“Maybe you’re doing me a favor,” he said, trying to put a positive spin on the situation and realizing he could easily find one. “I’ll save three days this way.”
And he really would. Ayahuasca wasn’t one-and-gone; if he expected to be in his right mind by Monday’s meeting, he and Heather would have had to meet the shaman on Friday (as booked) in order to have the weekend to ponder the universe and be generally obnoxious by the outside world’s standards. Heather would spend most of that time staring at the ceiling and talking about colors, and she’d humor Meyer when he got his great new ideas and made a few more connections in the cosmic puzzle he felt like he’d been assembling. 
He didn’t want to skip a swim in the eternal sea, but it was true that he could save a ton of time if he did. 
Or — and this was an intriguing option — Meyer could take the trip as planned, but hit Colorado first to check on construction. Given the bunker beneath the main house (already finished and mostly stocked, thanks to his last visit), it was a complicated project and vital to get right. The crews were good, but they were just construction guys. They’d follow the plans, but they didn’t share Meyer’s conviction that the concrete walls and sealing lead doors would one day be needed to stay alive. Even Heather didn’t share that conviction … or Piper, for that matter. Both women loved him and humored what they saw as his eccentricities. 
So yes, maybe he should go after all. If he didn’t make sure things were right, nobody would — and getting it right felt more essential with every passing day. He hadn’t told Piper that he planned to move the family to the ranch once the school year ended, and he definitely hadn’t told the kids. Trevor was already growing moody and would probably turn into a drama queen. Delilah would probably profess her undying love to her boyfriend and dig in her heels. Piper would go along with it all as long as the ranch had a yoga studio, which it did. No one would truly like the idea of moving, but Meyer made the money and that meant he’d earned the right to make the family’s decisions. They’d keep the Manhattan penthouse, sure — but after the move it would become like the London place: somewhere to visit rather than live. 
“No, you’re bummed out,” said Heather, drawing the final words out into her babyish little girl squeal. “You want to play, and mean old Heather won’t let you.”
“It’s totally fine,” he said, annoyed.
“But if I don’t play with Sweet Little Meyer, who …” She stopped. 
“Heather,” he said, taking the break as an opening, “I’ve gotta go. I’ll let you know about sending the kids out. But I’m looking at the 17th through the 19th. Just for the weekend. That still good?” 
Heather said nothing. 
“Heather? The 17th through 19th?” 
For a moment, Meyer thought the connection had broken. He shook his phone and was moments from tapping its surface to end the call and try again when he heard her voice: small, distant, and chillingly cold. 
“Meyer,” she said. 
“Are those dates still clear for you? Into LAX. I can get flights that arrive most of the day, but afternoon arrivals work best for me unless I have someone take them to the airport. I’d rather do it myself, though.” 
Heather said nothing. In the distance, Meyer could hear her television. That was another thing about living with Heather that had annoyed him to no end: the woman couldn’t abide silence. She always had noise on, and fell asleep with the TV blazing. 
“Heather?”
“Meyer. Turn on the news.” 
Meyer’s phone vibrated in his hand: an incoming text or a call. A second later it vibrated again. 
“Someone’s calling me, Heather. Just tell me yes or no on those dates. I need to have Piper buy tickets soon if you don’t want first class to fill up.” 
“Turn on the TV, Meyer.” 
“When we’re done.” Heather’s tone sent a chill creeping up the back of Meyer’s neck. 
“Turn it on!” 
Meyer’s phone buzzed again.
“Look, I’ve got another call. Just … I’ll call you back.”
“Don’t you dare hang up on me!” 
A third buzz. The phone was a hunk of metal and plastic and indestructible emerald glass, but Meyer thought he could almost hear its urgency, as if the caller was yelling at him just like Heather was right now. 
“Okay, okay,” he said, flustered. “Just let me get this other …” 
The phone buzzed again. Meyer found himself wanting to throw it across the room. 
“Meyer, I’m …” Heather began, but he’d already pulled the phone away from his ear and was jabbing at its screen to switch calls. He pushed the wrong button, saw a message that he’d just ended the call with Heather, and felt a sudden urge to call her back before taking the new call. But the incoming ring was from his assistant, Laura, so he raised the phone to his face and said hello. The line was dead. He’d missed Laura too, gone to voicemail. 
He looked at the phone, still considering throwing it. Heather had rattled him. She had a way of doing that, but usually in a totally different way. Whatever had just happened was red hot and ice cold at once. Meyer, for the first time in God knew how long, felt his heart thumping in fear. 
The penthouse was quiet. 
He reached for the phone’s surface to call one of the women back, but didn’t know who to phone first. He slipped the cell into his pocket and crossed to the coffee table. Then he picked up the remote, tapped the glass to bring up the TV menu, and turned on the screen. He clicked to CNN from the selection screen and caught an attractive female anchor midsentence.
“ … from the Astral telescope on the moon’s far side,” she was saying. The screen changed to show a black square dusted with specks that looked like stars. “These images are streaming from the Astral app now. We’re told there are only about four seconds of delay as the signal bounces around the moon satellites, travels through space, and is processed by Astral here on Earth. So what you’re seeing is close to live.” 
Meyer squinted. The screen looked like nothing. 
“You can’t see much on the light telescope yet,” said a piped-in male voice — seemingly an expert on whatever was happening. “But if you go to the radio array, you’ll clearly see the objects, like a collection of small pebbles.” 
Whatever “radio array” meant, the station switched to it. The black screen with light specks was replaced by a much clearer image showing a cluster of small round objects.
“NASA is saying they’re meteors,” said the woman’s voice.
“Not unless meteors can decelerate,” said the man.
“And they’re on a collision course?” 
“An approach vector,” the man corrected. “And whatever they are, based on current estimates, they’ll be here in five days.”








Chapter Two
DAY ONE, Morning 
Yoga Bear, New York
PIPER PICKED up her rolled blue mat and her small duffel, tossing a wave to Deb and Paulette as they left the Yoga Bear studio. She pulled her phone out to check the time (and maybe Facebook), and saw seven missed calls, all from Meyer. 
Piper’s heart immediately pounded — faster than it had during the final few seconds of the unusually long Warrior One Greg had forced them to hold, when her tight hip flexors were screaming for mercy. She didn’t generally get calls from her husband. Most things earned her a text — maybe a call if he had something more complicated in mind, like deciding where to go to dinner on an indecisive night. But seven calls? Meyer was the opposite of insistent. He wanted his way and wanted it now, but blind insistence was, to Meyer, a form of weakness. The worst thing you could do in any negotiation was to admit need, and insistence was exactly that. And for Meyer, life was a negotiation.
She held her thumb above Meyer’s icon (a dignified photo from a Times piece last year; he’d rolled his eyes when she’d shown him, and she’d thought his reaction was as funny as the photo), then paused. She felt lightheaded — too much yoga, perhaps, followed by urgency one wasn’t supposed to feel after Savasana’s integrating peace. 
Piper was bubbly and almost naively optimistic by nature, but in times of crisis she always felt betrayed by her serene mind, going to the worst possible scenarios — so laughably dire and unlikely.
Was something wrong with Lila? Had she fallen and cracked her skull? 
Was it something with Trevor? He’d been so moody and distant. Had Meyer found him dead, a victim of teen suicide? These things happened, and the old PBS specials Piper had grown up with always said you never really saw it coming. 
Relax. Jesus Christ, relax, Piper. 
She touched the icon. Her eyes took in Meyer’s serious, borderline pompous (but deliciously handsome) expression before the screen changed from the photo to show a connection in progress. It seemed unfair to see a man so ruggedly handsome and powerful and on top of the world, but still fearing she’d find him crippled, panicked, somehow distraught enough to call seven times during one hour-long yoga class with the ringer off, blissfully ignorant of the world where terrible things might be happening to strong and confident husbands, while …
“Piper, Jesus. Thank God you’re all right.” He sounded out of breath, as if she’d called him while jogging. 
“Me? I’m fine. Why wouldn’t I be fine?” 
“Have you seen the news? Or Astral? Have you checked Astral?” 
Piper was as amused by the Astral app as it seemed everyone was (the makers, Rysoft, credited their app for ushering in “the second great space age”), but it wasn’t something she checked compulsively like Facebook. 
“Astral?” Piper felt baffled. He’d called seven times, and now he was asking about the space view app? Maybe the calls had been a mistake and everything was fine after all. Maybe he’d simply pocket-dialed her. Seven times. 
But no, he was clearly out of breath. Urgent. In no-bullshit mode. No matter what the world thought of Meyer Dempsey the mogul, he’d always been Meyer Dempsey the man to her. He was sweeter than people thought, and strangely courteous. He pulled out chairs for Piper in restaurants, and insisted on opening her car door whenever they went out. The fact that he was so down-to-business now prickled her skin. The threat on his mind was real and present. Piper found herself wishing he’d just say it and get it over with, so that at least it would be out in the open. 
“Have you called the school, Piper? I’ve tried. I can’t get through.” 
“Called the school?” 
“If you’ve already called, I’ll stop trying. But I need to get ready here, so I’d like to stop.” There was a heave and grunt on the other end of the phone, then the sound of something heavy striking something soft. 
“I haven’t called anyone. Meyer, what’s going on? Why would I call the school?” 
As Piper said it, she thought she heard something out in the hallway — a dull crash, like someone slamming a door. But this was a yoga studio, and people traipsed the bamboo floors on slippers and pillows, speaking in whispers. Still, she could hear commotion on the level below. Looking up, Piper thought she could see some sort of ruckus on the street — the tops of heads rushing by, visible only from the hair up from her second-floor vantage. 
“They’re saying that …” Meyer paused. “Shit, Piper. Nobody there knows?” 
Piper looked around the emptying studio. Cell phones were required to be silenced in class, so during the movements the place was more or less severed from the outside world. Although she wondered now if the commotion outside had been going on long — nothing overt, just a generalized sense of increased energy — and whether Greg’s rainforest soundtrack had drowned it out. You were supposed to disconnect from the world and turn inward during yoga. Apparently, it worked too well. 
Alan, a well-muscled classmate Piper had been noticing lately with no small amount of guilt, stood just a few feet away. She could see the wideness of his eyes as he looked over, his own cell phone in his white-knuckled grip. Every eye was fixed to a screen — something she’d never seen in the studio before. 
“Knows what?” 
“There’s …” Meyer sighed. “Something showed up on the Astral telescopes. Approaching … objects.” 
Piper’s blood went cold. “Like a comet?” It was a stupid thing to say, and she felt foolish, but she liked old movies and had seen her parents’ generation’s disaster fetish films. The idea of Earth-smashing celestial bodies had kept her up many nights as a kid. 
“No. Like … shit, just trust me, okay? Call the school. Pick up the kids. Meet me at home as soon as you possibly can.” 
“What, Meyer? What’s coming?” Piper was practically shouting. But nobody was looking at her, because others were speaking just as loudly — the ones who weren’t staring dumbfounded at their phones, their eyes wide and complexions like flour. 
“They think they’re ships.” 
“Ships!” 
“Yes. Look. I don’t have time to get into this, Piper. Listen to updates on the radio on the way if you have to — I’m sure it’ll be on every channel — but you have to get moving. Now. For our kids’ sake.” 
It was a dire way to say it, and a small part of Piper wanted to make fun of him. Meyer was easy to make fun of, and her quirky humor was one of the things he seemed to like about her most, but she couldn’t do it. Something terrible was happening, and it didn’t matter for a second that Lila and Trevor weren’t her biological children. She’d been more like a sister than a mom, but they were family either way, and whatever was happening, Meyer’s nerves were infectious. “Their sake” felt accurate, and pressing.
“It can’t be real, can it? I mean …” She didn’t want to say it. “You’re talking about flying saucers?” 
“Spheres, it looks like.” 
“You’re not kidding, are you? Please tell me if you’re messing with me, ha-ha, I promise to laugh, and …” 
“Just call!” 
Meyer was gone.
Piper stared at the phone, seriously considering offense that he’d hung up on her. It was a familiar, uniquely female emotion welling inside her. She wanted to wrap both hands around it, run to her nearest female friend, and bitch about how shitty men could be. Anything to shift the air’s ominous feeling. 
She shook it away and dialed the school. The phone rang and rang, but no one picked up. 
Alan looked over. He still hadn’t returned the shirt to his tight muscled body. Piper would never cheat on Meyer, but she was an attractive woman at twenty-nine and liked to flirt. She’d normally have returned his look, then engaged in some pointless banter. But not now. 
“They’re saying that …” Alan began. 
But Piper was already grabbing her bag, snatching her mat as if yoga might one day matter again, and making for the door, still clutching her phone. She trotted to the garage, wondering if circumstances would allow her to leave the car and hail a cab. The streets had an odd energy, and she didn’t particularly want to be behind the wheel, but something she remembered from Meyer’s tone told her he’d want the car, even if she didn’t. 
She rang the school. Now her phone refused the connection. 
She tried again. Same results. 
The sidewalks were chaos. It was unusual to see people running here unless they were actually out for a run, but now she saw scampering businessmen and businesswomen, still clinging to briefcases and satchels like useless tokens. Faces were lost. Piper found herself thinking of old footage of 9/11. New York had returned to business as usual since those terror-filled days, but apparently the tendency for panic had never stopped bubbling under the surface. She saw it now, barely contained. 
Piper dialed again, trying to reach Constellation’s office. If she couldn’t reach the school, she’d drive there. Screw getting permission or notifying anyone in advance. Judging by what was happening around her, protocols no longer mattered. There was a security checkpoint at the doors of Constellation like any other school, but to hell with their security if she couldn’t reach the secretary by phone. She’d barge in, and dare them to stop her. 
She tried again. The phone blessedly rang, and was snatched up almost immediately by a harried-sounding woman. 
“What?” 
Piper’s brow knitted. “Is this … is this the Constellation School?” 
“What do you want?” Now that the voice had said more than a few words, Piper suspected it wasn’t a woman after all. If she had to guess, she thought it might be Mr. Hoover, the vice principal, his voice scraped by nerves. 
“We’re very busy here dealing with …” the Hoover/woman began. 
“This is Piper Dempsey. I’m—” 
“I know who you are.” 
“I’d like to pick up Trevor and Delilah early today, if that’s okay with the school. I know it’s the middle of the day and I don’t have—” 
“Lady, I don’t give a fuck what you want to do. You want to come over here and piss in the fountain, I could care less.” 
“Who is this?” 
“We’re just trying to keep things together and fight our natural desire to run out of here and leave your kids to fend for themselves. Damned kids all have cell phones today. Even if we wanted to keep calm, we can’t. They all have Astral.” 
“So there really is something …” Piper couldn’t make herself say coming toward Earth from space. “… wrong?” 
“I have to go,” said the voice, impatient. There was noise on the line — either Hoover preparing to slam down the school’s old-fashioned hardline or the threat of a disconnection from elsewhere, possibly because everyone in the city seemed to be on their phones. Vaguely, Piper wondered if she’d be able to reach Meyer again if she needed to. The probable answer made her push the thought away, frightened. 
“So I can just come and pick them up whenever? Do I come to the office?”  
“Everyone seems to be coming,” he said with an audible effort to contain himself. “All the parents. Trevor … is he a driver?” 
“He’s fifteen.” 
“Then he’ll be in the car line. We’ll tell them to keep back from the curb, or some of these crazy bitches out there are going to run them over.” 
“And Lila?”  
“She’s a senior?” 
“Junior,” said Piper. “She’s seventeen.” 
“Hang on.” 
There were distant taps and clicks. Piper could imagine Hoover looking Lila up on the school’s computer system. She found herself admiring the vice principal, maintaining his post. Like a captain going down with his ship.
“Dempsey, Delilah. Junior. Homeroom is Dr. Cheever.” 
“That’s her.”
Hoover said, “She’s not here. The computer says she never showed up this morning.”








Chapter Three
DAY ONE, Late Morning
Central Park, New York
LILA LOOKED DOWN at her phone, saw a fresh text from Piper, and slipped it back into her purse. 
“What’s up?” said Raj. He had mocha skin and dark-brown eyes. Lila found him beautiful. Even today, even given what had happened, she couldn’t help herself being deeply in love. 
“Nothing.” 
“Who keeps texting?” 
“Piper,” Lila said. 
“Piper! You think she knows you ditched?” 
Lila laughed. “I think that’s a safe assumption. She doesn’t normally text me at school.” 
“You gonna answer her?” 
Lila shrugged. She was too cool for the world right now, she knew better, she was her own boss and answered to no one.
“Tell her you had a doctor’s appointment,” Raj suggested. 
“Because she wouldn’t know if I had a doctor’s appointment.”
“Well, what’s the text say?” 
“Which one?” 
“She’s texted you more than once?” 
“Yeah.” 
“Well, then what do they say, Li?” 
“You have a little crush on Piper there, Raj?” 
“My dad texts me, I answer him.” 
“See, that’s why you’re going to be a good doctor some day,” said Lila. “You’re so responsible.” 
“I’m not going to be a doctor.” 
Lila leaned over on the stone bench and kissed him. “You should be a doctor. I want to marry a doctor. They’re so good at providing for their families. Keeping their wives in fancy things.” 
“You don’t care about fancy things.” 
Lila shrugged. 
“Your dad is loaded.” 
“And I want to take charity from my dad forever.”
Raj looked distracted. He wasn’t happy ditching school, he wasn’t happy with how things had changed between them, and he was, frankly, too responsible for his own good. He probably wouldn’t be a doctor like his father, but he’d be something respectable.
Lila took his hands in hers. “Relax. Enjoy the beautiful park.” 
“I wonder what this land is worth?” said Raj, looking around. “If I owned a piece of Central Park and wanted to sell it to a developer, what do you think I could get?” 
He didn’t wait for her answer. He’d been spouting pointless things like this all day, and Lila kept having to return him to center. He was whistling in the dark, trying not to feel the pressure. But they were both seventeen now, practically adults. She’d been kidding about marrying him as a doctor, but she wasn’t kidding about marrying Raj, if he asked. They’d been together for three years, had been having sex for two, and both saw themselves as ending up together in the long term. They could get married soon; really. Her grandmother had married at eighteen, and that had lasted over fifty years. 
“Bajillions,” said Lila. 
Her phone buzzed inside her purse. 
“At least see what it says,” said Raj. 
“No. I’m here with you.” She wrapped both her arms around one of his and leaned her head on his shoulder.  
Raj looked around the Ramble again. He didn’t like being down here and kept saying it was a gay hookup spot. Lila could have replied that they were here because it was the only place she knew where they could talk in relative isolation, but it was more fun to chide him for being homophobic. Raj was Indian, but his family had been in this country long enough and become affluent enough that he had acquired quite a bit of liberal white guilt. 
There was a buzzing from Raj’s wrist, shaking near Lila’s head. Raj was more responsible than Lila. He looked at his forearm immediately. 
“You’re such a dork with that thing.” 
“This is state of the art, cretin,” Raj said, tapping at it. 
“My dad wears a watch. You’re just like my dad.” 
“I got a message from my mom.”
“Is it about being responsible and getting good grades?” 
Raj looked up from the device and met her eyes with irritation. He was usually so fun. It hurt her to see him like this, but the recent news had unsettled him. He was torn somewhere between fear and an intensified form of personal responsibility. Now he had a problem to solve, and would remain annoyed until he’d managed to do it — as if it were his problem alone. 
“She just says to come home.” 
“You should call her back. I love when you talk to your wrist. You look like a brown Dick Tracy.” 
“Who’s Dick Tracy?” 
“My dad has these old comics, like hard-copy comics, and … well, it’s what people thought the future would be like back then. Can we take your hover car back home, Dick?” 
“I love you, Li, but I’m not really in the mood for joking.” 
“What, just because I …” Now her phone wasn’t just vibrating. It was vibrating again and again. Apparently, Piper had tired of texting and was calling. She sighed and dug the phone from her purse, looked at the screen, then gave Raj a look. “Hang on.” 
She put the phone to her ear. “Hey, Piper.” 
Lila waited for a torrent of guilt. Piper was strange as a stepmother, being just twelve years older than Lila herself, and was ill suited to outright chastising or discipline. Piper usually tried talking to Lila like a sister, saying she remembered what it was like to be a young girl … then infusing those somewhat-dated memories with sage, vaguely parental advice. It was like an older sister trying to help more than a mother interfering. But still, her father stood behind Piper, so Lila usually listened to her requests before they turned into Meyer’s commands. 
Instead of rattling on about Lila ditching school, Piper demanded to know where she was, her voice hurried. 
“I’m …” Lila hesitated, but Piper’s concerned tone was disarming. She found herself blurting the truth, “ … in the park.” 
“Are you near the museum? The Museum of Natural History?” 
“I … sure, I suppose.” 
Lila heard a scream somewhere behind her, followed by running feet. Raj looked over, his eyes wide. Then the feet were gone, and they were back to being mostly alone. 
“The West 77th Street entrance. Meet me there.” 
“When?” But that was far too compliant. “Why?” 
Lila listened for several minutes while Piper lost her mind on the phone. When she finally hung up with a promise to be in front of the museum as soon as she could (“though it may take a while for me to get there because the streets are losing their shit”), Lila looked at Raj. She was ready to say that her stepmother had finally lost her airy-fairy, hippie mind, but Raj’s expression stopped her. He’d been poking around on that stupid wrist mobile thing of his, using the projection feature to watch video on the bench with the accompanying earpiece pushed into his head. And his eyes were as wide as she’d imagined Piper’s through their conversation. 
“Aliens,” said Raj. 
“You can’t possibly believe that. You’re more rational than stupid crap like UFOs and aliens.”
There was another shout. A group of people ran into and then quickly out of sight. Raj clutched Lila protectively, but they were gone before the potential threat could more than register.  
“Everyone else seems to believe it,” said Raj, nodding toward his wrist. “What did Piper say?” 
“She said …” Lila trailed off. It was all too ridiculous.
“Shit, Lila. This isn’t good. We can go to my place.” 
“It’s way the hell uptown.” 
“We’ll take a cab.” 
A crashing, crunching sound tore through the air from somewhere far away.
“Piper is going to pick me up at the museum.”
“Let’s go,” he said, standing. “Think she can drop me off? Think she’ll be too pissed that we ditched together?”  
“Something tells me she has bigger things to worry about,” Lila said. “Just don’t tell her you got me pregnant, and I think we’ll be fine.”








Chapter Four
DAY ONE, Late Morning
Constellation Academy, New York
TREVOR STOOD DUTIFULLY in the car line at school for five minutes, then decided that another frozen moment would make him fucking retarded. 
The school had held itself together for a respectably long time, but everyone’s seams were now showing. Mr. Banks, the principal, seemed to be totally MIA. Mr. Hoover seemed to be acting as a reluctant shepherd. He’d made that “proceed to the front lobby in a calm and orderly manner” announcement over the tablet network, interrupting Trevor’s already distracted class by popping onto everyone’s screens in a small window in the middle of a lecture about the Protestant Reformation. 
When Trevor’s group (more or less intact and keeping its wits) arrived in the lobby, Hoover had been there too, shouting loudly enough that everyone decided to gift him with responsible authority. Hoover had brokered the bus lines, seeming to mostly get the right kids to the appropriate places, assisted by the corps of surly bus drivers themselves. To the side of the bus loop, a few of the security officers who’d stuck around managed the car line, continually warning the kids back from the curb as if afraid their manic parents might run them down in their haste. 
Nothing in line was orderly. A car at the rear would make a pickup then try to rush forward, cutting everyone off. There was much honking and already two fights. 
The car line dutifully formed around the horseshoe and out into the street, but Trevor could see the writing on the wall: anyone who joined at its rear now would spend angry minutes fighting the loop before rejoining what was an increasingly snarled line of traffic beyond. 
Trevor hoofed it out toward the end of the line, where new cars were joining. He moved back with the line. The school wasn’t as jammed as those downtown, but getting out of here wouldn’t be easy — especially once they turned back toward home. 
A few minutes later, Piper’s distinctive blue Bug pulled up, and Trevor felt his gut sink. Yes, he’d be leaving school and going home. But he’d be riding in the car, alone, with Piper. In the Bug’s infuriatingly close quarters. 
He flagged her down, raising his hands in a universal “stop, don’t pull up any farther” gesture. Then he ran to the vehicle, feeling that odd tumult he’d been recently feeling whenever around his stepmom. 
He reached for the door, but Piper was already leaning over to push it open for him. He looked in, and she was still across the seat where he needed to be, her huge, beautiful blue eyes looking up at him with watery concern as if he were only a child. She was wearing a tight top — maybe coming from yoga; Trevor hated when she did yoga at home — and her ample boobs were on shapely display, courteously separated and shaped by the bisection of her seat belt. 
“Trevor, thank God.”
Trevor said nothing. He looked away from Piper and slid into the Bug’s bucket seat, setting the bag on his lap. Everyone said the world was ending and aliens were on their way (he’d even seen photos on the app; he had it same as anyone), and still he was getting an inappropriate boner. Perfect. 
“Are you okay?” she said, her naturally husky voice sounding somehow uneasy, barely hanging on. “You seem okay. Is the school okay? Are they taking care of the kids who are left? Look at me. Right here.” 
Trevor reluctantly looked over. Jesus, she was beautiful. Those big, blue eyes, that innocent, usually carefree bearing, that dark and wavy hair with its retro-geek bangs. That seat belt plumping her chest. 
“Good, good,” she said. Trevor didn’t know what was so good. The aliens? The panic? “But Hoover — that was Mr. Hoover, right? — he’s taking care of things? Are there any riots? I mean, not riots, but, like, panic, like people fighting and …” 
“A little in the car line,” said Trevor, looking away. 
“Oh my God. Oh my God. Do you think it’s okay? Do you think they’ll be safe, or—” 
“What are you going to do, put the whole school in the back of the Bug?” Trevor snapped, his newly deep voice booming more than intended. He pushed at his glasses, feeling her gaze and knowing they looked stupid and childish. He was fifteen, and every kid he knew had had their vision corrected if it was the slightest bit off. His dad was famous and rich. Why did he have to look this way, with big dumb frames on his face?
He didn’t look up at Piper, but could see her shock in his peripheral vision while staring at his backpack. He played with one of the zippers, turning it over and over, back and forth.
“Okay. Okay, you’re right,” she said. “We’ll just go. I’m sure they’ll be fine. We can only worry about ourselves, right?” 
Trevor thought he’d have to snap at Piper before she’d pull into traffic, but she blessedly looked over her left shoulder, tapped the console, and confirmed that she wanted to merge. 
Even her technophobia was adorable. The car, without Piper in it, could have picked him up, and it would have done so without rubbing forbidden tits in his face. And still she insisted on confirming every little move it wanted to make, reintroducing the possibility for operator error into what was otherwise a near perfect system. 
Then again, judging by what he’d seen in the car line and what he was already seeing on the streets ahead, plenty of people were piloting manually today. Autocars tended to balk at driving on sidewalks, rear-ending stopped vehicles to make a point, and running over streetside trashcans to clear a path. And autocars rarely honked: the staple shout of rage for any driver in a rush. 
“Did they tell you about the aliens?” 
Trevor looked over, watching her profile. She hadn’t even tried to soften it. 
“Ships, Piper. Or maybe just asteroids or something.” 
“I hope you’re right,” said Piper. “About asteroids. Or maybe I don’t. I don’t know if that’s any better. Unless they miss. They could miss, right? Because they could be shooting right at Earth, but Earth is moving, isn’t it? Do you think that could happen, that they could just fly by?” 
“Dunno.” 
“I was listening on the radio, kiddo.” Trevor hated when she called him “kiddo.” It implied he was a kid, not her midnight lover as he’d often imagined, doing things he shouldn’t do while thinking of his father’s wife. “They don’t think so.”
“Think what?” said Trevor. 
“That they’re asteroids. Or meteors. Or … what else? Like a comet or something. Or Spacelab.” She looked over, and he could see a small, exhausted smile on her wide pink lips. 
“What’s Spacelab?” 
“Maybe it’s Skylab. Is it Skylab?” 
Trevor shrugged. He had no idea what she was talking about. He kind of wished she’d stop talking. Or that he’d invited a friend to be in the car with them, as a buffer. 
“Where’s Lila?” 
“She’s in the park.” 
“Why is she in the damned park?” 
“Easy, tiger.”
Tiger, worse than kiddo. 
“Well, why is she?” he demanded. “I had to go to school, and she can just ditch?” 
“Don’t worry about it. I’ll make sure she understands she can’t pull stuff like that. And besides, right now all that matters is …” 
“We’re going to the park?” 
Piper nodded. A traffic jam loomed ahead, so she jockeyed around, heading down the next block. There was an abandoned cab to one side. Piper swerved into approaching traffic just long enough to get around. 
“Yeah. I told her to meet us outside the museum. I think she’s with Raj.” 
“Fucking hell.” 
“Trevor!” 
“Oh, so she can ditch school, a fleet of UFOs is coming, and it’s bad news that I’m swearing. Well fuck that.” 
Traffic eased long enough for Piper to glance over. She’d gone full manual before the cab maneuver, and as far as Trevor could see without looking up, she looked flushed with the stress of driving.
“You okay, Trevor?”
“Peachy.” 
“You scared?” 
Making his voice as insulted as possible: “No.” It was the biggest lie he’d ever told, other than the one he told every day by saying nothing, about Piper. 
“Well, I’m scared.” She reached out and tapped the radio. “Radio. News.” The car filled with a comforting third voice, droning on about something neither of them probably wanted to hear. “It’s okay to be scared, Trevor.”
“I’m fine, okay?” 
Again she glanced over, vaguely hurt. That hurt Trevor in return. He didn’t want to offend her, but talking with her was hell. Piper only seemed confused, not understanding why he’d turned on her over the past six months when they used to be such good friends. 
“Well, just sit back then. Assuming we can make it to the park, we’ll get Lila and then head home. Everything will be fine after that.” 
Trevor found the statement insulting, but said nothing because Piper was probably saying it for herself more than for him. Still, heading to the top floor of a Manhattan building during a coming invasion was less intelligent than ridiculous. There was no way his father, with all his paranoia, had the penthouse in mind as their final plan. He probably had survival gear stowed somewhere, and they’d head into the subway tunnels to live like well-equipped hobos until the overlords had enslaved the world above. 
On the radio, the announcer repeated something Trevor had already heard from his friends’ investigations during class, when word about the Astral app happenings had first started to spread: that current projections, crowdsourced by the civilian eggheads watching Astral, seemed to think humanity had only five days left to pretend it was alone in the universe. After that, the ships or whatever they were would arrive. Then shit would really hit the fan. 
Piper reached out and tapped the radio to turn it off, her finger shaking.








Chapter Five
DAY ONE, Morning 
The Dempsey Penthouse, New York
MEYER TAPPED his earbud while running around the penthouse with a sense of foreboding. Somehow without knowing at all, he’d been sure this was coming. 
All the visions in his ceremonies. Tripped-out haze, lying beside Heather while she talked about the “groovy fucking colors,” sharing none of his richer experience in the far-seeing rituals. Ayahuasca was medicine, but Heather just saw it as a helluva time — not unlike the many other substances she’d put into her body and brain. She’d never been truly addicted to anything through all her dalliances, so it seemed ironic to Meyer — who’d really only cared for that most expensive drug of all — that he might have been the addicted one. 
Not to the chemicals, but to the puzzle his mind had been slowly solving since his first glimpse of Mother Ayahuasca. 
“Incoming call from: Piper.” 
The mechanical voice pronounced Piper’s name as “Pipper.” It was simple to correct mispronunciations, but he’d never cared to. And right now, on the eve of an apocalypse, it annoyed Meyer more than anything that his phone still couldn’t properly pronounce his wife’s name. 
He tapped the bud again. 
There was a shuffling noise. Meyer heard his son say, “Here.”
Piper: “Oh, excellent, thank you, Trevor. Meyer?”
Meyer was shoving item after item into a duffel. He’d just packed two similar bags, and most of what they’d need was already in the van downstairs. From the outside, Meyer’s packing would have looked less frantic than he felt, owing to the fact that he’d practically memorized his packing lists and kept whatever he could spare already packed, stowed, and ready to go. Only last-minute items took time, and he was already done. Meyer checked mental boxes in his mind as if on an internal heads-up display. 
“Are you on your way?” he demanded. 
“Oh, thank God. We’ve been trying to reach you for hours. Well, not hours. A long time, though. Trevor has.” 
“So Trevor’s there? You got the kids?” 
A loud clattering preceded a horn’s ugly bray. 
Far away, Meyer heard Piper yell, “Brother trucker!” Then: “Sorry, kids.” A nervous laugh followed, not from Piper. Seconds later her voice filled the receiver, out of breath. “I just hope I can make it there.”
“Where are you?” 
“Near the park. I just picked up Lila.” 
Meyer stopped, wrist-deep in a duffel. 
“You aren’t out at the school?” 
“I had to pick up Lila.” 
Another rustling, and something that sounded like Piper might have hit something, run someone over, or driven up onto the sidewalk. All were fine with Meyer as long as the passengers in Piper’s stupid Beetle survived. But she was a shaky driver under the best of circumstances. She’d been raised in the country, moving to the city only after her campaign on Meyer’s crowdfunding platform had birthed her Quirky Q clothing line — and, eventually, their relationship. Piper was too tentative for New York streets, and today was no normal rush hour.
“Jesus, Piper. Put someone else on the phone. Just drive.” 
“Lila, take the phone.” Then, somewhat near the receiver: “I love you.” 
“I love you too, baby. Just be—” 
Trevor’s voice: “Hey, Dad.” 
“Lila, your voice has gotten so deep.” 
“Lila doesn’t want to take the phone,” Trevor said. “She doesn’t want you to yell at her for ditching school.” 
“Lila was ditching school?” He shook the thought away. That was well down the list of things that simply did not fucking matter right now. He had to see them safe, then get to Morristown and the Gulfstream. Things were uncertain until then. Once in the air, they’d be okay. He could worry about FAA rules and where they’d land later. They could fly low and land at the compound if need be. But none of that could happen without the city behind them. 
“She was with Raj.” 
“That doesn’t matter right now,” Meyer said. “Tell me exactly where you are.” 
“They ditched the whole day so they could go to the park and make out.” 
Lila’s voice from nearby, probably the back seat: “Give me that phone, you little shit!” 
“Lila says hi.” 
“Where are you?” Meyer repeated. 
“On 77th. We just picked up Lila and Raj.” 
“Raj? You have Raj?” 
“Yeah. They keep making out in the back seat. It’s gross.” 
“Trevor, you little—!” 
“Get off, Lila! I’m talking to Dad.” 
Piper: “Will you two just—” 
There was the squeal of tires, a vintage Piper shriek, and, mercifully, no crash. Meyer realized he’d paused his packing. No matter now that the plan might be changing. 
“Tell Piper to turn autodrive back on before she gets you all killed.” Meyer had been doing some mental theater since he saw the incoming call, and could imagine every noise paired with ridiculous acrobatics from his adorable but not always street smart wife. 
“Tried a bit ago,” said Trevor. “The streets aren’t terrible as far as traffic is concerned, but there are a billion people running around, like, kind of everywhere. Pretty sure we saw some guy get wasted earlier. Not by us. The car doesn’t know what to do with them all. It just kind of politely waits for them to pass.” 
“You’re on the west side?” 
“Yeah. On 77th. But Dad, it’s going to be pretty hard to get all the way around the park and home. It’ll take some time.” 
“Don’t try. We’re headed to Jersey anyway. Cross to Weehawken. I’ll meet you at that gas station where we bought the Twinkies that made you sick. Do you remember it?” 
“I remember it,” said Piper’s voice in the distance. How loud was her phone, and how little attention was she paying to the road?
“You’re sure, Dad?” 
“You’d be backtracking. Who knows how much worse traffic might get. The panic’s only starting.” 
“You’re always in front,” Trevor said. “Even when it comes to panic.”
“That’s right.” Meyer smiled in spite of himself. “Take care of them for me, okay, Trevor?” 
“Sure, Dad. See you in Jersey.” 
Meyer hung up, then closed his eyes to inhale the stillness. 
He didn’t like the idea of meeting away from the penthouse, but that was just him being nervous and selfish. They were halfway to where they needed to go, practically speaking. Whenever Meyer thought about these scenarios (“obsessed over,” in Heather’s words — sometimes onstage, in her act) getting out of the city was always the choke point. He’d looked into parking a helicopter on the roof for a while, but couldn’t secure permissions. Ultimately, New York itself was the problem, which was why they were moving to the ranch. Unfortunately, the apocalypse had come early. 
Meyer returned to his mental checklist, still packing. Trevor had been joking; he knew this was far, far more directed than panic. He’d bored his kids to tears discussing concepts that the ceremonies had slowly helped him absorb — a distinct feeling that the universe was far more connected than most people believed, and that a great change was coming that they’d all best prepare for. 
It was somewhat of a woo-woo idea for a mogul, but Meyer considered himself a Renaissance man. He conducted his business with iron logic, but cared for his body, with daily yoga and massage. He’d redefined entertainment following the studio failures in the first part of the twenty-first century, and yet his kids always came first — to the point that Heather had granted him custody in deference to his “more stable life.” 
Like most powerful people, Meyer had his quirks. But now the world was learning what he’d known all along: that his preoccupation with, and advance preparation for, the end days had been time and mental energy well spent. 
Walking shoes. Electronics and charged extra batteries. 
The latter wouldn’t last forever, but they could be charged in his Benz JetVan. As long as they had the van and fuel, and the communication networks stayed up, they’d be able to use them. 
The earbud buzzed again. 
“Incoming call from: Heather.” 
Tap. “What?” 
“Hello to you too, sweetums.”
“Are you packed up? Are you out of the city yet?” 
“I’m working on it.” 
“Quickly, Heather. Have you checked the highways?” 
“How?” 
“Online.” 
“Oh. No. I didn’t think of it. Should I?” 
Meyer sighed. “Yes. Of course you should. You want to end up in a parking lot?” 
“Maybe I should fly.” 
“Don’t try.” 
“I checked the flight schedules. United has a direct flight, LAX to Vail. You can meet me there, or I can rent a car.” 
“Do you think this is a vacation?” 
Heather’s reply sounded annoyed, but at least she was being serious, for once. 
“Oh, but it makes sense to drive. You’re flying.” 
“I have a private jet, Heather. And I’m not going to LAX.” 
“You’re going to JFK.” 
“No, I’m going to Morristown. JFK will be a mess. Like LAX. But if you think it’s smart to try and buy a ticket and fight security and crowds on the verge of rioting, go right ahead.” 
That was a dangerous thing to say. Heather might take him up on it to prove a point. She constantly flew for comedy gigs and sometimes movie work and was away from their old home more than at it. She’d first caught Meyer’s attention because she was as arrogant as he was, and Heather Hawthorne wasn’t the kind of woman many men would dare to push around. But she’d been with him as his preoccupation had grown, and she knew as well as Meyer just how fully stocked and bulletproof the Vail compound was. He’d even proposed the idea of Heather moving in when they did, in a guest house on the same sprawling property, for “safety” in Meyer’s supposedly paranoid opinion. 
“Maybe I should stay where I am.” 
“Jesus, Heather, no, get on the road, and start driving. Gas up the second you can and then as often as you see a gas station that isn’t being mobbed. You’ve got the hybrid; you should be good unless you’re fantastically unlucky.” 
“That’s a long drive, Meyer.” 
“Better than staying in LA.” 
“I don’t know. Right now I have friends nearby. And the basement looks like CostCo.” 
Meyer had added to the stockpile with every visit. He’d lived in New York since the divorce, but he was still lord of his old manor whenever he flew to LA. He kept buying bottled water, canned food, sometimes weapons. Even Heather didn’t know where he’d stowed it all. 
“Heather, do I really need to explain this to you?” 
“Go ahead. I just love listening to your explanations. Please, make it a long one.” 
Meyer bit his retort. “New York and LA. Those are the two cities everyone considers attacking. It’s where everything bad happens. It’s where everyone, every time there’s a blip, goes apeshit with panic. People are already losing it in Manhattan. I’m moving as fast as I can.” 
Heather’s voice changed, suddenly worried. “The kids. They’re with you? Did you get them from school?” 
“Piper did. But then she came all the damned way back to Central Park for Lila.” 
“Why was Lila in Central Park?” 
“She ditched. But look, I literally just spoke to them. They’re fine. I sent them over the bridge and am going to meet them in Weehawken.” 
“They’re not with you?” Now Heather sounded near panic. He’d never heard her like this. It was disorienting, almost terrifying. 
“They’re fine. They’re in a better position than I am.” 
“But you’ve got the Mystery Machine.” 
“Her Beetle’s more agile. She can go manual if she has to. The JetVan’s a behemoth. It was always meant to be a Colorado vehicle. Honestly, I don’t know how the hell I’m going to get it out of the city. And I won’t if I don’t hurry.” 
Saying the words made Meyer’s blood prickle. He resumed frantically packing. 
Extra socks. Identification papers. Taser. 
“Shit, Meyer. I am so not into this.” 
“You’ll be fine. You’re outside the city, already facing the right direction. Just start driving. Check the traffic first and avoid the bad spots, but don’t rule out the expressways if they seem clear. Just be super careful because if you get in a jam, you’ll be stuck. I’d stick to surface roads. You have a good traffic app?”
“I have TrafficCopter.” 
“And your car charger. And a few external batteries.” 
“Last time you were here, you put enough mobile batteries in my purse to power my vibrator without a wall socket.” 
“Good. So just …” 
“Almost.” 
“Go. You may not be able to reach me on the road, so head for Vail, and we’ll meet you there. Even the foothills are better than LA. You’ll be fine. We’ll be fine. Okay, Heather?” 
For a moment, Meyer thought he’d lost her. 
“Heather?” 
Sounding exhausted: “Okay, Meyer.” 
“Try to call as long as you have steady power, like from your car. They say we have six days. Maybe the networks will stay up.” 
“I will.” 
“Take care, Heather.” 
He thought she’d hung up and was about to tap his earbud when Heather said, “I love you, Meyer.” 
“I know.”
Meyer ended the call and packed faster, knowing how quickly time, in Manhattan’s barely-held composure, was thinning.








Chapter Six
DAY ONE, Afternoon 
Weekhawken, New Jersey
IT TOOK Meyer an hour from the time he loaded the duffels into the JetVan and drove out of the garage until he reached the Weehawken rendezvous point. He’d had to go manual immediately, taking the wheel between his hands and forgetting that he was supposed to be one of New York’s most respected private citizens. He’d ridden half on and half off of curbs; he’d annihilated two flimsy trash cans to circle obstructions; he’d nearly cut a homeless man in half when he’d been trying to sneak around some asshole who’d decided to load a U-Haul in the middle of fucking Hudson. As he’d passed, some other angry motorists had been arguing with the U-Haul’s owner — a man who seemed to be rather flagrantly loading flats of bottled water into the back with a dolly. Meyer wasn’t entirely sure, but he thought that just after he’d passed, those motorists may have seized the man, dragging him from the truck toward the curb. 
Things were quickly going to shit. 
Meyer’s prior assumptions seemed to be holding true: Everyone would panic, and their best chance was to outrun that panic. Trevor, ironically, had nailed the concept: They, as a family, had to panic faster than everyone else. Screw the seven stages of grief. Screw denial and bargaining and all the things the populace must be thinking about the strange spheres drawing ever closer to Astral’s radio telescopes. There was no time for any of it. The only way out was to be prepared and get the hell out of Dodge without flinching. 
Only about an hour had passed since Meyer first heard the news. He’d already screamed out of the underground garage in his apocalypse-ready van. The general population had merely managed to run around waving their hands uselessly in the air like a Kermit the Frog freak-out. Knee-jerk fear wasn’t hard to skirt. It was the sure-to-come mass exodus that would be impossible to wade through. 
Both halves of Meyer’s NYC family — Piper and the kids in the Beetle and himself in what Heather called the Mystery Machine — were well on their way out of town, packed and prepared, by the time Manhattan’s slow sigh began. Traffic was slow, but in a strange middle ground: normal workaday flow had dimmed due to the news, but panic was creeping. 
He took the Lincoln Tunnel, feeling nervous. In concept, there was little difference between a tunnel and a bridge out of the city, but in the dark — especially if the power grid failed; hey, it could happen if the wrong people left their stations at work — people were edgier. Fear would be thicker under the Hudson, and if someone stalled, there would be no option to simply break through the barricades and push them off into the water. 
Meyer seriously considered taking one of the bridges on the island’s east side and circling around, but the loss of time outweighed the bridges’ superior open-air advantage. Besides, he knew Piper would take one of the tunnels. If there was a backup, he might be able to find his family. The converse was true, too — if he went around and escaped scot-free but they were held up, what good would it have done?
Fortunately, the early traffic out seemed to share Meyer’s mindset: prepared, paranoid, but overall more interested in getting out safely than quickly. The crawl was slow but proceeded through the tunnel without incident. Soon he was on the river’s other side, prepared to count the blessings of a god he’d never really believed in. 
He pulled into the gas station just shy of Tonnelle and sighed with relief at the sight of Piper’s familiar blue Beetle parked beside a pole that had probably, once upon a time, held an ancient pay phone. A massive propane tank inside a high fence read, LEAVE EMPTIES OUTSIDE PAY INSIDE FOR NEW WITH DEPOSIT. Beside the fence, below the sign, was a picnic table. Lila was sitting on its top with her feet on the bench, eating a sandwich. Trevor was on the far side, possibly pondering something. Piper was emerging from the station carrying a coffee. Beside Lila was someone Meyer had entirely forgotten about. 
Piper saw Meyer, dropped her coffee, looked at the dropped cup reproachfully, then sprinted toward him. The run was shameless and full of youth. A moment later, her petite arms were around him, her head coming only as high as his neck, squeezing almost tight enough to sever his breath. 
“Thank God. Thank God, Meyer!” 
“Any trouble?” he said, looking around. He’d left the door of the JetVan open beside the Beetle. The engine was still running. It was a waste of gas, but something in Meyer told him they wouldn’t want to be here longer than a minute.
“No. There was traffic, of course, but it was mostly civil.” 
Meyer looked around. The area was still reasonably urban, but the worst of it was behind them. Soon they’d be out past 95 and into suburbia. From there until Morristown airport, things would get easier. 
“We’ve been here for ages, Dad,” said Lila, her mouth full of sandwich. He had the provisions in the van, which meant she’d bought the sandwich from the station. He wasn’t sure whether to take it as a good or bad sign. On the plus side, the station was conducting proper business instead of being raided. On the negative, it was a fucking gas station sandwich. 
Meyer stepped forward and hugged his daughter. Then he straightened and extended his hand to the boy beside her — a boy Meyer approved of, but who for some reason wouldn’t meet his eye. 
“Raj.” 
“Mr. Dempsey.” 
“I didn’t realize you’d be accompanying us. Where’s your family?”
“Home, I assume.” 
Meyer’s eyes went to Piper. She shrugged, so Meyer turned to Lila, his eyes taking in the scene. Past Lila, beyond the big propane tank, a group of kids her age were milling. They looked over. Meyer looked away. 
“So, Raj,” said Meyer. 
“Yes, Mr. Dempsey?” 
“We’re taking a little trip.” 
“Okay.” 
“To the airport.” 
“Sure.” 
He wasn’t getting it. “Meaning we’re leaving New York. Jersey, whatever.” 
“Okay.” 
Meyer’s eyes fixed on the Beetle. “You can take it if you’d like.” 
“Take it where?” 
Lila picked up Raj’s hand and squeezed it. “He’s coming with us, Dad.” 
“His family is here, Lila.” 
“You want me to take the Beetle back into the city?” said Raj, aghast. 
“You should be with your family. They’ll be worried.” 
“Maybe we can meet up with them later,” said Raj. 
The kid wasn’t understanding. It was as if he’d started the day with one objective — apparently to ditch school with Meyer’s daughter — and hadn’t yet cottoned on to the shitstorm’s obvious gravity. 
“There’s no later. We’re headed out right now. If you stay with us, you’ll end up in …” 
“Dad,” said Trevor, arriving at Lila’s side. 
“Trevor,” he turned back to Raj, “ … in Vail.” 
“Cool,” said Raj. 
“Dad,” Trevor repeated. 
“Hey, kiddo.” He wrapped an arm around Trevor’s shoulders, but the boy stepped out of the embrace. Back to Raj: “You can’t just fly away from your family. Not right now, of all times.” 
“So he should go back into the city?” said Lila. “Dad, that’s stupid.” 
“Don’t tell me what’s stupid, Lila. It’s right. He can take the Beetle.” He took the keys from Piper and gave them to Raj. “Here. It’s yours. You can have it. Merry Christmas.” 
“Dad!” 
Meyer looked at his son, tipping his head as if indicating something to one side. 
Meyer followed the gesture and saw the group of teens approaching. As they neared, Meyer could see details he hadn’t noticed before: one held a bat and the other a gun.
Meyer spoke to Lila and Piper without moving his eyes from the approaching kids. 
“Get in the van.” He pushed the keys into Raj’s hand. “Raj, take the car. Hurry. And be careful.” 
Raj looked up at the nearing group. They all did. The group had seen them, and was changing course accordingly. 
“Take the car, Raj.” 
“I’m coming with you.” 
“No, you’re not.” 
Lila was dragging Raj through the JetVan’s open side door. Trevor followed, and Piper, keeping her eyes low, made for the passenger seat. 
“Hey!” yelled the kid at the head of the group — the one with the bat. Beside him, the one with the gun (a girl, Meyer realized) was raising it. 
“We don’t want trouble,” said Meyer, skirting around toward the open sliding door. Lila made to close it, but Meyer gave her an almost imperceptible wave, asking her to keep it open. 
“Just wanna talk to you,” said the kid. 
“I have to go.” Edging closer. 
“Let us talk to you first.” 
“I’m sorry.” Now Meyer’s eyes were flicking between them and the door. They were fifteen yards off now, not running but moving with purpose. 
“Nice ride you got,” said the girl with the gun. “I’d like to check that out.” 
“Hey!” came a shout from the gas station. 
Meyer fought the urge to turn toward the yell, diving for the door and scrambling into the driver’s seat while Trevor pulled the door closed behind him instead. The kids had all flinched toward the sound and now spun back, weapons up. They ran. Meyer braced for a shot, but the girl must have been too stunned to fire. He slammed the van into manual drive and stepped hard enough on the pedal to shoot gravel from behind the wheels. 
They were away, safe but with five hearts thumping. 
Meyer jockeyed the van onto the road from the shoulder, keyed autodrive, and closed his eyes. 
He hoped things at the airport would be smoother. But he already had a niggling suspicion that this was only the beginning of an end, and that from here on out, things would only get harder.








Chapter Seven
DAY ONE, Evening 
Morristown, New Jersey
THE DRIVE to Morristown should have taken about an hour. It took nearly four. 
In the van’s lush rear, the three teens lowered the seats to beds and slept. Despite it being just before three when they set out, Meyer wanted to sleep too. The day had been draining. He felt his body telling him to give up, lie down, and let whatever was going to happen, happen. The effort to fight the urge, even after all the thought and planning Meyer had given this moment, was enormous. 
Piper stayed dutifully awake beside him, laying a comforting hand on Meyer’s arm as light bled from the day. With the sun down, everything seemed more peaceful despite the line of traffic — and, at the same time, much more ominous. They’d stopped just once, at another gas station, during a short stretch of clear road. The station had been deserted. The houses in the surrounding area were lit but graveyard silent. The feeling was one of waiting — as if those inside didn’t know what they’d face in the morning, but wouldn’t peek from their hidey holes in the meantime, just in case. 
The station was, blessedly, fully automated and fully operational. Unlike the previous station, this one had no clerk — and therefore no one to rob. Payments were electronic; there was no cash on-premises. The foodmat inside was equally automated and light on provisions. In time, if things unfolded without peace prevailing, pirates would perhaps break into the foodmat and siphon gas from the station’s tanks. But for now, that wasn’t happening. And as Meyer topped off, he thought that this could be any night, anytime, anywhere. 
But the highways were another story, and despite what he’d told Heather about surface roads, highways still seemed like the best way to travel. The van was well-stocked, but it wasn’t otherwise as end-of-the-world prepped as it should have been. It had tires that could be punctured, windows that could be broken, and plastic side panels that could be shot through. The freeway was crawling. But surface roads, as they looked into the shadowy and streetlight-lit neighborhoods beyond, looked dangerous. 
They didn’t have far to go. Sleep, for the passengers, made time tick quickly. Meyer had his running thoughts, and Piper seemed to feel her only job (which she was happy to do) was to be by his side. The time spend was fine. They didn’t have an assigned flight time like commercial fliers. They wouldn’t have to go through security or even through the airport itself, small as it was. All that mattered was that they arrived whole, that the plane was still there, and that the pilot was ready to fly. And thanks to the still-functional cell network, he was able to confirm the second two just fine. As long as Morristown stayed peaceful, there was no reason for Nick to hop into the jet and fly off on his own. He was well paid, and despite the day’s events, money still seemed very much to matter. 
There had been scant new information. The van’s radio had been on and tuned to a satellite news channel the entire trip, and as the evening had rolled on the station had taken to replaying the exact same half-hour in an excruciating loop.
Ships were still approaching Earth, same as they’d been this afternoon.
The president was still urging calm. 
NASA was still predicting an arrival in approximately five days. 
And the special interview guest — a man named Bertrand Delacroix, who sounded like a conspiracy nut to Meyer but who apparently had some sort of legit credentials — was still saying that if not for the public availability of the Astral app, the government would be covering all of this up. They were forthcoming now, he scoffed, because there was no way to lie. Somehow this was good news, but Meyer could only intuit that from Bertrand Delacroix’s tone of voice, and the interviewer’s reaction. 
Ten miles from Morristown, Piper reached over and touched the radio, turning it to music. 
“That’s enough of that,” she said. 
“We need to know what’s happening, Piper.” 
“We know it. Like six or seven times, we know it by now.” 
“Something might change.” 
But Piper wasn’t listening. He’d thought she’d fallen asleep, and now she closed her eyes and looked it. She took his hand. He’d had them folded in his lap for most of the trip but had remained sitting in the driver’s seat in case a move to manual proved necessary. So far, it hadn’t. A line of traffic was a line of traffic, and everyone had to wait their turn. The autocar could do that much fine. 
“It’s crazy to think there’s still music, isn’t it?” Piper said. 
“On the radio?” 
“In the world.” She sighed. Piper loved music and was more current on trends than Heather ever had been. It was one of the things Lila loved about her stepmother, and a tiny source of jealousy with Heather. “All that’s happened, all this fear and fighting, and someone is still out there playing music.” 
“I’m sure it’s programmed.” 
She sighed, not wanting to hear him. 
Meyer shook his head at the line of traffic. “We’re almost there. I’m going to be so glad to get out of this van.” 
“After all the time you spent stocking it?” 
“The Axis Mundi is better stocked than the van.” 
“Why do you call it ‘Axis Mundi’? The ranch, I mean.” 
Meyer considered explaining, but despite her spiritual bearing, he felt that Piper didn’t understand any of the spirituality that actually mattered. She didn’t participate in the ceremonies. She hadn’t seen Mother Ayahuasca. He didn’t resent her for it, and she didn’t resent him, but it robbed them of common ground. Her parents had been religious and believed in a bearded savior in the sky. Meyer, on the other hand, had more or less predicted everything that had happened today. It was a decisive victory, he thought, but he wouldn’t waste breath on explanation. Some places were holy. That and the fact that he’d wanted one of his own was all she needed to know. 
“Why are we doing this, Meyer?” 
“Going to Morristown?” 
“Going to Vail. Shouldn’t we stay put? We don’t even know anything yet.” 
Jesus. It was the same thing Heather had said. He hadn’t been able to reach her again due to the overcrowded network, but if he had, he’d conference the two women so they could be ridiculous and shortsighted together. 
“We know enough.” 
“What do you know that nobody else knows?” 
Piper looked at him with those huge blue eyes. It was rhetorical, basically a joke. But he’d already known enough to prepare, and could still feel the puzzle assembling somewhere inside. He couldn’t see it, but you didn’t need to see a black hole to feel its pull. 
They needed to be in Colorado when it happened, whatever “it” was. That was the only safe place. If this had only waited another few months, they’d have been living there already. Then they could have stayed put. Then they could have bunkered down and kept off the roads. But staying in New York — the city in which all sorts of bad shit always happened first — because they hadn’t had time yet to make their big move? That was just stupid.
“We’re almost there.” Meyer looked out across the sea of brake lights. He patted her hand to soothe any possible reproach he might be broadcasting without intention and gave her a forced smile. She smiled back. He felt something release inside. 
“And we can just fly away.” 
Meyer nodded. “One of the perks of owning your own plane.” 
Despite the awkwardness between them, Piper pulled Meyer’s arm toward her enough to lean uncomfortably atop it. They looked like a stretched-out picture of lovers side-by-side at a romantic movie. 
Meyer reached out and poked the radio. They were approaching the exit. Once off the expressway, everything would be faster. 
Piper moaned. 
“I just want to check before we get there,” Meyer said. 
The radio program had changed. Apparently, there was fresh news after all. But none of the reports had to do with Astral or the ships or anything else. It had to do with government preparations and the people’s safety. 
Meyer listened. He heard the announcement that made him shout as the airport came into sight, the terminal and gate slowly being surrounded by flashing blue and red lights. 
Trevor jerked awake in the back seat. He blinked. “What? What’s wrong?” 
“The FAA just grounded all flights,” said Meyer, pinching the bridge of his nose. “We’re a half hour too late.”





DAY TWO







Chapter Eight
DAY TWO, Morning
Rural Pennsylvania 
PIPER WOKE with a soft vibration under her head. At first she didn’t know what it was.
She’d been having a dream where she was on a roller coaster with Meyer’s ex-wife. Heather was wearing an outrageous red dress that turned her average-size boobs into respectable and decidedly Victorian-era cleavage. It wasn’t the kind of thing Heather wore in her lesser comedy shows and certainly not in any movie (released by Meyer’s Fable Studio or otherwise) that Piper had ever seen. 
They’d been climbing a hill for most of the dream, a half-minute trip yawning to hours in the way time stretches like taffy in the reverie of sleep. The dream’s only common thread from beginning to end was Piper’s ever-mounting terror. She’d woken just as they’d crested the first hill’s top. The last thing Heather said before tipping down was, Hang on tight, baby. It gets bumpy from here.
Then Piper was awake, vibration under her head, and no true awareness (for the first few moments, anyway) of where she was. For a crazy second, she was sure Meyer’s ex was still around. Only Heather Hawthorne would stick a running vibrator under a sleeping girl’s head as a gag. 
She blinked, yawned, and rolled over to see Meyer still behind the wheel. He wasn’t holding it, though, and his feet weren’t on the manual pedals. The van was on auto, apparently able to handle the light traffic. He’d scooted the JetVan’s luxurious leather seat back a foot and turned it slightly into the cabin. The radio was tuned to a whisper, Meyer tapping around on his tablet. 
“Have you been up all night?” she said.
“I thought we might need to run someone over.” 
Piper wasn’t sure whether Meyer was joking. He looked serious enough, his head mostly down, giving her lip service without moving focus from his tablet. 
“Where are we?” 
“Pennsylvania.” Meyer nodded toward the window, and what seemed to still be nighttime. A glance at the console clock: 6:23 a.m. “America the beautiful. Should I wake the kids to show them what fields look like? They look the same in the dark as they do in the light, more or less.”  
Piper looked into the van’s rear. With the blinds closed, it was easy to believe the vehicle’s name — to see it as more jet than van, and to imagine they’d somehow reached the Gulfstream after all. Trevor was closest, his head canted sideways to lean against the window, his eyes closed and his large black eyebrows less troubled-looking than they’d seemed lately. Lila and Raj were asleep in the very back, past the faux-marble console, in a bench seat, leaning against each other like two poles in a teepee. Piper wasn’t sure she liked that. They needed each other, yes. But every mile farther they drove from Raj’s family in New York was one degree more difficult it would be for Lila to give him up. The way she was clinging to him now, the idea of sending Raj home felt like ripping a cherished teddy bear from Lila’s arms. 
“Where in Pennsylvania?” 
“The middle.” 
“Not toward New York.” 
Meyer looked up at Piper and gave her the look that had made him his fortune. Meyer Dempsey seldom wanted something he didn’t eventually get. Including Piper, who’d only meant to use Consensus rather than meet (or marry) the man who’d created it — a girl who’d had a simple goal of crowdfunding her tiny design project rather than partnering with the handsome entrepreneur behind it. 
“West.” Meyer’s look was at once stern and almost condescending. He had his chin mostly down, his light-green eyes rolled up to meet hers. The grim expression of an authority — explaining rather than bargaining, asking, or attempting to justify.
They were going on a road trip. Discussion over. 
She decided to weigh in anyway. Straightening, fluffing her hair where the seat had flattened it, she said, “I still think it makes sense to go back to New York. What are we going to do out here in the open, Meyer?” 
“Drive west.” 
“You think something’s coming.” 
“I’ve thought it for a while.”
“Then we should be home. Not out here in the boonies.” 
“Nobody’s going into the city right now. There’s a reason. New York is always a target. Of everything. Nobody wants to be there right now, unless they literally have nowhere else to go.” 
“We don’t have anywhere else to go.” 
“Vail. LA. London.” 
“Yes. Let’s fly to the London apartment. That makes just as much sense. Hell, Meyer, it’s probably about the same length as flight. We can make it on the plane that’s grounded!” 
“Keep your voice down. The kids are asleep.” 
“You need to sleep, too, Meyer.” 
“We can take shifts keeping an eye on the road. I’m not stopping at a hotel.” 
“It’s not just about being physically able to sleep. We all need a break. If we just stop for a while, finish the night …” 
“The further west we get, the … fuck.” 
The road had been making a gentle turn. Meyer paused, exhaled, and swore. The van moved to a courteous stop behind the rear of a car that, in the dark, appeared to be a light-blue Toyota electric. 
“How has it been?” she said. “Traffic, overall?” 
Meyer shook his head. They’d been driving along steadily when Piper had woken, but now the road looked like a parking lot: red lights as far as the eye could see in front of them, and nothing but white to the left. 
“On and off. I keep thinking we’re free and clear, but then something happens. A few accidents with no clear cause, like people are just rushing, going manual to try and get past blocks, then running into each other. A few cars off the road, and everyone stops to rubberneck. This just looks like traffic. There’s a city ahead. One with more than two freeway exits. Maybe everyone wants McDonald’s.”
“Can we go, Dad?” 
Piper turned. Trevor met her eyes for a moment then flicked rapidly away, focusing all attention on his father. 
“We’re going.” 
“I meant to McDonald’s.” 
“That was a joke, Trevor.” 
“I’m hungry.” 
“There’s a bunch of dry stuff and bars in the back.” 
“I don’t really want kelp bars and soy burgers.” 
“I didn’t pack soy burgers, Trevor.” 
“Okay, I don’t want kelp bars.” 
Lila was stirring in the back seat. “Are we talking about stopping to eat?” 
“No,” said Meyer. 
Piper shrugged. “Might not be a bad idea, Meyer.” 
“No. We have to get to Colorado.” 
Lila sat up. “Wait. You were serious about that?”  
“There’s an exit right there,” Piper said. “Let’s take a break. This traffic isn’t going anywhere anyway.” 
“We’re staying on the road. Don’t you remember what I said about outrunning the panic? Something like this happens, speed is our only advantage. We have a bathroom, food, water, even entertainment. We stay on the road until we’re there.” 
“That’s like three days, Dad.” Lila shook her boyfriend. “Wake up, Raj. We’re driving all the damned way to Colorado.” 
“Try Raj’s parents again,” said Meyer. “He’s not going anywhere.” 
“So you’re just going to drop him off at a gas station and hope he isn’t attacked by bandits and rape gangs?” 
“There are no rape gangs, Lila,” said Meyer. 
“Not yet,” said Piper. 
Trevor smirked. “Nobody’s going to rape Raj. Maybe we can use him to shoo rape gangs away.” 
Raj rubbed his hands across his chest. “You’re wrong. Everyone wants a piece of this.” 
“We’ll call his parents,” said Meyer. 
“Because they’re out here, right, Dad? Not in New York or anything. They can just ride out and get him.” 
“I offered him the Beetle.” 
“Well, that didn’t work out, though, did it?” 
Trevor made a face at his sister. “Oh, like you wouldn’t have thrown yourself in front of the wheels if Dad had pushed him into it and those people hadn’t come. You’re not letting Raj go anywhere.” 
Raj was still rubbing his hands across his chest. “Can you blame her?” 
Piper looked at Meyer, then shot Lila and Raj a look. She understood; she’d been a stupid teenage girl in love once, too. But Lila’s father hadn’t been, and somehow Piper imagined Meyer’s teen dalliances as more calculated and strategic than head-over-heels foolish in love. 
“Try them now,” Meyer grumbled, his attention still half on the tablet. Piper hadn’t seen what he was looking up, but now he was using it as a crutch to avoid facing his children head-on. 
“Who?” said Piper. 
“Raj’s parents.” 
“They won’t be awake yet,” Raj said helpfully. 
Eyes still on the tablet, Meyer said, “I’m okay with waking them.” 
Piper could hear his restraint. Meyer needed sleep. He was as thin as the rest of them, but refused to rest and recharge. He was always a tempest. All that changed, between his calm and anger, was the strength of armor holding it back. 
Raj shrugged, then tapped at his wrist. Piper had a strange desire to ask if she could see the device because she’d never used one before, but now wasn’t the time. 
“Nothing,” Raj reported. 
Meyer still seemed to be seething.
Piper said, “They don’t answer?” 
Raj shook his head. “No signal.” 
“The network is down?” 
Trevor: “Probably just flooded.”
“We should get a hotel,” Piper suggested. “Let traffic clear out. Maybe the networks will open up.” 
She looked at Trevor, the last to use a phone. He looked away as if angry. Maybe he resented her for something. Piper didn’t know, and had been trying for weeks not to be bothered.  
Lila said, “People aren’t going to make fewer calls as the aliens get closer.”
Raj wrapped his arm around her, and pulled Lila closer. “You don’t know they’re aliens.” 
“Just empty ships from outer space, then,” Trevor said. “That are flying themselves.” 
Piper thought, Flying.
“That doesn’t mean that …” 
Piper turned to Meyer, but she spoke loud enough to stop Raj in the back seat. “Wait. How far are we from Morristown?” 
“Like, nine or ten hours.” 
“How far.” 
“Thirty, forty miles?” 
“Well,” said Lila, verbally pouting. “I guess we’d better settle in for a long trip.” 
She pushed her body even harder against Raj, then glared at the side of her father’s head. Lila and Trevor got along with Meyer, but they were still teenagers. Piper, recently a teen herself, tried to understand, but often there was no use. Somewhere around your twenty-second birthday, teenagers started sounding like melodramatic idiots no matter what you did. 
“That’s another reason to get a hotel room,” Piper said. “They might let planes fly again. We can take the Gulfstream.” 
“They’re not going to unground flights. Not any time soon.” He shook his head. “I knew they’d do it, too. Only makes sense. Something coming from the air, military craft heading up in droves, people down here freaking out and storming the airports because everyone has to go somewhere when panic strikes, even if it doesn’t make sense …” 
Lila said, “Good thing we’re smarter than that.” 
Meyer seemed to consider shouting, but only mumbled. “This is different.” 
Lila laughed. But when Piper shot her a glance, she settled, having made her point.  
“We’ve all talked about this,” said Meyer. “Whenever I’m … well, when I think about it … it’s been clear to me for a while that something was coming.” 
“Come on, Dad,” Lila said. 
He’d talked all their ears off about this. The maddening thing was that coming from Meyer Dempsey, talk about the end of the world never really sounded crazy. He put it in terms of change and inevitable consequences and how it was stupid not to be prepared when you had the financial means to do so. Piper didn’t understand where Meyer’s mind went on his Ayahuasca trips and had never wanted to partake herself, but there were two things Piper knew for sure: Meyer believed what his inner eye showed him, and she trusted him no matter what. 
Trevor said, “Kind of hard to say Dad’s full of shit right now, Lila.”
“Trevor!” Piper snapped. “Watch your mouth.” 
“We have to get to Colorado,” said Meyer, returning his eyes to the road. Cars were starting to move — slowly, but steadily. Piper could see the singularity of purpose and knew the futility of arguing. “The ranch is mostly done, and the part that matters most, in the vault, has been finished for over a month. I had it stocked last time I was there. We have an isolated power source, air filtration, plenty of supplies in food and water, concrete walls and lead doors …” 
“Everything the modern paranoid survivalist needs,” Lila said.
It was hard to call anyone paranoid when his fears came true, and hard to argue with the need to survive. 
The cars stopped again. The van, still on auto, stopped without ceremony. Piper watched Meyer’s eyes, seeing how they were scanning the roadsides and median. She didn’t know if the JetVan could do off-road, but knowing Meyer, he may have had it specially equipped. 
A diffuse red light appeared on the horizon behind them — the first rays of a pre-dawn morning. In the dim light with her night-adjusted eyes, Piper could see the cars ahead casting scant shadows. 
Car doors in front of them opened, and both the passenger and the driver got out. The same thing was happening across the stopped traffic, one car at a time.
“What’s going on?” said Meyer. 
But Piper saw. She pointed. 
“That,” she said. 








Chapter Nine
DAY TWO, Morning
Las Vegas Outskirts, Nevada 
HEATHER WAS ALTERNATING between cigarettes and joints in the small cabin of her PriusX, wondering if combining a stimulant and a depressant was somehow a bad idea, like driving an old-fashioned car with the brake applied. She’d done that once, back when she’d been learning, when most people who rode in a car alone still had to be driving it. 
Driving with the brake on for most of an afternoon had done incomprehensible levels of damage. Her father’s mechanic had told her that he’d never seen four brakes stripped so completely. Her father had made Heather pay for it out of her part-time income, and had suggested that she spend a bunch of time praying for salvation. Not from God, but from him. 
She’d smoke a cigarette to its butt, toss it out the window rather than into the wet-compactor below the stereo, then start in on one of her pre-rolled joints. The smokes kept her alert, and the pot made her not care so much about whatever the cigarettes had caused her to notice. It was a perfect combo. 
She picked up her phone. Dialed. Was told that the party she was trying to reach was unavailable at this time. 
That’s how it had been all afternoon, all night, and all morning so far. She’d learned to trust Meyer even if she thought he tripped out a bit too much on plant juice — more because he had excellent instincts than that Mother Ayahuasca was laying some knowledge on him whenever they drank and purged. Heather never felt the “deep understanding” that Meyer claimed, but if he thought he saw other planes while high, then good on him. That was the goal of any drug, after all: to alter your states enough to free you from the boredom of everyday life. 
But Meyer had sent her on this errand, and he’d done it a bit like a kid pushing a toy boat out into a wide lake. Heather was the boat, and now that she was away from her home base in LA, the kid who’d given her that shove was no longer around. Despite trying every fifteen minutes or so, she wasn’t getting any midtrip updates. He’d ordered her to the compound outside Vail, so that’s where she’d go. But if Meyer fell into a hole in the road, she’d never know. She’d simply arrive to find his stupid “Axis Mundi” empty, then spend the apocalypse alone. What a stone-cold bummer. 
Heather felt a slight sideways sensation. She looked up to see her Prius pass a red car that had seemingly broken down. There was a man standing beside its steaming hulk, waving his arms overhead as if trying to flag her down. For the briefest of moments, Heather considered stopping. But how exactly would that work if she did? He was one guy, alone. 
He might steal her car. 
He might rape her. 
Heather took another toke, holding the smoke a moment before exhaling into the already-fogged cabin. Yes, that seemed likely. Aliens were coming, but men never really stopped being rapey. If the aliens had already landed those big balls somewhere and were marching forward with their ray guns up and that same guy tried to knock Heather clear of the blast, she’d still probably worry about his dick. Once in the ditch, who’s to say any savior wouldn’t take what he wanted? Anything to forget all the tentacles and probing of an alien invasion. She’d been in the spotlight — a confident and not-at-all-unattractive woman with risqué material and strong opinions — for long enough to know how threatened men were by girls like her.
Well, except for Meyer Dempsey, who the press seemed to think must wield a pretty thick prick stick. And that wasn’t his dick itself (which was impressive), but just his general manly boorishness. That’s what the New Yorker had implied; it’s what the Times and Newsweek had both implied; it’s what Saturday Night Live portrayed in its parody. Everyone seemed to think that Meyer was an arrogant asshole just because he was successful, had revolutionized film, had taken the Internet for a ride back in the gold rush. But success and confidence alone didn’t make a person a bully or a bitch. Heather knew from experience. 
She watched the stranded motorist disappear in the rearview, assuaging a prickling of guilt by telling herself that she would have stopped for a family or a woman. It wasn’t true — this felt like an every girl for herself sort of situation, and right now she had a vehicle and some supplies. But telling herself helped. A little. 
She picked up the phone, tried again, and was told that service was unavailable at this time.
Deciphering the various ways in which her phone could fail had become a road game, similar to the way she used to catalogue state license plates or play I Spy on long rides with her family. She set the phone aside, thinking. 
“The party you are trying to reach at this time” meant that something was jammed on Meyer’s end but that hers was working. 
“Service is unavailable at this time” meant that she wasn’t getting a signal on her end. This one only counted toward her road game if she could see bars on the display and knew, contrary to the phone’s opinion, that she did, indeed, have service. “Service is unavailable” probably meant too many people trying to call at once. 
Sometimes she got “Your call cannot be connected. Please try again.” Of all the ways Heather’s phone could fail, this was her favorite. For one, it was an optimistic failure, urging her to never give up. Second, it was blunt and honest, like Heather’s comedy act. That message wasn’t bullshitting her about “at this time,” like it was an error of unfortunate timing. No. It just said that your call couldn’t be connected, no bullshit beyond that. 
You know what, bitch? No, you can’t make this call, so move on. But hey, there’s always tomorrow, so don’t lose hope. 
Twice now the phone had simply failed to light up. Those times, she’d let the battery run out while using the GPS. That one didn’t happen anymore because she’d plugged the phone into the universal port. 
It was a stupid game, but Heather had to pass the time somehow. Leaving LA had been tricky, but Meyer had been right; she was to the east of the city and, by moving quickly as he’d insisted, she’d been able to avoid the worst of the panic traffic.  
After dark, as she’d moved into less populated areas, staying off highways for the most part, Heather’s pace had picked up substantially. She had her phone’s GPS on for curiosity (the one built into the Prius didn’t have a wide view and had a bitchy English accent), but she’d never have wanted to try the tangle of roads she’d taken on her own. But what did she care? The car could make those decisions. All she had to do was sit back and smoke. 
But it got boring. She lived in movies and wanted none of them. She had all sorts of old TV shows loaded into the Prius’s juke, but she’d already watched four episodes of Three’s Company and five of her hands-down favorite, Friends. She’d had enough watching for now. And really, they’d probably do nothing but watch Friends when she got to the bunker. It was one of the things she and Piper shared, even though Piper was young enough that she almost had no right even knowing the classics. It was infuriating. Part of Heather wished Piper was a brainless bimbo — a midlife crisis seized upon by a forty something man to follow his failed marriage. But Piper was hard to hate. Impossible, really. It would suck spending forever underground alongside her, knowing that guilt about sleeping with Meyer would prevent her from doing it in such close quarters. 
She let the thought go. Tried dialing again and was told that she couldn’t have her way … but that she should try again later. She gave a little cheer for nobody to see. Phone-related car game: won.
For the past hour or so, she’d been seeing signs for Las Vegas. At least that was some variety to look forward to. 
Part of Heather was excited. She’d played Vegas a dozen times in the past few years (her last three annual specials were filmed there) and Vegas was always a good crowd. She arrived by air, never by car, never through hills and mountains. Still, the hook was strong. It was something she knew. She had fond memories there. And right now, after a night alone in a stupid little car with nothing to look at, the idea of being somewhere familiar — some speck of the life she’d so recently loved — was undeniable. 
She should probably avoid Vegas proper. It was a big city, and even during the best of times it was packed with crazies. Crazies and old people. No good could come of that as the five-day countdown (now down to four days; the radio loved to remind her) neared zero. 
Aliens in Vegas? Hell, they could turn that into a show on the Strip. Charge admission. Sell shitty souvenirs and nine-dollar bottles of water.
She’d asked the car to avoid 15 in a nice big halo around the city itself, if the car was thinking of getting back onto 15 at all rather than staying in the hinterlands. But Heather wanted to get close enough to see the lights, assuming they were still on. 
But when Vegas appeared on the horizon, the lights were somehow different. 
The city was on fire.








Chapter Ten
DAY TWO, Morning
Pittsburgh, Pennsylvania 
LILA FELT SICK.
She hadn’t had time to read up on pregnancy specifics while trying to pretend the microscopic bun in her oven didn’t exist, so she wasn’t sure if it was normal to be sick this early. Morning barfing was one of the first signs of TV pregnancy, but sitcoms (from contemporary to the oldies her mother and Piper both liked) also showed birth as taking approximately fifteen seconds from the onset of pushing to the baby being out and totally clean. But one day in Los Angeles, because her mother had been a bit tipsy and thought it was hilarious and wrong, Lila had seen the video of her own birth. It had gone on forever. “Like taking a dump for days,” Mom had said. 
TV didn’t get everything right. The Internet tended to, on average, because enough serious eyes were on the biggest websites, kicking out the contributions of assholes and jokers, but Lila hadn’t looked. She’d been bored enough to get past her denial last night, after Raj and Piper were both snoring and Trevor was looking moodily out the window as if waiting for a lost lover. But she couldn’t get an air signal on her phone, leaving the van’s wireless as her only option. That signal was plenty strong for some reason, but Lila wondered if the van stored her search and browse history. Dad might use his tablet to find an Arby’s and see her prior search for morning sickness. Shit would hit the fan. 
Still, it was morning, and Lila felt ill. She’d never been great during travel, so this might be plain old carsickness. But she had been sleeping, not reading or doing anything much with her eyes. She hadn’t felt ill last night, even after hours of driving and looking at her phone for a signal — even after enduring the tense silence following Meyer’s decision to turn away from the airport they’d spent an evening trying to reach. 
If this was morning sickness, she might barf. She didn’t feel it yet, but that kind of thing could sneak up on you. Lila wanted to be prepared. She was looking around when Raj met her eyes. 
“What are you looking for?” he said. 
“A bucket or something.” 
Raj looked puzzled. 
Lila pointed. “There. Crawl up and grab me that rubber thing.” She didn’t know what it was, exactly, but her dad (or someone) had filled it with more of Meyer’s gross snack foods. Subtly emptied of its contents, it would do. 
“You want a snack?” 
“I want the container.” 
Raj’s head cocked. “Why?” 
“I have to throw out this tissue.” She had one stuffed in her pocket. Overnight, with the lights out, the world had suddenly and unexpectedly seemed hopeless. She’d spent a few minutes quietly crying. She was knocked up and didn’t know how to tell her dad — either that she was knocked up, or that she and Raj had been having sex. He probably knew the latter because Meyer was an adult and not stupid, especially given how she’d dutifully obeyed his “no dating before sixteen rule” and hence had earned some freedom. But the fact that she’d been letting Raj drop loads inside her was, in retrospect, bafflingly stupid. It had just seemed so hot at the time. You tell a guy to go ahead and cum in you, and it makes him that much happier and sweatier. Like a horny puppy.
It had all hit her around 1 a.m. She had Raj, yes. But really, she was alone. She’d have to tell her dad she’d been having sex, and she’d have to admit she’d been being stupid about it. 
Oh, and apparently aliens were coming to destroy the planet or something. 
“Let me take it,” said Raj, reaching for the tissue. 
“I want to throw it away.” 
“O … kay.” 
He reached for a shower caddy they’d been using as a garbage can. It was latticework, like a basket.
“Ew, no. I want that one.” 
“But this is the garbage.” 
“I want that garbage.” 
Trevor turned. “Jesus. Will you two shut up?”
“I’m sorry. Am I breaking your concentration on …” she looked to see where Trevor was gazing, “ … on the back of Piper’s head?” 
“Shut up, Lila!” 
Lila blinked. Wasn’t she supposed to be the one with mood swings? 
Trevor returned his attention to the front — not past Piper. Without turning, he said, “Aren’t you even a little concerned?” 
“Concerned?”
“You know, about Dad?” 
Lila rolled her eyes. “Dad’s right there. Three cars up.” 
Trevor apparently hadn’t seen him, but changed the subject to avoid his failing. 
“Riots spread pretty quickly in a situation like this, you know.” 
“Like what, Trevor?” 
“Panic.” 
“Uh-huh.” Lila looked toward the column of smoke they’d seen earlier, up ahead. It seemed to be in the road and was fairly wide. It was black, like a petroleum fire, but there didn’t seem to be any flames. “I’m not seeing any panic.” 
“Give it time,” said Trevor. “It could happen. You don’t know what happened up there.” 
“Broken down car,” said Lila. 
Raj shook his head beside her. “Look how black that smoke is. Something’s burning.” 
“Why would something be burning?” said Lila. 
Trevor looked back derisively. He and Lila had always got along well. It was a shame that he’d become such a temperamental little shit. Just six months ago, she’d have told him all about her unexpected motherhood. But now, it felt like she could no longer trust him with her secrets. 
“You’re right. Let’s look at ‘why would’ rather than what’s right there in front of us.” 
Piper looked back. The van was long, and she seemed very far away. 
“I’m sure it’s nothing,” she said. 
“See, Trevor?” 
“She doesn’t know any more than you do!” Trevor spat. 
“Settle down,” said Piper. “Just … it might be nothing.” 
“Or it could be a riot.” Trevor shrugged. “Traffic jam, someone throws a Molotov cocktail, others pull guns, spreading back toward us until …” 
“Stop it, Trevor!” 
Duly chided, Trevor lowered his chin and looked out the side window, away from the windshield where Meyer was marching back toward the van. 
He sat heavily in his seat and closed the door. 
Piper looked over, waiting for him to speak. 
“Something’s on fire up there,” he said. 
“See,” said Trevor, his voice spiteful. 
Meyer looked back curiously, but said nothing. He continued. “Talked to a guy just now who walked up and helped put it out. Nothing wrong; just a crappy car, too much idling, and a lot of leaking oil. Engine just caught fire. They threw dirt on it.” 
Piper sighed, sitting back. 
“Well, there’s more.”
“What?” 
“The fire, no big deal. Ordinarily, they could just put it in neutral and push it off the road so we can get past. But it’s on the bridge.”
“Push it off the bridge, then,” said Lila. 
“Yeah, just chuck it into the Ohio River,” said Trevor, rolling his eyes. 
“I meant off one end, dumbass,” said Lila. 
“Lila …” Piper began. 
“Ordinarily, that’d be no problem,” said Meyer. “But there’s construction, too. Bunch of orange cones up ahead. Someone must have wiped out the merge signs; I saw them lying down up there. But it’s three lanes going to one across the bridge, and that’s why we were so jammed up to begin with and what caused this guy’s engine to go, but now he’s smoking up there right in the middle of the single lane.” 
“Push him forward,” said Lila. Trevor shot her a look but said nothing. 
“Can’t, buttercup. He’s packed in, and the guy I talked to said his transmission is frozen. It’d take a tow truck. And even then it’d need to get in, and …” He trailed off. 
Lila’s stomach lurched. She caught the swell of illness without giving much sign, but she saw Piper eye her before looking away. 
“So …” said Piper. 
“We’re going to have to go around.” 
“How?” 
“We’ll have to go north.” Meyer shook his head, eyebrows drawing together darkly. “That’s the thing about coming from Northeast Ohio. Just when you think you’ve gotten out, it pulls you back in. Like the mafia for Michael Corleone.” 
“Who’s Michael Corleone?” said Trevor. 
“You kids today,” he said. “Anyone wants to take over Fable in their adulthood, you’re going to have to get more steeped in cinema.” 
Piper was looking to the left, where traffic in the other direction was still creeping past. Lila thought she might say something about making that line of cars stop and using the other half of the bridge. Instead she whined a single word. “Honey …” 
Meyer looked at Piper, then at the eastbound cars. 
“No,” he said. 
“It’s like something is telling us to go back. We don’t have to go all the way to New York. But I know people in Pennsylvania.” 
“Pittsburg is probably a secondary target. Same as Cleveland. I feel like we’re wearing a bulls-eye right now, just sitting here.” 
“No, back east. Fifty, sixty miles. Nice and isolated.” 
“Who?” 
“Yoders.” 
Meyer laughed. “The Amish?” 
It took Lila a minute to make the connection. In the years she’d known (and been financially backed by) Lila’s father, Piper’s Quirky Q clothing line had made her into a minor celebrity in trendsetting and fashion circles. It was always funny to see where that fashion touched, but one of Piper’s favorite stories was about the Amish matron who ordered her dresses by mail, had them shipped to a P.O. box, and wore them secretly under her long black frock. Apparently, her husband never saw her change, and they had sex in the dark, so it was a perfect secret. Rebecca Yoder said the dresses made her feel “alive,” but not alive enough to risk a shunning. 
“Why not?” 
“How are you even going to explain that to her husband? And what are we going to do, Piper? Milk cows until the end of time?” 
“They’re good people,” Piper said in a small voice. 
“I’m sure they are. But we have a bunker, Piper. An honest-to-God bunker, which will shelter us completely — versus hiding out in a grain silo like Harrison Ford in Witness.” 
This time Trevor said nothing, and Lila didn’t either, but Meyer still rolled his eyes. Hey, she’d tried. She’d watched all his favorites, both old and somewhat less old: The Matrix, Memento, Canvas, Bright Lies Big City, The Fountain of Truth, Inception, Eternal Sunshine of the Spotless Mind, Dark City. She actively liked The Beam, which was still airing. But her father was an encyclopedia of entertainment, and his teenage children couldn’t be expected to keep up with it all.
“We’re not going to hang out with farmers. We need to get to Vail.” 
“But …” 
“End of discussion, Piper.” He put his hand over hers — not a cheap gesture for Meyer Dempsey, who seldom showed affection in public. “I love you, and I respect your opinions. I’ll do anything for you. You know that. But you have to trust me.” 
“I do trust you. But …” 
“Trust that I’m smarter than the idiots on the radio,” he clarified, then glanced at Lila, Raj, and Trevor in turn, and Lila felt some unknown context pass in that look. “And trust that whether or not you believe what I keep telling you — about the puzzle — I believe it. And I know it’s true.” 
Quietly: “What’s true, Meyer? What do you think is going to happen?”
“Something,” he said. “Something that requires we make it to Colorado, no matter what.” 
Lila watched the two adults, still feeling that churning in her gut, waiting to see how the power struggle would unfold. Finally Piper sighed and gave a small, press-lipped smile. 
“I trust you,” she said. 
Meyer gave her hand a final squeeze, then tapped the console and rolled the car into manual. He gripped the wheel, shifted into reverse, and expertly jockeyed the JetVan through traffic. 
Two minutes later, they’d crossed the median and were heading east — for just a little while, before heading north, and into the unknown that made Lila want to scream. 








Chapter Eleven
DAY TWO, Afternoon
Rural Ohio 
TREVOR LOOKED to the right-side front seat, where his father was finally sleeping. It was disarming. Trevor had to keep reminding himself that his dad would be of little use to anyone if he didn’t get some rest. He hadn’t slept the night before, fueled by nervous energy alone. 
Up until running into trouble in Pittsburg, they’d been stopping at gas stations whenever they found one that wasn’t too busy, had its lights on, and didn’t seem likely to be harboring more teen hoodlums like they’d encountered back in Jersey. Most of those stations were automated, without so much as a clerk to wave a gun and tell them the provisions were his. But despite the fear of me-first roving gangs and shotgun-wielding clerks, they’d only found a single ransacked Circle K. People were behaving for the most part — something that, again, his father had seen when the bridge had become blocked. There, he’d spoken to others civilly without a single person getting knifed. And despite the way Trevor had been goading Lila, he was glad for it. 
Whenever they stopped for gas (keeping topped off for the seemingly inevitable moment when the power grid failed and the pumps stopped working, or gangs took the land), Meyer grabbed coffee. It was all brewed fresh, payable with a swipe as if nothing strange was happening in the world. Caffeine pushed him through the night and well into the second day. But despite appearances and what Trevor felt about his old man, Meyer Dempsey was not an unstoppable machine. He was his son’s hero, as cliché as that was, but just another man in the end. Seeing the anchor in their storm unconscious — even necessarily so — made Trevor uneasy. And judging by the others in the car, he wasn’t alone. 
Lila and Raj were talking secretly, keeping to a two-person huddle. Watching them, Trevor suppressed a bubble of jealousy. He and Lila had always been close, and seeing the way she’d shut him out in favor of Raj hurt more than he wanted to admit. They seemed to be working on something, and twice Raj (not Lila) had asked Trevor if his phone had data coverage. It hadn’t either time, but the question piqued Trevor’s interest. He’d assumed they kept checking phones to try and call Raj’s family, but what was the data for? The van had all the entertainment and connectivity they’d need, thanks to the Mercedes satellite.
Despite the jealousy he’d never admit to — and the loneliness that came with being shut out — Trevor found himself adjusting to the idea that Lila’s boyfriend might be with them to stay. Everyone had tried to call his parents — and Mom, for that matter — but no calls were going through. They had data in the van and had tried to send messages that way, via messaging and mail, but there was no sign that Raj’s parents were receiving. As usual, Trevor assumed his father had been right. According to the news, the major cities were sparking with chaos: looting, riots, crime. Apparently, there was a big fire somewhere, but he couldn’t remember where. So who knew what New York would be like now — in terms of survival, not just Internet service. Thank God they’d fled when they had. Thank Dad for all his plans and decisive actions, whether Trevor bought any of his more new-age fears about culmination and consciousness or not. 
The sticky question of Raj Gupta seemed to have ended in permanent stalemate. It was a mistake to take him from home, but they wouldn’t leave him alone on the delusion that it was somehow better than simply keeping him with them. Every mile they put between New York and themselves, the more firmly they drove Raj into their family, for better or for worse. 
If they made it to Colorado (when they made it, he amended; Trevor trusted his father more completely than he’d ever tell Lila), Raj would be moving in with them. They’d stay in Dad’s Bunker of Fear, probably eating beans and stale crackers while the world went to shit, with nothing to do but sit in front of Piper’s dumb old TV shows and watch Lila and Raj make out.
He looked forward, his attention waning. The road ahead, now that it had grown dark again, offered little of interest. Traffic had thinned, and they’d mapped out a path that skirted Cleveland and the outlying suburbs while still keeping them high enough to get around the problems in Pittsburg and the halo of disorder that seemed to have sprouted around it. Maybe traffic would pick up again. Trevor almost wished it would. Right now, this just seemed like any car trip, with the autodrive tooling along at a conservative sixty-five despite Meyer’s insistence that they haul ass while he was asleep. It was easy to believe none of the past day and a half had happened. 
Piper had mostly turned around so she could cross her legs. He’d successfully ignored her while watching his sleeping father in his almost fully reclined seat, but now she saw him facing forward and looked up. 
“Hey.” She smiled. 
Trevor forced himself to meet her eyes, then detour his focus to somewhere near her left shoulder. His crush had always been inappropriate, but the past thirty-six hours had made it clear just how unseemly continuing that infatuation would be. Piper was twice his age; she was married to his father; she was, for shit’s sake, his stepmother. But that didn’t stop her from being the most beautiful woman Trevor had ever known in person, and it didn’t help that she doted on him, paid him all the attention he’d ever want. 
Trevor was with her for the duration. He was with his father, with Lila, with Raj. Assuming Mom wasn’t waylaid, she’d be halfway to the ranch, and blessedly, Trevor was with her for the duration, too. They were all in this together. Their own little ecosystem. He had to make peace with the idea that he’d be locked in with Piper, and that his chances to find another girl and forget her were practically nil. Hopefully, the ranch had porn on the juke. He could form an unhealthy attachment to some slutty actress who took it in all holes. Wouldn’t that be a pleasant change? 
“Hey,” he replied. 
“How are you holding up?” 
Trevor looked back. The van’s relative quiet made it feel like they were alone together, but they weren’t. Lila and Raj were up. In their own world, but awake. 
“Okay, I guess.” 
“We’ll make it, you know.” 
“You mean, like, stay alive?” 
She laughed — a delightful sound that was as much throat as it was air. 
“I meant we’ll make it to the ranch.” 
He glanced at Lila. Then, not wanting to speak but wanting to move things forward and needing to talk to someone, Trevor said, “Do you believe him?” 
“Your dad?” 
“Yeah.” 
“About the ranch?” 
“Yeah. That we have to get there and stuff.” 
Piper shrugged. Her answer was only half serious. The other half was the pacifying answer you give a kid who won’t know a brush-off for what it was. “Where else are we going to go?” 
“Somewhere that’s not days away.” They’d all heard the update on the news. The original estimates held. NASA and the Astral people were in agreement. They had four days before first contact, and that left little wiggle room. It had taken them almost thirty-six hours so far, and they’d only reached Ohio. They were supposed to have taken a plane. They were supposed to be there already. When that was the plan, this made sense to Trevor. The idea of driving changed his opinion in the extreme, trust in his father notwithstanding. 
“Where?”
“Anywhere. Get a hotel.” 
“Your dad doesn’t want to get a hotel room.” 
“Well, maybe we could talk him into it. Somewhere out in the middle of nowhere. Or Canada. Aliens never go to Canada.” 
“You have a lot of experience with aliens?” 
“In movies, I mean.” 
“Maybe in Canadian movies they go there. Are you sure? Do you want to check?” 
She was humoring him. He was slowly moving from infatuated to infuriated.  
“I’m serious.” 
“I know you are, kiddo. But he’s doing the best he can. He’s a smart guy, and I trust him. Do you trust him?” 
Trevor looked back. Now Lila and Raj were listening. Lila nodded first, probably without even realizing it. 
“Yeah.” 
“Then we have to go with that. None of us knows what’s going to happen. Your dad was prepared so far, and he’d tell you that in some way, he did know what was going to happen — at least enough to start building a bunker, buy and stock this van, and all that. We owe him a lot right now, whether we understand it or think he got lucky or not. And yeah, we can’t know for sure, but it’s better than what I knew — or what I’d know to do now on my own.” 
Trevor nodded. 
“We’ve said what we think,” Piper continued. “And we should continue to. We will continue to. Of course. He’ll want us to. But in the end, he’s driven to take us to Colorado come hell or high water, and, well …” She trailed off. 
Trevor sighed, then nodded again.
The van was quiet for a long few seconds, save the hypnotic hum of their wheels on the road. 
Then Meyer’s phone, silent since Jersey, started to ring.








Chapter Twelve
DAY TWO, Late Afternoon
Rural Ohio 
MEYER BLINKED awake to the sound of his ringing phone. For the first moment, he didn’t answer. He just stared at his family and Raj. They were all looking his way, vaguely guilty, as if they’d been doing something they didn’t want him to know about.
The spell broke, and he snatched his phone, registering that it was Heather when he saw the screen, though his mind didn’t really make the connection until her voice was in his ear: decidedly higher-pitched than Piper’s sexy rumble, a bit squeaky, rushed with adrenaline as if she were high. 
“Heather?” 
“Meyer? Thank God. Where are you? Are the kids okay? Hell, is fucking Piper okay?” She didn’t stop to let Meyer answer. “I’ve got a little bit of a problem here. Actually, I’ve got a lot of problems. I forgot to bring my Vellum, for one. When I get to Colorado, will Piper share hers? I mean, if she doesn’t mind me seeing her porn or whatever other embarrassing books she has on it. She wouldn’t mind, right? Better than sharing her husband.” A small, uneasy laugh.  
Meyer lowered his voice, peering at Piper, hoping she hadn’t heard that. Heather had built a career on inappropriate jokes, but that one was way too close to the bone. 
“What’s the matter with you?” 
“Nothing. Nothing at all. Everything is just great. I’m not even counting days until the world ends.” 
“Are you high?” 
“They’re going to get my car, Meyer.” 
Meyer looked again at Piper. It wasn’t clear either way whether she was hearing any of this. 
“Who is?” 
“Angry gamblers. Elvis’s ghost. Those white tigers the gay guys used to perform with. Siegfried and Ron. Was it Ron?” 
“Roy.” 
“See, you understand. This is all very logical to you. So tell me, when you were seeing the bright and swirling colors and the spirit in the sky or whatever told you to dig a hole and get ready for aliens to show up, was there any information on me being fucking gang-murdered in Las Fucking Vegas?” Her voice rose into a shriek, seconds from losing control. That’s what it took to finally shove Heather out of her on-stage persona: terror.
Piper had heard that one. Her eyes went wide. She started to say something, but Meyer shook his head. He looked out the window ahead, watching anonymous miles of Ohio roads spool out before them. He’d have to check the GPS to be sure, but they were probably somewhere between Cleveland and Toledo. He suddenly resented being woken. The idea was to drive through Ohio at night, ideally while sleeping. He didn’t want to see it. 
“Calm down. What are you talking about?’
“You know my car?” 
“Yeah.” 
“And you know how I own it? Because it’s my car?” 
“Yeah.”
“You know how if someone got it from me without my permission, maybe by stabbing me to death, that would be them getting it?” 
“How about you just fucking answer the question for once?” 
Meyer closed his eyes and exhaled, forcing himself to calm down. He’d kept it together so far. They all had. But they were teetering on a precipice, and at some point someone in the van would stare reality in its unblinking eye. It was easy to pretend there weren’t ships approaching from outer space — and to pretend they wanted to reach the Vail compound for an early ski season — but there were harsh truths that all of them had so far managed to nudge aside. He wasn’t as immune to that knowledge as he’d managed to seem, and was in danger of showing it now. Heather was in trouble. Beneath Meyer’s calm veneer, his fear for her was a blood red warning. 
“Is that Mom?” said Trevor. “Is anything wrong?” 
Meyer waved him away, then turned forward, now trying to speak quietly, to listen without being overheard. What he wouldn’t give for an office door to close. 
On the other end of the phone, Heather sounded like she was crying. Not helpless crying — terror crying. Closer to hyperventilation than a quiet sob. 
“Where are you? Specifically? Tell me what happened.” 
Heather spoke again, her voice still hitching but more contained. For once, she sounded both composed and serious. A good sign. No panic and no jokes — so far, so good. 
“Just outside Vegas. I don’t know the road. It’s all desert.” 
“Vegas.” Meyer took the phone from his ear and squinted at Piper, asking a silent question. They’d heard something about Vegas. Something that, as he thought about it now, tickled the back of his brain with bad news. What was wrong in Vegas? Something … 
“It’s burning to the ground. There are squads of people walking around — not running, but walking, like they’re on patrol — and just general fuckery from one end to the other.” 
Piper was pointing at her tablet’s screen, showing Meyer the news update he’d seen earlier, about Vegas. 
“You should have gone around it.” 
“I went around it. And …” There was a crashing sound. Heather shrieked, then fumbled the phone. Meyer waited, hearing ambient noise, wondering what might have happened. The line was still open, but what had happened to Heather? A minute later, she was back. 
“What do I do, Meyer?” 
“You haven’t told me what’s wrong.”
“Because you interrupted to yell at me for getting too close and not following instructions.” 
“Okay, fine.” 
“But these … these three Big Daddy Roth cartoons came out of nowhere, all supercharged hotrods with engines poking out of the top and shit, bunch of toothless motherfuckers hanging out all over the place, hooting at me like they wanted to drag race, beat me to death, and peel off my skin, whatever.” 
“What, they came after you? From Vegas?” 
“Two behind me at first, coming up on the side, waving and hooting and yelling. Then one more pulled up in front and …” 
“Why didn’t you stay out in the desert? You got too close to the city.” 
“Let’s talk some about what I should have done! Let’s rehash all the shit I did wrong during our marriage! You’re always right! You always know best!” 
“Calm down.” 
Another bang. Another small gasp from Heather. 
“They’re herding me back.” 
“What does that mean?” 
“They’re herding me like a fucking cow, Meyer! That’s what it means!” 
“Where?” 
“I don’t know. Toward the Strip?” 
“Can you outrun them?” 
“I’m in a Prius. They’re burning premium and testosterone.” 
Meyer wondered why in the hell anyone driving around Vegas in hotrods would want Heather’s crappy little hybrid, but he refrained from asking. They want the driver, not the car.
“Are you at least behind the wheel?” 
“No. I left it on autodrive. The car keeps beeping courteously at them, asking if they wouldn’t mind staying in their lane. And asking me if I’d like to stop at the Arby’s up ahead. And that’s really the worst part of all of this, Meyer. Why does it think I would ever, in a million years, no matter how many alien ships show up …” 
Meyer felt a strong need to cut Heather off before she finished the sentence. 
“You’ll have to …” 
“ … ever want to eat at Arby’s?” 
“ … to lose them,” Meyer finished. 
“Have you ever eaten at Arby’s? Like, ever in your life?” 
“Stop joking for a goddamned second, will you?” 
Meyer’s pulse had quickened. He was sweating around his collar. He wanted to wipe his forehead, but that would mean declaring defeat to the universe. Heather was a dozen states away, and this was the only call they’d managed in a day. If she was going to be overtaken, he’d only be able to hear it happen. It was rare that Meyer met a situation he cared about but couldn’t control. This was one. 
“How am I supposed to lose them?” Not really a question, more a yammering of desperation. 
“Where is she, Dad?”  
Meyer shook his head at Lila as he’d shaken off Trevor.
“Is she okay?” 
“Heather? You’re not holding the phone, are you?” 
“Dad! Is Mom okay?” 
“Yes. I’m also writing an essay and flipping through my dad’s old filing cabinet.” 
“Heather …” 
“Dad!” 
Meyer spun. “I hear you, Lila! Will you just hold on a goddamned second?” 
Lila shrunk back, wounded. Trevor’s eyes were wide, shocked, scared. Meyer felt his gut plummet. He was losing control. He was supposed to be the rock, but the boulder was crushing them all. 
“Of course I’m not holding the phone. I have the earbud.” 
“You’re in the Prius?” He winced, determinedly avoiding Lila’s penetrating gaze from behind, waiting for Heather to make another stupid joke. She’d already told him that she was in the PriusX. She was being surrounded by highwaymen in a high-speed chase, and still she’d take any comedic opening he gave her. 
Instead she said, “Yes.” 
“There’s a gun in the glove compartment.” 
“There’s … no, there’s not.” 
“Just get it, Heather. Put the car on auto, and get it.” 
Sounds. A clicking noise. 
“Why is there a gun in my glove compartment?” 
“Because I put it there.” 
“You know I don’t like guns.” It was one of Heather’s things. Meyer didn’t particularly like guns either, and they’d had talks, after some recent school shooting or other, about gun control and waiting periods and the other things that made the NRA so furious. But liberal convictions didn’t come in handy when the world was burning. 
“You’re going to like it plenty right now. Do you see it?” 
“Jesus, Meyer.” But then, with perfect timing, one of the other cars must have struck her, and there was another gasp. Then she said, “Okay, I’ve got it. Where are the bullets?” 
“In the gun.” 
“You left a loaded weapon? Right there in my glove compartment?” 
The lecturing, naughty-naughty tone of her voice unhinged something. Meyer snapped, “It doesn’t do a hell of a lot of good without bullets!” 
Piper leaned forward, her head cocking like a dog’s. Piper was even more liberal than Heather, tending toward “peace-loving hippie.” But there were guns in the van, too, and she’d need to make her peace with them soon enough. It was them or the people trying to attack them. The sooner everyone woke up and smelled the goddamned coffee, the better. The days of peace and love were over for a while — at least until the ships arrived, declared any intentions they may have, and humanity had a chance to get used to it. Or die in fire. 
“How do I use it? Just pull the trigger?” 
“There are bullets in the clip but nothing in the chamber …” 
“What does that mean?” 
“If you’d shut up for a second and let me explain, I’d tell you!” 
“Okay, okay.” There was an odd reversal in the air. Heather was the one with men on her tail, and Heather was the one who’d called in a panic. Meyer was safe, and yet he was the one coming slowly undone. The lack of control was getting under his skin. 
He breathed. Tried to reset. 
“Hold it by the grip with your left hand, finger away from the trigger. Then grab the slide — the part on the top — with your other hand and pull it back until it clicks, then let it slide forward. Just like in the movies.” 
There was a loud racking sound on her end of the line. 
“Okay.” 
“There’s a little switch on the side. Above the grip.” 
“Looks like a little toilet flush lever.” 
“Yes. Keep your finger off the trigger and flip it.” 
“Now I see a red dot.” 
“That means the safety is off.” 
“And now I blow into the end where the bullet comes from, right, like this?” 
“Stop it, Heather.” 
“I’m kidding. Lighten up.” 
The idea that she was telling him to lighten up, now, was too absurd for a reply.
“Now what?” she said. 
“Point it at whatever you want to go away. Then pull the trigger.” 
“I can’t just …  what’s that beeping?” 
Meyer heard it too. He looked around, then found the source. It was coming from his phone, blinking with a message that said, LOW BATTERY.
He grabbed for his phone, then scrambled for the cord. But the phone had been giving him problems for months now, and he didn’t want to send it in to have the battery switched because he needed it. On cold days, it barely worked. More than once on his morning runs as the air had grown chill, he’d slipped the thing inside his shirt to warm the battery enough to keep it alive. 
“Meyer?” came Heather’s voice, tinny with distance. He could hear her from far away as the speaker left his ear, as he tried to mesh plug with port. “Meyer, they’re shoving me off the road. They’re making me pull over!” 
“Hang on!” 
“Meyer, are you there? There’s one in front, and I can’t get around him, and he’s slowing down and—” 
“Don’t let them pull you over! Don’t let—” 
The phone’s screen went black as Meyer was still fumbling with the cord and port. 
The call was broken, and Heather was gone.








Chapter Thirteen
DAY TWO, Evening
Bowling Green, Ohio 
IT WAS LATE. 
The roads were quiet, almost deserted. It reminded Piper of her youth, of open skies away from the bright lights of the big city. They’d skirted Toledo to the south and remained on two-lane country roads. The only real signs of activity they’d seen, save the scant illumination inside the living rooms of single houses, was a parking lot’s worth of lights on an artery called I-75. There were a few twinkles coming from the south that seemed to be a berg Piper had never heard of called Bowling Green. But otherwise they could have been anywhere. 
Piper was still in the left front seat, and Meyer was still in the right. If there was a need to take over manual driving, Meyer would have done it, but so far there hadn’t been, and they’d stayed put. Little beyond polite, almost hushed requests had been traded between the van’s occupants since Meyer’s phone had dropped Heather’s call. The ensuing silence seemed to be an unspoken moratorium, or a period of respect, like a moment of silence to honor the dead. 
Piper tried to make Meyer feel better. She told him that Heather had a gun. She had it cocked, armed, and ready. Meyer had done that much. Thank God that call had gone through. It was almost too good to be true, as if someone above had made it happen. They hadn’t kept the line open, but Meyer had told Heather what she needed to know. There wasn’t more he could have done, anyway. If the call hadn’t dropped when the phone died, it would have merely offered an auditory window into whatever happened next. It wouldn’t change a thing. Meyer couldn’t help any more than he already had. 
And there was an unspoken corollary that Piper didn’t want to say aloud, though she hoped Meyer was aware enough to understand: Yes, they might have heard Heather’s victory over her pursuers. They might have heard her vanquish the bad guys and get away. But there was also a fair chance that they’d have heard her beaten, robbed, raped. Hearing that would do nobody any good, particularly her children. If bad things were destined to happen to Heather (and Piper did believe in destiny, whether she admitted it to Meyer or not), then it was best for those things to happen where no one could hear them. It sounded terrible, but it was true: if today was Heather’s day to die, it was best that she die alone. 
Meyer wouldn’t speak. He wouldn’t answer her well-meaning consolations. He stared out at the dark road, into the cone of the headlights, his square jaw set, his green eyes hard and forward. A tiny part of Piper was jealous of that stare: of her husband holding vigil for another woman. But that was selfish thinking, and the larger part of Piper knew better. Of course Meyer still loved Heather, in a way. They’d been together for long enough to have two children. They were still great friends. And although it hurt Piper deeply to think about it, she strongly suspected they weren’t as separate, romantically speaking, as they strictly should be. Meyer took a lot of business trips to LA, and he always came back with news of Heather for Trevor and Lila. She’d called his hotel once when he’d been on a trip, guiltily, knowing she should give him his privacy. The clerk had confirmed Meyer Dempsey’s reservation and rung her through to the room, but Meyer never answered despite her night of trying. She was sure he stayed with Heather. Or maybe that had been petty jealousy talking and she should grow up. Be better than this. 
She looked over at him now, unsure whether she should take his hand, lean on his arm, or otherwise try and tell him that none of this was his fault. He hadn’t kept the phone plugged in, no. But he’d shepherded them out of New York. He’d urged Heather out of Los Angeles. He’d even inadvertently managed to save Raj — and Piper was indeed beginning to suspect that was a “save” situation. She’d tried to keep the van radio off out of concern for frightening the kids, but she’d been surfing news on her tablet compulsively, and felt sure that Raj was in a better place now than he’d otherwise be. They all were.
Las Vegas was burning, from one end of the Strip to the other. 
New York had decayed into riots. According to reports, about half of Manhattan’s power grid had failed. That fueled the riots further. 
The major cities had all reported looting, especially once night fell. There were a lot of people in those cities, and many had nothing more than a small home or apartment and barely enough food to get by. If the power failed and stayed off, it was only a matter of time before the water stopped flowing or became unsafe. Everyone wanted food; everyone wanted water; everyone wanted fuel. Those were the commodities people needed when the bedrock underfoot became uncertain, as it was now. Some hoarded what they could. Others fought to take it away, to make sure that if only a few could survive as new supplies stopped circulating, they’d be among them. 
Haves versus have-nots, reduced to the level of eating or starving. 
And yet here they were, in their luxury van, touring the country in style. Despite seeing little to fear out here in America’s hinterlands, Piper couldn’t help but feel they were wearing an enormous target on their backs. Tomorrow would mark forty-eight hours since Astral had first seen the ships approaching. The resolution of the images the telescope continued to show (the government couldn’t stop them if it wanted; that particular cat was quite far out of the bag) only made the arriving objects seem that much more ominous. They were visible on some of the light telescopes now as recognizable objects, no longer relegated to blurry radio images. But even small and distant, the ships (if that’s what they were) were horrifyingly neutral. They weren’t all edges and turrets and flashing lights. They appeared to be perfectly round, perfectly smooth spheres — gray, if the colors on the distant images could be trusted. 
Tomorrow, if estimates held, there would be just three days left. People would wake (if they managed to sleep) with the feeling of wasted hours. They’d panic a bit because of the time that had passed, the miles covered by the approaching armada in their sleep. And soon, they might start to notice the big flashy van. They might start to hoard fuel from more and more gas stations, siphoning from the tanks of even the remote, fully automated stations they were lucky enough to keep finding. 
It wasn’t a matter of if, but when. They’d run out of gas sometime, finding themselves unable to fuel without an audience. Maybe once or twice, they could manage to get their gas and go. But as more time passed, those crowds would consider what the clean, fed, well-dressed family in the rich-man’s van had that they didn’t. Then there would be problems. 
Meyer seemed to be thinking the same, and in the past half day he’d taken to buying a few extra five-gallon jugs of gasoline whenever they stopped at a station that stocked them. Those extra cans were in a storage compartment in the back, but even that made Piper nervous. What if they were rear-ended? Didn’t all that gas make them like a bomb on wheels? And even if they did have the gas, how would they use it if the streets filled up? You couldn’t fill a tank from inside. You had to get out, so they’d need to find isolated spots to do it. What if they simply drove through an area too congested to pass? Then the fuel wouldn’t matter; crowds could surround them and take the van, fighting among themselves for its spoils. And come to think of it, how did you gas up from a can? Did they have a funnel? 
She shook the thoughts away. Those were worries for another time. Or maybe for never. If they stuck to small roads, maybe they could drive all the way to Vail without incident. Maybe they could avoid the crowds entirely. She tried to do the gas calculation in her head, wondering how many extra jugs of fuel they’d need before they stopped needing gas stations at all. But the wheels’ song on the road made her tired, and the night’s pall was heavy. She could figure it out later, or let it go and trust Meyer. He’d been right so far. 
“I’d like to drive,” he said. She realized that he’d been watching her for a while. 
Piper looked at the console. The car was driving just fine by itself. 
“I need something to do.” Then, heartbreakingly, he added, “Please.” 
Piper stood without speaking, feeling something come undone, and switched places with him. Meyer was polite, but never begged. Piper wouldn’t have refused him the driver’s seat under any conditions, but even at the most extreme moments — in far bigger negotiations over things that actually mattered — Meyer didn’t plead. If he couldn’t have what he wanted, he let it go. 
His “please” sounded like an appeal. 
Piper’s feeling of assurance — of trust in Meyer — slipped a notch closer to desperation. Once behind the wheel, his control restored even in the most useless of ways, he seemed to straighten and harden. Within minutes, it was easy to forget the pleading eyes he’d had earlier — not about something as silly as driving, but about his guilt over Heather, over fears he couldn’t and wouldn’t dare articulate. He was Meyer Dempsey again. And Meyer Dempsey always got what he wanted. 
They drove that way for an hour. Two hours. 
As the dashboard clock approached the wee hours, traffic started to swell — some unknown Indiana city on the horizon, perhaps. With more cars on the road, Meyer seemed desperate to drive faster. The van kept beeping to warn him about his speed, and he ignored it with a steely gaze forward. The kids were asleep in the back, but they woke to his aggression.  
He cut in. And out. And in again. 
Horns honked. Tires screeched. 
He was driving like he had something to prove. 
“Dad …” said Trevor. But then he stopped, and said no more. 
Piper gasped as Meyer cut between a car and an SUV that had been dutifully sticking to their lanes. Meyer grumbled as if their adherence to proper driving and safety was a hassle, or a weakness. 
A horn blared behind them. 
“Honey,” said Piper. 
“These fucking people,” said Meyer. 
“Maybe if you just ease back, and …” 
“The sooner we get there, the sooner I can ease back.” 
“But we’re nowhere close. We’re just in Indiana.” 
“Exactly. We’re nowhere close. Which is why we have to make up time.” 
“Maybe we should rest.” Then, inside her head: Maybe you should rest. Maybe we should all just step back for a bit. 
A near collision with the rear of a Buick. The van swayed, then surged into a gap. From the back, Lila lost a tiny scream. 
“You’re scaring us.” 
“It’s not me doing the scaring, Piper. I’m trying to do the saving.” 
“Then you need to slow down.” 
“Slowing down doesn’t get us where we need to be. I’d rather you were scared now. Because we should all be scared of what’s coming.” 
Piper was usually docile, but now she felt her eyebrows bunch, her forehead wrinkle. “Shh. You’ll frighten them.” 
The van nudged the rear bumper of a silver car ahead. The car swerved, corrected, then drifted far away from the big vehicle and its crazy driver. When Piper looked over she could see the woman on the car’s right side looking over with big, vacant eyes. 
“Oh, I’ll frighten them, huh?” Projecting: “Hey, kids. Guess what? Aliens are coming, and we’re hauling ass to get to our doomsday bunker.” He shook his head at Piper, lowering his voice. “They know it already, Piper. Pretending nothing is wrong will only make us stupid.” 
“And do stupid things like driving like a maniac?” 
Meyer laid on the horn, then cut left. A second car swerved to avoid him. Piper was reminded of her father driving years ago when she’d been little, back when all of the cars had been manual, and the true test of a man’s patience had been to put him behind the wheel in heavy traffic. Her father had consistently failed that test, and Meyer was failing it now. 
“Let me handle this, Piper.” 
“You’ll handle us into a collision.” 
“I’m trying to get us where we need to be.” 
“You’re angry.” 
“I’m angry because we’re not where we need to be, and everyone here is out for a Sunday drive.” 
“Slow down, Meyer.” 
“Every minute we waste …” 
“The bunker in Vail doesn’t do us any damn good if we’re dead in a pileup, Meyer!” 
Meyer looked over, his fugue momentarily broken. His eyes hardened again, now fuming atop the rage. 
“This is my van, my plan, and I’m the only one here who’s willing to …” 
“Look out, Dad!” 
Meyer’s eyes snapped forward as Trevor yelled, and he saw the back of an enormous RV looming ahead. It was stopped. The entire line of traffic had stopped, and Meyer hadn’t seen it coming. Nobody had. 
He wrenched the wheel hard to the right, apparently deciding that rolling the van was preferable to smashing it into the RV’s back end. But they were skirting a hill that climbed to the right, and the wheels rose as momentum tipped in the same direction. The two forces seemed to cancel out, and the van remained on its spinning rubber feet. Meyer hit the brakes and jockeyed the wheel back to center, holding tight, letting up between brake pumps to prevent an imminent skid. They struck the guardrail and grated along it for maybe fifty feet, raising sparks and a grinding noise like the end of the world. 
Then it was over. The van had stopped on the berm still six feet from the dead line of traffic. A man in a tan Oldsmobile was staring at Meyer as if he’d just committed a crime. 
Meyer laid his hands on the wheel, his head on his hands. 
The road had turned into a parking lot. 
They were all going nowhere.





DAY THREE







Chapter Fourteen
MEYER IS STANDING in the middle of a plain filled with long grass so green it’s almost neon. It flows with the wind, but the motion is too perfect. It’s moving in waves, but the waves seem artificial, as if in a computer-generated effect in one of his movies. Only instead of producing this movie, he’s in it. He’s the star. He’s in this field of perfectly waving grass, and the grass is so green it’s almost lit from inside. The whole world is green, except for the sky, which is a perfect uniform blue from edge to edge, bunkering against the edges of this infinite field. 
A caricature of reality rather than reality itself. A landscape drawn by a child. 
There’s someone beside him. It’s Heather. Company on his journey, possibly holding his hand in the real world, beyond this vision. Meyer confronted his demons as he always does, facing his mother and father, who he watches die every time. This time he watched himself slit the throat of Sam Blackwell, Heather’s comedian friend. Not new, but never pleasant. He doesn’t always murder Blackwell, but he’s done it often enough. 
The medicine is supposed to wash you clean, but first it must dredge the worst of what’s inside you to purge it. In real life, Meyer is never jealous of Blackwell or the way the media acts like he’s in dalliances with Heather when they share a stage. And he shouldn’t be, because he has a new wife, and Heather should be able to sleep with whomever she wants — not that he believes she’s sleeping with Blackwell. 
But he must be jealous somewhere deep down, because more than once he’s found himself wrist deep in Blackwell’s blood, pieces of spleen and heart clinging to his shirtsleeves. More than once he’s taken Blackwell’s head entirely off, and once he saw himself reach up through the ragged neck of the severed head, somehow meeting gray matter from the brain below. 
This time, merely slitting the man’s throat feels like a vacation. 
“It’s so beautiful,” says Heather, her small hand in his, her voice light and more serious than it is outside of ayahuasca’s kiss. 
“It’s too beautiful,” Meyer replies. “It’s not real.” 
Heather smiles. “Of course it’s not real.” 
“It’s not real in reality,” he says. 
Heather smiles again and walks away. She’s never understood. 
This isn’t even the real Heather; even deep in the medicine’s grip, he knows their minds haven’t truly connected. Heather, unlike Piper, likes to experiment. Piper won’t travel to Colorado to see Shaman Juha with him. She wasn’t interested in his soul trip to Peru, seeking the source. But Heather always has, and finds ayahuasca to be a real gas. But she’s never believed the way Meyer has. She’s never seen. His connections (and the months of clarity that follow) always seem to lift the veil for him, but never for Heather. 
The scene changes. Now he’s not in a field. He’s on a path above Machu Picchu. He’s never been to Machu Picchu, but all places are the same once you realize that no things are actually real in reality. Once you learn the trick of cinema, it’s easy to go anywhere at all. Seeing a movie of New York every day, seeing a movie of Machu Picchu the next. There’s no difference. The only reason he’s never “been to” Machu Picchu, he now suspects, is because he’s never decided, within the privacy of his own mind, to be there instead of New York, or anywhere else. 
Heather is beside him again. Now she’s naked, but the thought isn’t arousing. It’s simply how things are. Heather’s skin is no more who she is than her clothes. His own skin is no more who he is than this is Machu Picchu in front of him. 
“You found your axis once,” she says, her black hair swirling in a gentle wind. “Now find it again.” 
The cliffside doesn’t crumble. It simply vanishes. And he’s falling, falling, falling … 
HIS EYES SNAPPED VIOLENTLY OPEN, as if they’d been glued and he’d just won the battle to see. He felt a sense of departure — of being robbed of something that mattered. Meyer remembered something, just now, about Heather. He’d been with her. She’d been nude, as she’d been beneath him the last time he’d been in LA. Her body was different from Piper’s. Good, but not as young, as toned, as firm, as gravity defying. But their connection, even from the beginning, had always been more mental than physical. They had their fun times, but Heather often joked that if only their minds could fuck while their bodies stayed put, she’d be up for trying. It would beat the burden of guilt, as if mental cheating wasn’t a lie. 
Must’ve been a sex dream. He’d woken with a cast-iron boner. 
Piper was looking over at him. She was just to his side, up on one elbow on the makeshift bed in the converted berth, the partition curtains drawn. Meyer hadn’t loved the idea of closing the curtains when they’d pulled into the park last night, taking the exit at Piper’s insistence to wait out the line of stopped traffic and get some rest. He’d thought Lila and Raj might use the opportunity to get dirty, but Piper reminded him that Trevor was back there too. And nothing cockblocked quite like a little brother. 
“I see you’re happy to be awake,” Piper said. 
“I’ll be happy when we’re driving,” he said, rising. 
“The kids are still asleep,” she said. Her fingers were walking across his chest, down his flat belly. 
“That doesn’t matter,” he said. 
Her walking fingers reached his erection. 
“It matters a little,” she told him. 








Chapter Fifteen
DAY THREE, Morning
Rural Indiana  
THEY WERE on the road a half hour later, the curtains back, the bunk reconverted. As predicted, the kids hadn’t stirred even a hair. Piper had peeked through the partition, and Meyer, a little concerned by the close quarters, had looked back too. She’d told him that no matter what, he needed to relax. She’d joked that if aliens were coming, the human species might need their help. He’d reminded her about his vasectomy, but she’d climbed atop him anyway, promising to be quiet. 
They were out of the RV park and onto the two-lane road below the highway before Lila, Raj, and Trevor so much as lifted their heads. Meyer had traced the road’s course last night after they’d pulled into the park, theorizing that they might be able to get down and around the obstruction through some tricky turns and creative navigation. It would cost them distance, yes, but might save them time. 
They didn’t need to test that hypothesis; the highway turned out to be entirely clear. Piper worried that it would simply fill later, and that they’d find themselves stuck between exits if it did. But Meyer, having traced the long route around, decided the risk was worth it. The sooner they made Chicago, the sooner they could get past Chicago — something that, due to the metropolis’s sheer enormity, gave him pause. But once they solved Chicago, they should be home free. There would be people who decided to cross the flat heartland bound for nowhere, sure. And once they reached the mountains, it was true that a blockage could be crippling. But chances on those roads — to Meyer at least — seemed far better. They’d be over the hump with maybe sixteen hours left to drive at highway speed. Plenty of room to spare if they ran into trouble.
They’d slept later than Meyer would have liked (he chided Piper for not waking him earlier, but it was hard to stay mad when he could still taste her), and by the time they were on the road the sun was strong behind them. Meyer let the van do its own driving, turning into the cabin to avoid the light flashes in the rearview. Then he waited, content for the first moment in what felt like forever. 
It won’t last, he thought. 
But nothing lasts, said a countering voice inside. 
There was something else, too. Something about what he saw rather than felt — about reality rather than lasting and persistence. Maybe something from his dream. Maybe something to do with the haze of his latest ayahuasca ceremony still percolating in his blood. It was the only drug Meyer took, but it was plenty. The effects lasted, and lasted, and lasted. Months afterward, he’d feel above the fray, looking down on his life, able to see connections that were obviously true, but that had somehow remained invisible before. 
This was like that. He’d been putting something together behind a curtain for years, it seemed, but he had no idea what it was. He was like an inventor working with a blindfold. He knew he was building a grand contraption (in this case, a vision of previously unknown truth), but until the blindfold came off, that contraption would remain invisible, and the truth unknown. 
With the thought, he thought anew of Vail. Of the compound he’d been compelled to have built. Of the van he’d been compelled to purchase and stock — a second vehicle to his everyday ride. Of the plans he’d been compelled to make. Of the move from New York he knew they’d make once school was out. Of the paranoia he’d felt for too long. 
Had he really known this was coming, or was it coincidence? 
“Hey, Dad,” said Trevor, blinking awake. He yawned and stretched. A strange thought struck Meyer: For almost two entire days, Trevor had been sitting in that same chair, rising only for the bathroom. None of them had even left the van last night. They’d locked down, and someone had stayed awake at all times. Even at gas stops, Meyer had been the only one to exit the van since Jersey. Could it be bad for Trevor to sit for so long? He was a growing boy, after all. 
But that was just morning reverie. Dream hangover. Nostalgia, perhaps. Meyer was forty-three, and sometimes it was hard to believe he wasn’t twenty years younger. And yet he’d somehow aged, with a daughter nearly as old now as he felt deep inside. 
There was another vague flash from his dream — something to do with Heather’s nakedness, her skin, his skin. But it was gone like dandelion fluff in a breeze. 
“Hey, kid,” Meyer said to Trevor. Then he looked at Lila, who’d woken in Raj’s arms. She straightened. He added, “Morning, princess.” 
“Dad,” she said, smiling. “Don’t call me that.” 
“I can call you anything I want.” He returned her smile. 
“Dad,” said Raj. 
“Don’t call me that,” said Meyer. But for some reason Raj’s joke struck him as funny, and he laughed a little. They really must be exhausted. Not spent in terms of needed sleep, but emptied by fear. When you heard an alien invasion was on the way, you freaked out. But as nothing new happened hour after hour (except for people in cities losing their shit — different issue), that freak-out state became harder and harder to maintain. A person, it seemed, could get used to anything in time.
They drove all morning. Through noon. The kids demanded to stop for food as they had the past two days, but Meyer still refused. The van was stocked, and they could add to the stores whenever they found more opportunities to stop for gas. The idea that restaurants would be doing business now was ludicrous anyway. Was he just supposed to pull their survival van up to a McDonald’s drive-thru, roll down the window, and order four value meals? Anywhere they stopped would be closed at best, likely raided, and possibly lousy with desperate people looking to take what they had the moment the Dempsey family gave them a chance.
They picked at the van’s provisions, complaining. Watched more movies and TV shows from the van’s juke, bored and restless. 
Finally, as they began to skirt Chicago and traffic started to swell, Piper said what Meyer had already been thinking.
“Maybe it would be a good idea to check in on the news. Just a little.” 
Meyer nodded. He didn’t need convincing. She was the one who kept trying to protect them from unpleasant truths. 
Piper touched the screen, then tapped the news station. An announcer’s voice filled the van in a rush, and she jabbed frantically at the console to lower the volume. 
“ … in scattered locations,” the announcer began midsentence, “but the National Guard reports that incidents of crime have been ‘within expectations and manageable.’ Spokespeople for the Guard have praised the population in general for their ‘restraint and level-headedness.’ Still, fires continue to burn out of control in Las Vegas and parts of Chicago. Here’s William Quincy, National Guard.” 
“Chicago?” said Raj. 
Meyer shushed him. He was more interested in what they had to say about Vegas, as a heavy ball of guilt returned to his gut. He wasn’t superstitious, but suddenly his dream of Heather last night felt like an omen. When was the last time he’d dreamt of Heather? Her appearance in his dream now seemed ill timed. Was she dead? Was she a ghost, returning to warn him like Jacob Marley shaking his chains?
It’s just because she’s on your mind. Don’t be stupid. 
And that, at least, was true. He couldn’t go five minutes without thinking of Heather and what might have happened to her. It was a real-life cliffhanger. He found he didn’t enjoy them nearly as much in the flesh, and needed resolution more desperately. And the worst thing? If something had indeed happened to her and she didn’t show at the ranch, he’d probably never know. What news outlet would report on one woman shanghaied when the planet was crumbling?
The station cut to another speaker — apparently a snippet of a previously recorded interview.
“We believe several fires were set deliberately — particularly in the Hard Rock Hotel & Casino and the Luxor. Due to its pyramid shape, the Luxor fire seems to have remained within the hotel’s walls, but the Hard Rock fire spread readily, caught dry vegetation outside, and was deliberately perpetuated as rioting increased, building upon itself. Now it’s kind of become a free-for-all. Police and Guard are focusing mostly on containment and crowd control, and a staged plan to isolate one area at a time and allow fire crews to do their work.” 
The station cut back to the original announcer.
 “Meanwhile, the president’s office has issued a statement promising the ‘full cooperative powers’ of all aerospace and space agencies to the United Nations. The UN is meeting today to enact emergency measures not just to prepare for contact with the approaching objects, but to ensure that all civilian needs are attended to globally, and that citizens are given ‘all appropriate assurances’ that this matter is being looked into at the highest levels.” 
“That’s a lot of words that say nothing,” said Trevor. 
Meyer couldn’t help but smile. His thoughts exactly. 
“Further analysis of the approaching objects by NASA scientists have revealed new information about their shape, size and number. NASA has reserved some of that information in the interest of national security, but appears to be sharing data globally. Here’s NASA Spokeswoman Holly Fletcher.”
“At this point, we can tell that there are approximately two hundred objects approaching Earth, each about the same size, spherical, and thus far seemingly featureless, with a diameter of around two or three thousand feet each.” 
“Shit. That’s about a half mile,” said Meyer. 
The radio continued. “At this point we’re unwilling to speculate as to the origin or nature of the objects, other than that they first came to NASA’s notice about the same time they were spotted by Astral Laboratories and disseminated broadly to anyone using the company’s application, just beyond Jupiter’s orbit. It’s unclear at this time whether the objects were in transit beyond that, but as Jupiter itself is made of gas and exhibits a rather strong gravity well, it seems unlikely that the objects originated from Jupiter itself, as some Internet ‘experts’ have claimed. We can neither confirm nor deny whether they came from one of the moons at this point and are unwilling to speculate.
“However, given their tremendous speed — somewhere between three and five million kilometers per hour — it seems possible that they may have a source external to our solar system. Among the questions we’re similarly unable to speculate on are whether the objects are manned, and if so, how beings with a constitution remotely similar to ours could survive such a trip. In space, relativistic considerations aside, velocity itself is trivial, but it’s clear already that the objects are decelerating, and the G-forces on anything braking that fast — plus any effects that whatever is causing them to slow (boosters, rockets, whatever) might have on Earth — would be exceedingly arduous for …” 
“That’s enough,” said Meyer. 
“No it’s not, Daddy,” said Lila. “I want to hear about the aliens.” 
“They said they ’won’t speculate’ on aliens.” 
“There have to be aliens,” said Raj. “What, they’re just giant space marbles? Someone had to build them.” 
“What if they are just giant space marbles?” said Trevor. “You know, nobody in them, but …” He made a marble flicking gesture with one hand and then made the other hand appear to blow up — a remarkable demonstration of someone cue-shotting Earth from the sky. 
“It said they’re slowing down,” said Raj. 
“Maybe they’ll just slow down enough. Then …” Trevor made the flick-explosion gesture again. 
“They’re only a half mile across,” said Raj. Not big enough. Although if they were moving fast enough …” 
“And there’s two hundred of them,” Trevor said. 
“Could be like with the dinosaurs. How big was that meteorite?” 
Trevor: “I thought it was a comet.” 
Raj shrugged. “Well, whatever, same deal. They could just raise a big dust cloud. Kill all life on the planet.” 
Lila’s eyes were huge. They were looking at Meyer, pleading for something. It was the look of a lost little girl, not a seventeen-year-old who seemed to increasingly crave her independence and distance. 
“Raj. Trevor,” said Meyer. He patted the air, easing them down.
“Not us, I mean,” said Raj with the air of correcting a big misunderstanding. “We’ll be underground. Unless one hits right on top of us …” 
“But man, three to five million miles an hour? That’s …” 
“Kilometers per hour,” Raj corrected. 
“Whatever. Point is, how does something that big brake that hard? They’d have to fire boosters, right? Wouldn’t that — just the boosters! — knock the Earth out of orbit or something?” 
“The Earth is huge, man. Do rockets taking off from the ground push the Earth out of orbit?” 
“Yeah, but these are bigger and faster.” 
“Maybe their boosters will just burn our faces off,” Raj suggested. 
“Boys!” Meyer shouted. He inclined his head toward Lila for Raj’s benefit then spoke calmly, mainly toward Trevor. “We can guess all day long, but even NASA doesn’t know. All that matters is that we need to be prepared.” 
“But for what?” said Raj. “Annihilation or occupation?”
“Or both,” said Trevor. 
“Doesn’t matter,” said Meyer. “You can’t know, so stop guessing. You’ll make things worse. You’re scaring your … your stepmother.” He looked toward Piper, apologizing for deferring to save Lila embarrassment. Piper was equally horrified. 
“I’m just wondering what the plan is,” said Raj. 
Meyer looked at the boy for a long moment, considered reminding him that he shouldn’t even be on this trip, then decided to let it go. The chance to drop Raj off had vanished a long time ago. He was with them for the duration, and if the Guptas survived and life somehow returned to a parody of normal later, he could return their son then, safe and sound. 
“The plan is to drive until we …” 
The van was slowing. 
Meyer turned. 
They were in the middle of the expressway, every lane slowing to a stop. A Volkswagen pulled into place beside them. A Land Rover settled on the other side. Meyer glanced at the rear camera’s screen and saw a wave of vehicles slowly closing them in from the rear. 
He’d thought they had another hour at least before reaching anything remotely resembling Chicago traffic. They were nowhere near the city limits, and the land around was still mostly suburban, bordering on rural. 
They’d been planning to exit the main road far in advance and detour around, taking winding roads through the boonies. It would cost a lot of miles, going that far around Chicago, but it was better than being stopped like … well, like this. 
Meyer looked to the cars ahead, to either side, and piling in a long metal line behind them. 
They’d entered Chicago’s orbit while the car had been on auto, discussing the end of days. 
They were boxed in, and this time it looked permanent.








Chapter Sixteen
DAY THREE, Early Afternoon
Outside Chicago
THE NIGHT HAD BEEN COOL. The day was warm. Somehow, the van’s heat and the proximity of other cars radiated into the cabin enough to make Lila sweat. 
Or maybe it was the hormones. 
She wasn’t sure. It was terrible, feeling all the changes inside herself and having no idea what to do. Was this what it had been like for her grandparents, growing up before the Internet? How had they answered all their questions about the world? Back then, if a girl got knocked up, she’d have to ask her friends (who might have bad information) or her mother (with obvious downsides), or she’d have to hit the library and find the right book. Even then, the lost little girl with a bun in her oven would need to fear being seen and discovered or stay ignorant. Like Lila was now. 
Did you get hot flashes when you were pregnant? If so, did it happen this early? She knew women got uncomfortable later in their pregnancies, when the baby’s internal heater turned on inside them. But did it happen so soon? 
This was intolerable. Lila might have to risk searching on one of the tablets. If Meyer saw she could say she was … researching to write a book or something. 
A cruel joke. Lila had known all about sex since she’d been thirteen, had played around at fourteen when she and a boy could be sure of being alone (mostly over-the-clothes stuff, though a few times she’d let guys feel boob) and had finally popped that cherry at seventeen. Given the way most of her friends had dated from fourteen and started having sex around fifteen or sixteen, she thought she’d done a damn good job. How could her father be upset with her restraint? 
Except that she’d been knocked up in a kind-of-preventable way. They’d been spontaneous that first time, and blowjobs didn’t require birth control. So Lila wasn’t on the pill, and they didn’t have condoms. They could have simply stopped and not done it, but that option was only obvious in retrospect. At the time, it would have been absurd. You didn’t stop when you felt that itch between your legs. You found something to put in there to scratch it. 
Which were, interestingly, probably the exact same words her father would use when berating her for being so stupid. He’d never call her a slut or a whore, but he might call her idiotic. Or retarded. Or “smarter than that.” That last one was the worst of all. Many of Lila’s friends didn’t get along with their dads, but Lila had always adored hers. The idea of disappointing him was far, far worse than angering him. 
To make things worse, Lila was sort of a hypochondriac. Not in a big, ridiculous way, but she did tend to be suggestible. Once she’d seen a TV show where a character had a brain tumor. She’d decided she might have one, and had developed headaches until she’d scheduled a scan. She always exhibited flu symptoms when her friends did. Lila was the kind of girl who gets thirstiest only when she realizes her bedside glass is empty. 
They hadn’t moved in hours. She pulled the phone from her pocket, mentally reminding herself to charge it again soon, and looked at the time. 
FOUR hours. They’d been stuck in this prison of vehicles, surrounded and totally unmoving, for four whole hours.  
Being trapped in the van when they were moving was boring. They’d been in here for three days now, and she’d felt restless after one. But if being trapped while driving was bad, being trapped while stuck was so much worse. She felt a creeping sense of claustrophobia, almost unable to breathe. That might be part of the warmth. 
Partly because it was warm. 
Partly because she was pregnant. 
And partly because she was a mental basket case and didn’t like the walls around her. 
Jesus. What kind of a mother was she going to make? It looked like that’s where things were headed, like it or not. She and Raj had ditched school and absconded to Central Park to talk it out, but the talking had mostly been on Lila’s side. She’d told Raj she was against abortion (for herself, anyway) in one breath, then changed her mind in the next. Her personal pro-life stance had always made sense, but then again she’d never been pregnant. 
Regardless, it’s not like she’d have a choice to be “pro” about. If they didn’t get crushed from above, become enslaved, or have their faces burned off by alien braking rockets, she’d be spending the next several years underground. Where she was sure her claustrophobia wouldn’t be a problem at all. Where there weren’t going to be any abortion doctors. 
Maybe she could use a coat hook. Or fall down the stairs. 
Both ideas sounded painful and gross, and besides, it’s not like she wanted the baby gone quite that bad. She’d just have it. No big deal. One of the upsides of the apocalypse was that she’d be shut in with babysitters twenty-four/seven. Piper loved babies; she’d love to watch it. And on the plus side, her boobs would get bigger. 
Meyer said, “We have to leave the car.” 
Lila looked up. Trevor said, “What?” 
Piper picked up the same refrain. “Leave the car? We can’t leave the car.” 
Meyer shook his head. “There’s no choice. No other way. We’re blocked in.” 
Lila said, “We can’t just go out there, Dad.”
“We can’t stay in here either.” 
Lila’s pulse started to rise. He was serious. How could he be serious? He’d stocked this van for the end of the world. This was his paranoid bunker on wheels until they could reach their permanent paranoid bunker. If they left, they’d not only be stranded — they’d be vulnerable. They’d be exposed, subject to whoever was out there and whatever hardships awaited. They’d have to carry food and water on their backs. They’d never reach Colorado. 
“You wanted to get to Vail,” said Piper, as if he hadn’t remembered. 
He raised his hands to gesture around at the traffic jam, at the van, at the world. “What do you want me to do, Piper? It gets harder to get to Vail without the van, yes. But if my choices are moving slowly and having options or staying here forever, I’ll take moving slowly.” 
“But how … ?” Piper began. There was no more to say. 
“Look,” Meyer said, addressing them all, “I don’t want to leave it either. But we have to face facts. Four hours, it’s been.” He tapped his wrist, but wasn’t wearing a watch. “And that’s four hours since we moved last. It didn’t just slow; it stopped.” He held up one of the van’s tablets. “Traffic reports aren’t exactly to the minute, but I did find an hour-delay Google Earth shot that shows a river of metal all the way through Chicago from around here. We can take our chances and hope that it’s moved since that shot was taken, but I kind of doubt it, and I don’t think it’s going to start moving any time soon.” 
“So we go around,” said Trevor. “Like Pittsburgh.” 
“We’re boxed in, Trevor. Even the berm has filled up. A million cars behind and a million cars ahead. We’re in the center goddamned lane. I don’t know how we’d get out even if everyone agreed to set aside their personal needs and try. Everyone’s impatient. Almost literally bumper to bumper. When I was out walking around before, I could barely squeeze between cars.” He shook his head. “This van would have to be a tank to get out of here, and shove everyone aside.” 
“No chance you were quite that prepared, huh?” said Raj. 
A tiny smile touched Meyer’s lips. “Not quite.” 
“But … all our stuff is here!” said Lila.
“We’ll have to carry what we need.” 
“And we’re … we’ll never get to Colorado that way. Where will we stay?” 
“We’ll find a car. The world hasn’t ended, Princess. People are just scared. It’s not like money’s lost all meaning.” 
“Don’t call me that!” Lila blurted. 
Everyone looked at her. Were mood swings typical this early in a pregnancy? Another thing she didn’t know. Maybe she was getting her period. But then she remembered that wasn’t exactly possible, and couldn’t believe there would ever come a day when she’d actively miss the Red Menace. 
“I know it’s scary,” Meyer said carefully. “But it’s our only choice. This car will be here for weeks if it’s not here forever. And we only have days.” 
Piper put her hand on Meyer’s shoulder, speaking quietly. “We’ll have to stay here somewhere. Find … I don’t know … an abandoned barn or something.” 
Meyer gave a half nod, but Lila had seen that face on her father before. Tacit agreement, meant to get what he wanted in the short term. She’d bet money that he hadn’t come close to surrendering his quest. He was doing whatever it took to get them out of the van now … and get them to do the rest of what he wanted later. 
“Sure,” he said. 
“Better than the van, stuck in traffic,” said Piper. 
“Of course.” 
“Wait a sec,” said Trevor, and Meyer almost rolled his eyes. “Is it? If we’re going to bunker in a barn, why not just bunker here? Four walls —” he knocked on his window for emphasis, “— stocked pantry. Bathroom.” 
Meyer shook his head at Trevor. “For now, but there are two problems with that plan. Eventually, even with the gas in back, we’ll to have to stop the engine — for no other reason than that the people behind us won’t tolerate choking on our exhaust forever. And without gas, the batteries will run down. That’s the entertainment, the plumbing, the heat, and A/C.”
“So? We’ll still have all our supplies.” 
“That’s the second problem with your plan,” Meyer said. “‘We’ll still have our supplies.’” 
“What about it?” Trevor asked. 
“Eventually, someone else is going to look at this big, fancy van and think the same thing.”








Chapter Seventeen
DAY THREE, Afternoon
Outside Chicago
BY THE TIME they exited the van, the rather mild-mannered, everyday people in the stopped line of cars were looking at the Mercedes with interest. To Trevor, they looked like dieters facing a pile of donuts. 
Those people were mothers and fathers, office drones and carpenters, people who worked for the gas company checking meters, and people who laughed at awkward jokes in romantic comedies. They were the people Trevor had lived among all his life and passed every day. And yet, two days wiser about the ways of the universe and the fact that humanity wasn’t alone in it, he thought their resolve was crumbling. They were civilized folks with ordinary lives, but something inside seemed to be telling them that the van was full of what the world might soon be fighting over.
They looked hungry. Right now, they were holding it in. Right now, they were on their diets. But that might not last, and they might turn from ordinary people into animals. 
Trevor’s pack was surprisingly comfortable. It was well-balanced, the weight inside it close to his body and low. His father had cinched the shoulder straps tight and told him to fasten the extra strap around his waist. With everything tight and adjusted, Trevor found his shoulders and hips carrying the weight, not his back. He could walk this way. Which was good, because he’d had to. 
Everyone wore a pack. Meyer had handled everything, from end to end. He’d retrieved the packs from the JetVan’s compartment; he’d stocked them; he’d made sure everyone was cinched tight and carrying enough but not too much. Meyer carried the most. But he told Trevor quietly that he was carrying the second most, and in the moment Trevor found this strangely touching. Raj was seventeen, but skinny and sort of a whiner. Only Trevor, at fifteen, could be trusted to be the group’s second man.
Meyer told everyone what they had in their packs before they stepped outside, but it was a blur to Trevor. He knew that his father’s paranoia was at work again — although he’d packed them as a unit, everyone had enough to survive for a while even if they ended up on their own. There was food, water, a filter or a purification kit or something … Trevor couldn’t remember. Survivalist shit. A packing and preparedness list straight from websites prowled by his father, stirred with all he knew by being Meyer Fucking Dempsey. 
 Lastly, everyone carried a weapon. His father’s was a pistol, out of sight tucked under his shirt at the small of his back. Trevor waited for his own gun, excited even during this exodus into the End of Days. But Meyer said he didn’t want Trevor “shooting his own ass off” or otherwise providing enemies with potential threats or weapons to use against him. He gave Trevor pepper spray, same as Lila, Piper, and Raj. It stole wind from Trevor’s sails, and made his pack seem heavy, not necessarily responsible. 
They exited with packs on their backs. Heads immediately turned. None of the ordinary folks sitting on their cars’ hoods and trunks asked if they were leaving, but their eyes did. Still, they said nothing, attempting to stay ordinary. 
Meyer locked the doors, but left the transmission in neutral in case traffic began to move and others decided to push the JetVan out of the way. He stuck rocks under two of the wheels as chocks to keep it from rolling without permission. 
Then they squeezed toward the berm, past the double line of cars that had massed on the road’s edge when traffic froze and ambitious drivers tried to pass. Heads turned, but only for a moment. They weren’t the first to leave their vehicle and walk. They were just the best equipped, with their four matching backpacks and a fifth that didn’t quite belong.
They followed the highway for a while — long enough, Meyer said, to get a feel for the gridlock. If he’d been wrong and the traffic jam ended a mile up, they could still turn back. If there was an obvious way out, they could try again, waiting for traffic to figure it out. But so far, nothing.
Trevor watched his father whenever he began to feel nervous. He did the same thing on airplanes when turbulence shook the cabin. Bumps made Trevor anxious, but as long as the flight attendants were calm, everything was probably okay. Same with his father. If he seemed calm and in control, they were fine. For now. 
The mood was strange. Dad had been right about what he’d told Lila earlier: Nothing had really happened yet, people were just scared. There were no aliens around the planet. Nobody was enslaved or decimated, nobody’d had so much as a single anal probe. Nothing had crashed into the Earth’s surface, raising a dinosaur-killing cloud of dust to block the sun. The planet hadn’t been knocked off its axis or sent hurtling into the nearest star. 
It was a lot of people trying to get from one place to somewhere else. That was it. The Dempseys were headed to their reinforced bunker in Colorado, but where were all these people going? Why didn’t they stay home? What about a few photos from a space app made them think that Duluth was better than Des Moines? Why did they want so badly to get from Toledo to Muncie? 
It was fear, making people do something so they wouldn’t have to sit around doing nothing. His father said it gave them the illusion of control in the face of something unknown and uncontrollable. The same reason they’d hoard gasoline. Why did people run to gas stations when strange new things happened? Were they planning to run the doomsday generators that nobody actually had? 
Well, nobody but Meyer Dempsey.
After an hour, they took a break. The GPS said they’d gone just four miles, but given Dad’s determined jaw, that was good because it was four miles closer to Colorado. 
Only 996 miles to go. 
But surely this was just part of the plan. Phase One, as it were. Meyer must be planning something else — some other way to get them moving. What it was, Trevor didn’t know. But he knew that the nods he’d given Piper earlier, when she’d suggested bunkering down in a barn, were his way of humoring her. He’d get them to Colorado. Or — and Trevor feared this was literally true — he’d die trying. 
Still, Trevor could see his father’s mental wheels turning. He was running a ceaseless calculation, based ultimately on making their destination. Every minute they spent stopped or walking was a minute lost on the drive. If they were stopped now, it was only so they’d be able to walk faster later. And if they were walking at all, it was only so they could find a new vehicle as quickly as possible. Everything was a trade. A giant game, where beating the clock was their ultimate goal. 
Wait now, hurry later. 
Or try to hurry now … but ultimately remain stuck. 
There was a balance, and Meyer was always working it. Bide their time to find the perfect transportation at the ideal time. It would be worth slowing down now to move fast later. But they didn’t just need a car. They needed a way out of Chicago. 
Every minute spent checking the GPS for alternate routes was chewing through battery power — which was no longer unlimited, and would last only as long as the external batteries they all carried. 
After a few minutes high on the banked berm (Trevor thought his father was allowing distance in case someone broke formation and decided to come at them), they rose, reshouldered their packs, and walked toward a freeway exit ahead. They were only halfway down the exit ramp before Meyer stopped. The rest of them stopped behind him. 
Piper looked at him. 
“What?” 
“We’re closer to Chicago than I thought.” 
Piper looked to the city center clearly visible on the horizon. “We knew that.” 
“I screwed up. We should have left the highway a long time ago.” 
Trevor looked into the sky, where the sun had passed its apex. They’d come to a stop over five hours ago now, and it was into the afternoon. “A long time ago” could mean anything — distance or time. 
“And?” said Piper. 
“These neighborhoods are far too urban.” He looked down the exit ramp. “I’d rather stay on the highway, now that we’re this close to the city.” 
“Isn’t that a little racist?” said Lila. 
“It’s about population density, Lila. And resources. We don’t really want to be caught hiking through somewhere low on resources but high on people while wearing these packs.” 
Raj looked ahead at the highway’s parking lot. “Lots of people up here,” he said. 
“Lots of stocked cars,” Meyer replied. “Lots of people from out of town. A crowd always defaults to its average, Lila. The people up here still have what probably feels like enough. Down there? Maybe not. All it takes is one group to decide they should take what isn’t theirs. It’s like tossing a match. Flick that match into an environment like this highway, I don’t think it’ll catch quite. But a lot of these neighborhoods are dry grass. Someone decides to start a riot, others are likely to agree.” 
“I think we should go through, hike away from the city, and keep going until there’s some open land,” said Raj. “Wasn’t that your plan?” 
“Sure. But I thought we were farther out. We spent too much time arguing about the end of the world and weren’t paying attention.” 
“Meyer …” Piper began. 
“I think we should go,” Raj said, looking down the exit ramp. “It’s still pretty bright out.” 
“No offense, Raj, but I don’t really care what you think.” 
Raj looked up, offended. 
“Feel free to go down there. But my family is going to keep following the expressway. We’ll take one of the other arteries south. Another expressway. For now, there’s still safety in numbers.” 
“There’s only five of us,” said Lila, holding Raj’s arm. 
“I meant numbers of cars. Of people driving on the expressway.”
“You mean white people,” said Lila. 
“That’s not what I mean, Lila.” 
“I agree with Raj. You said it yourself. Nothing has even happened yet. Everyone is worried about themselves right now. They’re not going to do anything to us.” 
“Exactly,” Meyer said. “Everyone is worried about themselves right now.” 
“The sooner we leave the highway, the sooner we’re away from Chicago. You want to go closer. Look, Daddy!” She pointed toward the city center, where Trevor could clearly make out the Sears Tower. The expressway seemed to curve directly toward it. 
“Not yet,” said Meyer. 
“You’re the one who said we’d buy a car! How are we going to even use a car up here?” 
“We’ll buy one later, Lila. But if we’re dead, a car doesn’t …” 
“Hey,” said Piper. 
Meyer stopped, but his eyes stayed certain. 
Raj faced him, looking defiant. Lila was at his side. They looked like they fancied themselves as Romeo and Juliet: two lovers facing off against authority, knowing stubborn love would conquer all.  
“I’m going this way,” said Raj. “It’s stupid to keep walking toward the city.” 
“Suit yourself.” 
“I’m going with him, Daddy.” 
His voice was even, cold. Trevor knew he was calling Lila’s bluff, but his words still chilled Trevor to the bone. “Go ahead.” 
They stared at each other for a few still moments: Raj and Lila on one side and Meyer on the other. Piper and Trevor were neutral, watching with wide eyes to see what would happen. 
Finally Raj shook his head, exhaled dramatically, then marched up the ramp past the others. After a bit, Lila followed. They were ten feet farther down the packed expressway before Raj turned and said, “Well?” 
Meyer began walking without expression, but when Trevor looked up he could see him smirk.
“Dad?” Trevor said after they’d been walking for a while, once Lila and Raj were ahead and out of earshot. “Not that I’m questioning your idea or anything, but we are walking right into the city … ?” He let the sentence hang, his final note begging an answer. 
“For now. We can cut south in a bit, on one of the big expressways; I’d have to check to see which. We can cut down to 80. If that’s not clear, we can get off then. It should be safer, assuming the shit will keep from hitting the fan for just a little longer.” 
Trevor felt another note of respect radiating from his father. First he’d given him the second-heaviest pack, and now he was casually swearing. He sometimes swore around his children, but it was rare that he’d swear when talking directly to them — the way he might talk to an adult. Or a colleague. 
“You’re not worried about getting off the road then, assuming the sh …” But he couldn’t echo the word to his father, not yet. “… assuming that doesn’t happen quite yet?” 
“There will be less of a crowd. There should be more people who aren’t desperate.” 
“But they could still be … you know … going crazy?” 
“Yes, but more numbers means more problems, all other things being equal. Not just because there are more hands to hold weapons, say, but because people are stupid when they’re in crowds, Trevor. They stop thinking for themselves and just ease into whatever everyone else is thinking. We need to stay where people aren’t thinking too crazy yet, or where there are fewer people.” 
Trevor looked at the never-ending line of cars. He knew Lila and Raj had already raised this objection, but it sure seemed like the expressway was the wrong place to be if they were looking for smaller numbers.
“It’ll be fine.” Dad wrapped his arm around Trevor’s shoulders. “Nothing bad will happen to us up here. Not with all these out-of-towners with full cars, in broad daylight.” 
But he was wrong.
Fifteen minutes later, the riot started.








Chapter Eighteen
DAY THREE, Afternoon
Outside Chicago
THE RIOT BEGAN WITH A CRASH, then blazed like wildfire. 
Meyer was walking the berm, Piper in front of him and Trevor far off to the side as if avoiding her, sullen as usual. Lila and Raj were twenty or thirty steps ahead, still quiet and radiating defiance. Raj had been beaten down about the exit, so he was pretending to lead the group to reclaim what little he could of his dignity. He had Lila beside him. Right now he’d be warring for her attention, trying to establish himself as the superior male. But Meyer was mature and patient enough to see it for what it was: pomp and chest-pounding. Let Raj fluff feathers for his girl. What Meyer said went, and would continue to go. Raj wasn’t supposed to be here. He could stay and enjoy Meyer’s supplies … but only if he kept his head down and obeyed when it mattered. 
Without warning, an engine flared to violent life somewhere in the middle of the jammed traffic ahead. A high-pitched squeal of rubber on pavement was followed almost immediately by a muted crash. A grinding noise, then another squeal of tires — this one slightly less piercing — and another crash. 
Heads were turning all around, peering toward the commotion like fans in a stadium. Profiles become the backs of heads. To the edges, he could see faces: dumb, vacant, vaguely frightened yet somehow intrigued. He looked back toward the commotion, where those closer were beginning to swarm like insects. Someone shouted. There were a few smaller banging sounds — many metallic, like striking sheet metal with a sledge. Many were more muted: a wooden bat striking wood. Or dirt. Or meat. 
There was a high-pitched scream. Pain or desperation. 
They skirted the watching crowd. Meyer had one arm around Piper’s shoulders within seconds. He put his other around Trevor once he’d dragged Piper over to reach him. 
They had to stay back. The something was none of their business. 
The crowd shifted, and Meyer saw what had happened. Someone in one of the middle lanes seemed to have reached his breaking point. He’d revved his engine and plowed into the vehicle in front of him. Then he’d reversed and struck the car behind. Meyer watched the car lurch again, striking the red sedan from the rear and making it jolt forward, butting into a white SUV two cars up. The sheer momentum of the kamikaze was opening a hole in traffic. 
Now the car seemed to be jockeying around, trying to edge sideways. As if he could barrel his way through four rows of cars and escape to the berm, where he’d have to off road for his life. 
Again, someone screamed. 
Under it all, Meyer thought he could hear a low, furious, animal growl: the car’s driver, screaming, out of his mind. 
Most of the people around the hole in the crowd had backed up, but some had been bold and moved forward, striking the car with whatever they could find, even if it was only their fists. One man in jeans and a light jacket jumped on the car’s hood, then held on while it attempted to shift around. But it was stuck somewhere; the engine roared, and the wheels spun in place, now raising a thin line of black smoke. 
The man on the windshield pounded the glass, which was already webbed and starting to shatter. For a few moments, he was alone — the lone man among the spectators willing to act. Then his will seemed to spread, and others climbed on the car, like ants on a lollipop. 
Whatever had been pinning the car broke free with a clang. It skidded forward, this time canting sideways. It struck a small car to one side. The impact’s force threw the vehicle sideways. 
There was a woman’s scream. Meyer could see activity different from the rest: flailing arms, a head whipping dark hair around in pain. She’d been pinned. 
“That woman is hurt!” said Raj. 
But Meyer was watching the crowd shift. More people were moving forward. They weren’t precisely coming to help. They were coming forward because others had, and because it was what the group mind had told them to do.
“We have to go,” said Meyer, now looking toward the berm: a gap in the freeway sound barrier. 
“That woman is pinned!” said Raj. 
A cold switch flipped inside Meyer. “Not our business,” he said. 
Someone had retrieved a tire iron from his trunk. Meyer watched the man run forward and smash the battering ram’s window. People near the inner circle watched it happen, then moved. Other trunks. More tire irons. Meyer saw baseball bats, possibly fetched from children’s luggage. 
Individuality in flight, the previously separate minds in the crowd were becoming a hive. 
“But she’s hurt!” Raj was already moving forward. 
“Come on.” Meyer was up on the berm, holding onto Piper and Trevor as if he might drop them. He made his hand, around Piper’s upper arm, into a beckoning wave. “Come on, we have to get out of here.” 
Raj threw a venomous look back at Meyer. “We have to help her. If we don’t, nobody will.” 
It was true. The woman was still screaming, but she was already mostly forgotten. The surging crowd’s attention had focused on the car, which had now stopped, engine running, windows smashed in one by one. Hands reached into the cab. Dragged the driver out and down to the concrete. In circles around the commotion, others began to move. 
Someone else started their engine, apparently inspired. Another crash. Another surge of angry retribution. 
They had minutes. Seconds, maybe. 
It was going to erupt. Very, very soon. 
“Raj!” Meyer shouted. “You can’t do anything!” 
The woman had stopped screaming, and could very well be dead. She might have been nearly cut in half by the collision, or stomped to death by the hands converging on the troublemaker. But the freeway’s motion wasn’t all altruistic. More engines were starting. More people were now trying to smash their way out, hoping to break clear and outrun the crowd’s ire by storming down the berm. Each time they did, people turned toward them, now instructed by the group mind as to a defector’s appropriate fate. And while some tried to run and others taught them bloody lessons, a third group began to creep around abandoned vehicles, toward trunks left open after weapons had been grabbed. 
Looters. Opportunists. Apparently, not everyone felt they had enough after all. 
Raj threw Meyer a final angry look, then sprinted into the crowd, headed for the epicenter. Meyer’s eyes met Lila’s. He dragged his two prisoners forward. He could see brainwashing taking hold in Lila’s brown eyes. She watched Raj depart. She watched her father. 
Then she ran after Raj. 
“Shit! Lila, get back here!” 
But she couldn’t hear. A gun fired. It must have been to the right, because Meyer watched a bubble form as people scooted backward. But the bubble lasted only a moment before the bubble became a huddle. There was another shot before the pile formed, but then the crowd piled on, and if Meyer had to guess, he’d assume the shooter no longer held his weapon. 
 New movement in the line of cars had compressed the gaps to nothing in places, opening wide spots elsewhere. Lila was climbing over hoods, chasing Raj, who was far more nimble. She seemed to be shouting his name, but Raj either couldn’t hear or wouldn’t listen. 
Meyer rushed forward, leaped over a hood, and nearly managed to get Lila by the back of the shirt. If he could grab her, he’d treat her like cargo, drag her back, kicking and screaming. He’d force them all away, and Raj could fend for his motherfucking self. 
But he missed. She squirmed past. 
Trevor was yelling from behind. Piper was behind him, her hands on his shoulders. Both had flinched to follow, but Meyer shouted and gestured for them to stay back, to stay far back. 
The crowd surged like a monster. Meyer could feel the ebb and flow, its collective lack of intelligence like a swarm waiting for something to sting. Ripples had spread as far as he could see, and now nobody was really just standing around. 
Some were stealing what they could.
Some were defending what they had. 
Some were desperate for escape.
And some — perhaps obeying some deep-seated instinct of forced conformity — were chasing down the runners, taking them to the ground. 
Nobody was just a mom or a dad anymore. 
Nobody was just an office drone or an employee of the gas company. 
Now they were fingers under the control of some collective beast. 
“Lila!” 
Her head twitched, but she surged forward. Ahead, Meyer saw Raj trip as he tried to cross a stopped car and fall. He’d be trampled. If he was, so be it. For Meyer, it was good news in a twisted way. She’d stop after reaching Raj. 
Another gunshot. 
Another broken window. 
A small woman, perhaps in her late fifties, ran past with a flat of bottled water. She tripped. A moment later, two other women were over her, kicking and grabbing for bottles. 
“Lila! Goddammit, forget him! We have to get out of here!” 
Meyer had studied riot behavior, and knew he was doing exactly the wrong thing. You didn’t run toward the center. You didn’t go against the flow. You didn’t move more quickly than you had to. You were supposed to keep your head down, keep your emotions under control, and move steadily toward the surge until you could slip away. But he wouldn’t leave without Lila. 
Something grabbed Meyer’s shoulder. He turned to see a man with three days’ stubble, a duffel over his shoulder. In one hand, he had Meyer. In the other, he had a knife. It looked like a kitchen knife, nothing meant for fighting. 
Meyer didn’t hesitate. In a situation like this, logic and emotion were awful ideas. He didn’t look into the man’s soul and wonder if he was a good person who always donated generously to the local orphanage. He didn’t try to reason. The man was holding the knife as he probably always had: in preparation for cutting a steak. Meyer, however, had trained. 
He grabbed the man’s wrist and twisted hard, then used his free hand to punch the man hard in the gut — the place that would incapacitate him most completely but do the least damage to Meyer’s hands, which he anticipated needing in the days ahead. 
The man fell. Meyer plucked the knife from his hand and planted it in the side of a man approaching from the other side, wielding a pipe overhead. 
He climbed over the last car between him and where Raj had fallen. But he didn’t have to leap the last vehicle; a brown streak was racing toward him. Meyer raised the knife again, its tip red, but the streak was Raj. 
He didn’t seem to see Meyer. But he did have Lila by the hand. 
“Raj!” 
Raj scrambled. Climbed. Meyer climbed at him. Into another flow. Panicked. Not being invisible; not obeying the rules of a riot. 
“Raj! Lila!” 
Lila turned. She punched Raj’s arm, and for a moment he looked like he might keep pulling forward, ripping it off as he dragged her behind. 
Then he stopped, chaos erupting around them. 
“Keep your goddamned head down,” Meyer hissed. “Move with them, not against them. Don’t make eye contact. And don’t fucking run. You’ll make yourself a target.” 
Raj nodded slowly. They followed the crowd like a river. Then, with an exhale of relief, they found themselves free, to the side of the road, safe to dart back through the noise barrier as soon as they found Trevor and Piper. 
“Dad!” 
Meyer looked up to see Trevor running at them. His eyes flicked to Raj, who was dirty and smudged with what might have been someone else’s blood, and at Lila, who seemed knocked about but unhurt.
Meyer swept Trevor forward, shepherding the three of them like sheep that might yet flee. 
“Get back.” He pointed. “That way. Stop once you’re outside the wall, Understood?” Meyer stared into each of their eyes in turn, forcing them to acknowledge and nod. They were mere feet from the line of cars. So far, they weren’t interesting to the crowd. But that would change. 
“Okay,” said Trevor. 
“Where’s your stepmother?” Meyer’s eyes scanned the berm, the short grassy hill rising from the gravel’s surface, and finally the wall behind which Piper must have hidden. 
A horrified look crossed Trevor’s face. He glanced into the growing riot. 
“She went in after you,” he said.








Chapter Nineteen
DAY THREE, Late Afternoon
Outside Chicago
PIPER KEPT her arms close to her body, huddled tight around her core, trying to present a small and innocuous target. The surrounding crowd, in the two minutes or so she’d spent in its center, had grown into something alien and ugly. She’d listened to Meyer’s diatribes about human nature, rolling her eyes in a way he claimed to find charming. But now she believed every word.
Civilization was a slippery slope, built on a fragile consensus. 
Everyone on the highway had behaved for as long as they thought everyone else was doing the same. No threat meant no need for defense. With everyone so obedient, there had been no need to question whether enough was enough. Society would continue. There would always be stores full of food and Starbucks with overpriced coffee. 
But the bubble had popped. The first person had disobeyed, and one by one those around them had realized their security was thin gauze atop a gushing cut. 
A man came at Piper. She thought he might hit her, but he was only trying to pass. She turned to watch him, thinking that might have been the direction where Meyer and Lila had fled. But the man tripped in his rush and fell forward, racking his face on a car’s bumper. He didn’t miss a beat; he hadn’t fallen completely down and when he resumed running Piper thought he must not have struck the bumper after all. But then he turned to look back, his eyes vacant, and she saw that his mouth was a mask of blood, teeth black in his maw, tilted inward as if punched that way. 
Her heart was beating like a hummingbird’s. She looked around, afraid to move, waiting for Meyer and Lila to show of their own accord. She didn’t see them, then stepped forward again and found the object the running man had tripped over: an old man, his white hair painted red, reclining in a small puddle of blood. 
She resisted the urge to scream. 
Stay calm. You have to stay calm, Piper. 
But she couldn’t stay calm. Piper hadn’t meant to be a hero; she’d started forward only because she’d seen Meyer almost snatch Lila by the back of her blouse. He’d had her for a fraction of a second, and in that fraction Piper had meant to move forward and help, to grab her from another angle, to haul her back. 
But then someone hit her from behind as they passed. She’d moved away, then moved away again as the crowd surged in a different direction. Behind Meyer, an opening formed, and she followed, feeling it safer to stay with him than attempt to cross the newly formed river of rioters to her rear. Piper thought he knew she was there, figured they’d stay together or at least fall together. But moments later, that proved untrue. She screamed for him to wait, but a wash of looters surged between them. Once they were through, Meyer was gone. 
She’d turned, looking for the best way out. That had been a mistake. 
She’d rotated back to front, and lost her orientation. She hadn’t noted the cars around her and had no landmarks. There were too many people, and Piper wasn’t tall enough to see above them. 
Get up high. 
But how?
The cars. Stand on one of the cars. 
Piper clambered onto the trunk of a Chevy Delirium, pausing to let a family squeeze by. 
Piper put one foot on the bumper, heaving upward, suddenly very aware of her own presence. She was a small woman, twenty-nine years old, not angry or even confrontational by nature. What if the other rioters noticed her, and saw that she didn’t belong?
The thought was bizarre enough to be funny. Nobody here belonged. There was a fat man in a cardigan to one side. A group of teens wearing concert tour shirts to the other. Screaming men and women who looked like accountants, clerks, out-of-shape office workers. 
Her breath short, fighting panic, Piper climbed. She was above the crowd for less than two seconds before her ankles were grabbed. There was a yank, and she fell hard, landing mostly on her ass, feeling her teeth rattle. 
“You’re on my car,” said the man who’d tugged her down. He looked as mild mannered as they came, wearing a light-blue shirt and a tie with cartoon dinosaurs, as if this were just another quirkily dressed day at the office. Piper found herself wondering about him, fascinated in spite of her terror. This morning, the world had awoken knowing ships were arriving from outer space. Had he not heard? Or was this how he dressed every day?
“I … I’m sorry.” 
“You can’t ride with me.” His voice was uneven, as if throttling his terror. Behind him somewhere, a shot was fired. He wore small round glasses. His manner was precise, almost polite. This man had knocked her down? It was impossible to believe. 
“I was just trying to get a look around.” 
She edged back, nodding at him, their discussion over. 
He moved forward. “I lost my wife.”
“I’m sorry.” 
“I don’t know if she’s dead. I mean I lost her.” 
This was bizarre. She wanted to flee. She wanted to find Meyer and Lila. She never should have come into the crowd. She’d been up for long enough to know the berm was behind her. 
Piper glanced back to see if the way was clear, but when she looked forward again, the man was in front of her. 
“You look like her.” 
“Who?” 
“My wife.” 
Looking back. No openings. He took her by the hand, almost tenderly. She snatched it away, and a snarl formed on his face. But then it was gone. 
“I can get you out of here,” he said. 
“I’m fine.” 
“Really.” 
Piper didn’t reply. She pushed forward, but was rebuked by a man with a bat. He didn’t come after her; he brushed past. Somewhere nearby, a new engine started, then roared. 
His hands were back on her, harder. This time she couldn’t shake him off. 
“You can ride with me. It’s okay. Come on.” He began to drag her backward. 
“No.” 
“Come on.” The car she’d stood on was either his or he thought it was. He took one hand off her wrist, then used the other to open the back. It was a smaller model where, in autodrive, the front seats could rotate backward to make a conversation space in the middle. The seats were that way now. Plenty of room for Piper in the middle. 
She tried to kick at him. He dodged. 
“It’s okay,” he said. “I have room for you. I’ll save you.” 
“Let go of me!” 
“Shh,” he said. “It will be okay.” 
Something large barreled through the space. It hit the man full-on, hard. He fell to the ground under the newcomer, his head rapping hard on the concrete. 
“Run!” Meyer shouted. 
The man’s hands were flailing, trying to free himself. He landed a strike in Meyer’s crotch — cheap shot, but enough to give him a shoulder off the ground. They rolled. The hands struck at Meyer’s bigger form. Then they came out with something else — something the quiet man had found in the small of Meyer’s back, under his shirt. 
The gun. 
Meyer didn’t slow while the man raised the weapon, fingers fumbling in a knowing way at a switch Piper assumed was the safety. He raised an elbow and planted it hard in the man’s neck. The pistol skittered toward Piper. She picked it up — safety off and loaded, if she’d understood Meyer’s earlier instructions to Heather. 
She remembered something else he’d said and racked the slide, moving a bullet into the chamber. 
The man had moved atop Meyer, his forearm across Meyer’s throat, squeezing. 
Piper got to her feet. She held the pistol forward with both hands. 
“Get off him!” 
Meyer kicked, moving the man’s forearm off his throat. 
The man with the tie seemed to notice something he hadn’t seen before and reached for it: broken glass — from a bottle or something, not a car window. He snatched it and swiped at Meyer’s face, nicking the side of his neck, drawing a small red line. 
“Shoot him!” Meyer shouted. He pushed with his foot, levered into the man’s chest, and raised him enough to present Piper with a clear target. She’d never fired a weapon and didn’t like them at all, but doubted she could possibly miss. 
His arms were long enough to slash, despite his disadvantaged position. He opened a fresh wound on Meyer’s shoulder through his shirt, then barely missed stabbing his eye. The man’s face stayed strangely precise, as if he were trying to thread a needle rather than opening a throat. 
“Shoot him, dammit!” 
But she couldn’t. 
Piper moved forward and kicked him instead. It was a poor strike, distracted by a crashing noise close by. It knocked the pinning hand away for a moment, but the hand was back a second later. 
The man’s gravity must have shifted enough to give Meyer what he needed. He rolled his assailant to the side with a heave and slammed him against the car’s open door. Meyer scrambled up, glanced back to see if the man was down enough not to follow, then snatched Piper by the arm and dragged her into the current. 
Thirty seconds later, the fray was behind them. The man in glasses hadn’t followed. They were up the berm and through the gap in the sound wall after another thirty, their backs to the riot, temporarily safe. 
Piper looked over, her breath coming in giant gasps. 
“How did you find me?” 
“I saw you stand up. On the car.”
She wanted to ask other questions, to say more. Instead her vision blurred with surprising tears. He’d found Lila and Raj. He’d retrieved Piper. He’d come back and saved her life. He’d done all he’d promised from the start, and more. 
Piper gripped Meyer in a death hug, burying her face in the comforting smell of his shirt, his body, the adrenaline sweat of fear and aggression. 
“Something you need to understand, Piper,” he said. 
She looked up, her vision still blurred. His handsome face, his hard jaw line, his serious green eyes. 
“The rules are different now,” he said. “Any time you hesitate, you fail. Any time you don’t do what you should at this point, someone dies.” 
In her mind, she saw the man with the tie and glasses — an ordinary fellow driven to madness. He didn’t seem like he’d normally have hurt a fly, but if not for Meyer’s intervention, he would’ve hurt her plenty.
She hadn’t been able to pull the trigger. To end a life. 
Even though he’d have ended hers, and almost ended Meyer’s. 
It seemed for a moment as if Meyer would wait for her to agree, but instead he offered them each an echo of his earlier look, following the exit ramp argument. The look that asked if the group agreed to follow his orders, without second-guessing. 
“Let’s go,” he said. 
Piper looked at the group, somewhere between a second authority and a true follower. Raj had somehow lost his pack. Lila and Trevor had kept theirs, so had she despite all the tussling. But Meyer’s had been split and mostly emptied somewhere along the way. 
He looked back once, his eyes repeating the summons.
Then they set off through the rundown neighborhood on the outskirts of Chicago, their supplies half-gone, as the first signs of evening brushed the sky’s light.








Chapter Twenty
DAY THREE, Evening
Chicago
LIGHT FAILED SOONER than Lila expected. 
At first, she hoped it was only the clouds and that daylight wasn’t bleeding from the sky. She looked at Trevor, seeing him meet her eyes, maybe thinking the same. A message seemed to pass between them. She was looking to her brother rather than Raj, as she always had until he’d entered his moody phase. Trevor’s face made her regret the reversal.
Her brother was as nervous as she was. And just as afraid of the dark. 
Remembering her father’s earlier warning, Lila walked the streets warily, fingers tight on her tiny vial of pepper spray. She kept pressing the trigger’s top ridges into the meat of her finger, ready to spray anyone who approached. Ready to defend her family, while staying together. 
She wasn’t sure what had passed between Dad and Piper in the crowd, but his warning about hesitation seemed to carry weight — an unspoken agreement and a stern reminder to someone who’d done wrong once and should be careful not to do wrong again. And even though the message wasn’t really for Lila’s ears, she was determined to heed it. 
Things really had changed. For two and a half days, the world’s air had seemed electric with potential, but until now it had remained potential. The riot proved that things were falling apart. And if it really ever did come down to her family or someone else, Lila was all too willing to defend her family. 
Her left hand stole to her belly, almost of its own accord. 
All of her family. 
Still, despite what Meyer had said at the aborted exit ramp, the neighborhood around them had thus far been much quieter than the highway had been even before the riot’s eruption. Houses were small and shoddy, paint peeling and windows hung with mismatched curtains. The power was still on, and at least that was something — some reminder of the civilized world Lila felt they were increasingly leaving behind. But the people stayed inside, if indeed they were even at home. It was possible they’d all fled. 
They heard a few shouts on two separate occasions as they crossed the massive sprawl, both times they steered far away, content to never know what might be brewing. 
A few other times, they’d almost run directly into groups of people out in public without knowing they were there. They’d skirted these too, but with far less warning. To Lila, as they passed and peeked between homes and across yards bordered with jangling chain-link fence, they looked like gatherings — the diametric opposite of what her father had warned them about, in terms of roaming, rioting, looting groups. She’d see old people sitting in chairs in front yards, more people behind them on the old houses’ long wooden porches. Others were in the yards to the side. Some milled; some stood as if watching. Many held weapons. But in one of them, a charcoal grill had been lit, and she’d smelled the scent of meat on the air. There had been light chatter. Civilized. Nothing to fear. 
But as they moved farther from the expressway, that almost optimistic mood began to sour. Light bled from the sky, turning it yellow and orange and red, then finally dark blue and purple like a bruise. Neighborhood light seemed to drain. Fewer windows were lit. Many structures were boarded, dark as pits. Trevor suggested breaking into one for the night, seeing as they had nowhere to sleep and even streetlights were scant. The night harbored terrors — or, to humanize the threat — lowered inhibitions about theft and violence. As Meyer had said, they had supplies and were wandering around in a place where people were used to having little. 
The idea sounded good (if terrifying) to Lila. She wouldn’t be able to sleep in a creepy abandoned house in Chicago’s underbelly, but at least they could hide. 
But her father shook his head, not even slowing when Trevor indicated a suitable candidate. Breaking in would make noise — drawing more attention, not less. They might find that someone else had already bunkered in, and the resulting territory dispute could erupt like two dogs fighting over a bone. And most importantly, Meyer’s tone implied — was the issue of escape should something go wrong. If they broke into a dark house, they’d be boxed in. If anyone entered to see what the travelers had worth stealing, they’d be trapped with no way out. 
No, he said. They would only shelter in an abandoned home if they absolutely had to. 
So Piper — tentatively, as if suddenly deciding that her place, after the riot, wasn’t to ask questions — asked what they would do for the night. 
Meyer said, “We’ll walk.” 
After untold hours sneaking through the dark, the moon finally rose. Lila glanced up to see reality like never before. The moon had always been this thing above — a round yellow object that waxed and waned each month. Now she saw it for what it was: a rock floating through space, fathomless emptiness yawning into a lonely eternity. The thought made her cold. Lila found herself imagining the approaching alien ships, picturing them as they’d picture each other, from sphere to sphere: objects by themselves in a vacuum, with no ground nearby to stand upon.  
The vacuum’s horror seemed to descend like an oppressive weight. Lila felt crippled. If not for the Earth’s atmosphere — and the comforting illusion of uniqueness and home it offered her planet — they’d all be floating through cold and empty space as well, prisoners on a giant rock. 
Eventually, the air grew cold and strange enough, stirred by threatening noises, that they decided to abandon the road for shelter. The area had dwindled bit by bit into something semisuburban, sprawling away in places to empty expanses and groves of trees. They were edging the outskirts. Gangs might be roving in the neighborhoods to the road’s left side. But woods beckoned to the right as the lesser of evils. 
They found a small shelter — possibly a fort built by kids. They lay down, huddled against the chill, and said little other than goodnights, knowing a good night was impossible. 
Lila wanted to ask her father about his plan for tomorrow. They needed a car, and his obsessive drive toward Colorado meant he hadn’t surrendered the idea. But the plan had supposedly been to buy one, and after the riots, Lila couldn’t imagine anyone selling something as valuable as a car or fuel. Or not stripping them of all they carried the moment they entered the neighborhood to ask, perhaps raping the women for good measure. 
Lila told herself she was being paranoid. There were still good people in the world. Not everyone could have lost their mind — not when so little, other than a threat, had even happened. 
Yet.
She closed her eyes, trying to forget the thoughts that swirled behind her eyelids.
The road had grown infinitely harder. 
They had no car, no way to travel. 
There were over a thousand miles to go, and only two days before the armada of spheres filled the sky.





DAY FOUR







Chapter Twenty-One
DAY FOUR, Early Morning
Chicago  
THEY WOKE TO SCREAMING.
At some point overnight, a critical threshold had passed. Amateur astronomers could now see the alien ships with backyard telescopes. Meyer later learned that this change (and its aftermath) had made the news — but as they slept uneasily in the woods, their only indication was riotous yelling, braying horns, and the crashing of metal on metal. Seeing those ships crystallized the threat, and the world lost its mind.
Lila jerked awake. Meyer was already up, sitting, a hand hovering above his daughter’s shoulders, ready to soothe.
“Shh.” 
“Dad? What is it?” 
“Shh. We need to be quiet.” 
But he wasn’t sure that was true. The one thing they didn’t have was the one thing everyone was apparently interested in. The street they’d been walking along had been quiet during the night, and remained still as the others nodded off one by one. But that wasn’t true now. They could see cars through the trees, making their way out of the small neighborhoods, honking and tapping bumpers, trying to drive around each other like drowning people huddling to be on top when everyone else’s air ran out. 
Meyer had stayed awake longer than anyone, and for a while he’d amused himself over his phone’s backlit screen. But without the JetVan, there was no signal. Either the networks were down for good, or they were being used nonstop by information and voice hoarders who thought learning more might change reality for the better. He’d tried for much longer than he should have, dialing Heather with a thrumming heart, remembering the horror of her voice cutting off. Had she been able to use her gun? Or was his ex-wife (and best friend; let’s tell the truth) gone forever? 
Meyer got a connection failure with every try. Even if he could ring out, the cell network near Heather would need to be available to reach her. The obstacles between them (or at least her phone) seemed as insurmountable as the roadblocks between Chicago and Vail. 
He’d closed his phone shamefully, looking down at Piper with an unarticulated guilt. Then he’d cabled one of the external batteries to charge his phone, deciding not to let the others know how hard he’d tried to reach Heather, and how badly he’d wanted information his little brick could no longer provide. 
They didn’t have GPS. If they were going to find a way out of Chicago’s urban sprawl, they’d have to do it by gut instinct or find a map. Did gas stations still sell paper maps and atlases? Meyer’s grandmother had lived to be ninety-four, and she’d driven almost until the end. Grams hadn’t used a cell phone once. She wouldn’t complete her medical forms online, either. Meyer offered to do them, but Grams had insisted they send her paper. 
The world must still have maps, for stubborn old bitches like Grams.
He’d fallen asleep uneasily. Hours felt tissue thin, giving him the kind of sleep he wasn’t sure he even had. Meyer may have laid in semisleep through the night, his mind unwilling to leave their makeshift camp unguarded, his pride unwilling to wake someone else to stand watch in his stead. 
How much time had passed?
It was still dark when he’d heard the commotion, but the moon was no longer visible through the canopy. He’d fished his phone to check the time, but was unsure whether it had made the leap to central. It must have, back when they’d still had the JetVan’s signal to synchronize it to the satellite? That seemed ages ago. 
It read 5:40 a.m. 
He’d heard a crack at the edge of his foggy awareness, but thought it might’ve been the slap of a screen door as someone left a house in the neighborhood past the road. The neighborhood where, in the daylight, he’d been hoping to shop for a car. 
But the engines had come alive one at a time. First just a few to break the night’s stillness. In the dark, surrounded by trees, it had been easy to believe they were in a forest. But it had only taken fifteen minutes before it was apparent that they were in a spreading panic instead. 
Now, with his hand on Lila’s shoulder, Meyer looked at Lila, Raj, and Trevor, all of them stirring. Meyer had already sneaked to the tree line and back. He knew the answer to their collective question, had overheard enough to put it together. 
Raj said, “Are those car engines?” 
Trevor looked at him with the disdain of a teenager woken before he was ready. “So you’ve heard engines before. Hooray.” 
Immediately defensive: “Listen to how many there are, you little shit!”
“Don’t call me a shit, you shit.” 
“Shut up, Trevor,” Lila snapped. 
Piper sat up beside Meyer. She looked toward the headlights illuminating the forest’s edge instead of at him, but he looked over at her profile without thinking, taking in her sleep-tousled hair, the strangely confident look in her big, blue eyes. Yesterday’s encounter had changed her in some small way. It was as plain as the nose on her less-panicked-than-expected face.
“What’s going on?” Piper finally looked over, and for a moment Meyer felt guilty. It didn’t make sense. It wasn’t his fault alien ships were on their way. But then again, maybe that wasn’t why he felt guilty. 
“Something happened overnight. I went out there when it started a while ago. I heard one guy arguing with another, saying that he had a good telescope inside and could ‘see better than you can.’ I think they must be close enough to see.” 
Confidence bled from Piper’s face. It was easy to forget the approaching ships with all the mayhem on the ground. Riots were rational. Aliens were not. 
“You mean … ?” 
Meyer nodded. “I’m sure they don’t look like much with what most people have, but there are plenty of nerds out there with big telescopes who aren’t official NASA.” 
“But we already knew they were coming,” Trevor said. 
“You know the expression: ‘Seeing is believing.’” 
“But … why would they all be leaving? Where are they going?” 
“Harder to say. I wish we had a TV or a radio. Just from overhearing, though, I think someone might have made some predictions.” Meyer looked around the small group. “About landing spots, maybe.” 
“How could anyone know where they’re going to land?” said Trevor. 
“They don’t have to know. Someone just has to guess, or make a suggestion. Then this happens.” He raised his arm toward the growing cacophony. “Once a few people decide they’d better get the hell out of Dodge, everyone else decides the same.” 
Meyer crept forward. The others stayed behind them, dragging their packs. 
“What now, Dad?” said Trevor. 
“I wanted to get a car.” 
“And now?” said Piper. 
“I still want to get a car.” 
They reached the wood’s edge. It was a poor thicket, really just a handful of unused lots where the trees had yet to get chopped. But it was enough for concealment — especially given that no one seemed to have interest in anything but the road. 
It was bumper to bumper, mirroring the riot they’d fled the previous afternoon. The only differences were the number of lanes (the road had two, and both directions were occupied by cars desperate to leave) and the civility. There wasn’t any, really. Meyer thought that might be okay. If these people wore fear on their chests and openly panicked, maybe they wouldn’t explode into chaos like the expressway had. Alternatively, there might be nothing to halt immediate chaos. 
“How are we going to buy a car now, Meyer?” The wooded area was on a slight rise, and Piper was watching the people across the packed street above the hoods of jostling, honking vehicles. 
“I said ‘get.’ Not ‘buy.’” 
“So, what, you’re going to steal one?” 
“I’ll write them a credit chit if it’ll make you feel better. Slip it under the door, and they can cash it later, after they’re done murdering each other for food.” 
He’d been joking, but the comment shut Piper down. Another presence appeared at his side. Meyer looked over and saw Raj beside him. 
“You know how to hotwire a car?” he said. 
“Not since cars had ignition wires.” 
Meyer tried to keep the condescension from his stare. The boy was only trying to help. 
“No, I don’t know how to ‘hotwire’ a car. But unless you expect to find an ’04 Camry in there, that doesn’t matter.” 
Raj had no rebuttal. Meyer sighed. 
“Look. We have two choices. I’d love to find an unused vehicle in there somewhere — something that was a second car, and the people who own it took another and left it behind. But that means finding the key fob transponder if we expect to start it, and I don’t think it’s going to be that simple, even if we break into the house and root around.” 
“We can’t break into someone’s house!” Lila said. 
Raj put his hand on her arm. “What’s the other choice?” 
Meyer firmed his jaw. “We take one that someone’s already using.” 
Piper was staring at him. Meyer looked over. 
“No,” she said. 
“We have to get to Vail. We have to.” 
“They have places they need to go.” She nodded at the line of cars. “They all do.” 
“They’re running in circles. They don’t know where they’re even going. They just think one of those ships is going to park over Chicago, and they’re looking the things in the eye for the first time. They’re not thinking smart, Piper.” 
“But you are.” 
“We’ll put a vehicle to good use. These people are just panicking.” 
Piper nodded. “Oh, that’s right. Whereas you’re thinking smart.”
“Don’t argue with me, Piper.” 
Something snapped. Her husky, often-sexy, often-demure voice rose, becoming too loud for early morning. Despite the engine noise and shouts of fleeing people below, Meyer thought they might be seen, making themselves into unwitting targets. 
“Don’t give me your superior bullshit, Meyer! You are not dragging someone out of a car by gunpoint! Just because you think you know something they don’t, that doesn’t make you …” 
“I do know something they don’t. I have all along.” He kept his voice calm, fighting anger fused with frustration. Maybe some fear. If they couldn’t get a car, they were stuck. And they couldn’t be stuck, no matter what. They had to reach Vail. They had to get to his Axis Mundi. Anything else was unthinkable. 
“You wouldn’t have wanted anyone to take our van.” 
He flashed back to the teens in New Jersey. The panic had barely begun, and they’d already been ready to rumble. “Didn’t stop them from trying.” 
“Doesn’t mean we should do the same.” 
“How else are we going to get out of here, Piper? We actually have somewhere to go! What’s really going to happen? We’ll strand someone where they should have fucking stayed all along?” 
“That’s their decision to make,” she said. 
Meyer looked at the line of vehicles and the gibbering people yelling from their home doorways and car windows. For a few clear seconds, he saw them all as sheep, running in pointless circles fueled by their fear. Clogging the way for shepherds, with places they needed to be. 
“Fine,” he said. “We’ll find another way.”
But he had no idea how. 
And with a thousand miles left to their haven across packed roads, time was quickly thinning. 








Chapter Twenty-Two
DAY FOUR, Morning
Chicago
ONE SIGNIFICANT ADVANTAGE of this panicky lot versus the rioting expressway, Piper thought as they moved down the berm toward a snaking line of cars and pedestrians: no one seemed to notice them at all. 
Everyone here was probably less than a quarter mile from home (the early birds had fled at the front — the Meyer Dempseys of outer Chicago, perhaps), and were therefore properly stocked. They were in their own vehicles, probably fully gassed up, with the kids’ electronic games jammed into the back seat to keep them entertained through an apocalyptic family trip. There might come a day when neighbor would turn on neighbor and each would take what the other had. But for now, it seemed that most homes had remained their owners’ castles. And most people’s parked-in vehicles remained their oases on wheels. 
The Dempsey family had no such oasis. But that was the Dempsey family’s problem. 
Meyer clearly didn’t agree with that sentiment; he fumed in silence beside her, holding his pack’s straps as if to keep it firmly in line. This was their first end-of-the-world scenario, but Meyer’s life had been survival of the fittest. He’d done poorly in school because he never cared about tests, then claimed control of his destiny by starting his own business at age fourteen, selling hilarious fake how-to pamphlets to students right under the administration’s nose. He’d partnered with promising idea men and women who’d failed at crowdfunding their dreams, reasoning that if the public didn’t want to pay full price, a private investor was justified in spending pennies. Those who didn’t like his deals, he beat to market and drove out of business. All fair game, in Meyer’s opinion. 
Everyone had their shots in life. Not taking them was their own goddamned fault. 
But Piper had been raised differently. She hadn’t met Meyer until after he’d taken his crowdfunding idea machine further by starting his own platform. His attraction to Piper gave her special treatment. She’d started Quirky Q with Meyer as a fair partner — the way he treated all partners who were reasonable enough to understand that his way was always best. But she’d hidden some of herself as they’d dated then married, because those buried truths were things Meyer, in all his wisdom, would find stupid.
Things like religion. Like belief in a god. Which god, Piper wasn’t willing to say. Her parents had believed in the Christian God, but she’d always been more spiritual. She kept it all to herself, though, because of Meyer’s overbearing views. He was good to her, but saw belief in “something beyond” as stupid. Ironic, considering all the time he spent tripping with Heather, looking into some great understanding that ordinary folks couldn’t see. 
Heather. Piper suppressed the thought. No point in ruminating now, considering the situation and Heather’s likely death. It was a shame. She’d liked Heather despite her jealousy. Despite her certainty that Meyer had never stopped loving her, even after he’d started loving Piper. 
Heather and Meyer, it seemed, had shared everything. Probably still had, right until the end. Piper had only shared a part of herself, and she’d only allowed Meyer to share parts of himself. Which meant it might have been her fault. All of it. All of what continued to happen with Heather, because Piper was too reserved to keep up. 
The rules had changed — but not those that mattered. 
You didn’t take what wasn’t yours. You didn’t rob someone of what they needed to secure your own survival. No matter whether you were Meyer Fucking Dempsey or some poor slob living on the south side of Chicago. 
They walked the line of cars for a while, Meyer apparently reasoning that there was little point in securing a vehicle behind a snarl of traffic. They weren’t the only walkers; there were many with packs like theirs and many significantly larger, as if those brave souls planned to head into the hinterlands and live like primitives until this all blew over.
Piper nodded to those she made eye contact with. Meyer stared defiantly ahead. A surprising number nodded back, proving her right: there was at least a little civility left in the world. 
Hi, nice to see you. 
Wonderful day for an apocalypse, isn’t it? 
Oh yes. Lovely day for the end of humanity. 
They must have ended up heading west because after a few hours, the sky behind them began to purple then warm into reds and oranges. The backpacks began to feel heavy, but despite her grunting rearrangements of shoulder straps, Meyer wouldn’t slow. He was pissed. She wondered if he had a right to be pissed, flip-flopping on her convictions with every other step. 
Wouldn’t someone take their vehicle under the right conditions? If so, shouldn’t they take someone else’s, if they thought they could get away? But no, that would be wrong, because those people would be stranded and unable to flee. Which didn’t matter anyway for most of them; Meyer was right about that. Most people weren’t going anywhere other than away from Chicago. The Dempseys at least had a destination waiting. 
She’d talked to one woman walking alone, hanging far enough back so that Meyer wouldn’t hear them. He might snap at her to stop talking to those he saw as the enemy (Meyer had always seen others as an enemy to some degree; it’s how he built his wealth), and she didn’t trust herself not to bite off his head if he did. 
She’d learned what they’d suspected: Yes, amateur astronomers had begun circulating their own images of the approaching spheres. Yes, they were now plenty visible as a stubbly rash of miniature BB’s in line with Jupiter. And yes, some conspiracy types had begun circulating a growing theory: If there were only so many alien ships to go around, didn’t it make sense for them to line up over major population centers to get the most bang for their space bucks? Chicago was the fifty-first largest city in the world, and there were around two hundred ships. The theory had gone viral on the Internet for those who could still access it, and on TV and radio for everyone else. It had the obvious feel of something people should have realized days ago, but now everyone wanted out. 
Piper had asked the woman, “Where are you headed?” 
“Away from the city,” she said. 
That, Piper thought, was as legitimate a destination as any other. They were headed to Vail, but maybe this woman would get to somewhere around Naperville. Who were they to say she shouldn’t go?
The same was true of every person in every car. They might head into cornfields. Forests. Mountains, if they could make them. It was none of their business. 
Still, she could feel Meyer’s disapproval. All bets were off, he seemed to feel. And he had that pressing need to reach Vail that, truth be told, Piper didn’t entirely understand. Why couldn’t they go into cornfields? Why couldn’t they hunker down in the forest? Yes, he was having that whole paranoid compound built in Colorado, and yes, Meyer seemed to see it as some sort of a spiritual “axis” — something that, she thought with irritation, he’d have made fun of her for. And yes, heading there had been a terrific plan before the FAA had grounded flights, back when they’d planned to arrive on the Gulfstream. Or it had been a good plan when they’d still had their van, back when the roads had seemed passable. 
But now? Now, wasn’t forging bullheadedly along to Vail just … just bullheaded? 
She didn’t want to ask. He was angry, and was resisting all his natural impulses (say, to take what he wanted in whatever way he could get it) out of a sideways sort of respect for Piper. He thought her way was stupid, for sure. But he also loved and respected her. This was how he’d chosen to show it. But he resented her, too. He resented Piper for what he was doing. He resented her for his own loyalty to her, and his own respect for her wishes.
And he was afraid. 
That was the worst part — the part Piper tried to ignore for solid minutes at a time as they made their way alongside the slow line of cars. She tried to focus on Trevor, who kept his distance from her, focusing on the hurt she felt over her stepson’s moodiness rather than the worse emotions coming from Meyer. She tried to focus on Lila, who looked green and seemed like she might throw up. She tried to focus on Raj, who kept his hand in Lila’s, remembering how she’d once been in relationships that new and sweet. Not with Meyer, certainly, but in her girlhood, back when she’d been awkward and shy. 
Still, her eyes kept returning to Meyer. Seeing his anger for a moment, then seeing the fear below. It was like a visual puzzle: Once she’d seen the solution, she’d never have trouble seeing it again. Or never be able to deliberately not see it. She wanted Meyer to be assured. Confident. Strong. Feeling his anger at her was so much better than sensing his growing desperation. But the longer they walked, the clearer it became. Meyer was like everyone else beneath his thick skin: terrified down to his bones. 
Maybe because he knew what was coming. 
Same as he’d known to have emergency supplies on hand. Same as he’d known to keep the Gulfstream prepped, with a pilot always on call. Same as he’d known to build the bunker in Vail — the bunker they were never going to reach. 
Piper shook the idea away. 
Hours passed. The sky grew lighter by degrees. They kept walking, Piper was too timid to suggest a rest because she was afraid Meyer was near his breaking point. He saw the world as drowning and Vail as a pocket of air. She could have found a place here, but not Meyer. And she was afraid of how he might react if reminded how unlikely it was beginning to seem that they might ever breathe the oxygen he sought. 
But she couldn’t continue in silence, so after an unknowable amount of time she moved into step beside Meyer, then slipped her small hand into his large one. He gripped it in a way that was probably meant to be reassuring, but to Piper felt like a man clinging to a lifeline. 
She looked up. He looked over. She smiled, and he managed to do the same. There was apology in that smile, and a touch of forgiveness, which Piper felt she might have earned. 
“I don’t want to pressure you,” she said. 
He nodded. 
“And I know I’ve messed up your plans.” 
His lips firmed. She’d messed them up for now, but the more afraid he grew deep down, the less willing he might be to adhere to Piper’s moral code. He was still the family’s rudder. When push came to shove, Meyer Dempsey’s words were the history written.  
“But I don’t suppose you have any ideas?” 
They were coming to a rise. He nodded downward, toward a lot ahead, as if he’d expected what was on the other side and could answer her question with that single, demonstrative nod.
“I do now.” 








Chapter Twenty-Three
DAY FOUR, Late Morning
Chicago
WHEN PIPER TOOK Trevor by his arm to steer him in their new direction, he felt a wash of unwelcome emotion. He’d been avoiding her all day because of last night’s dream, and her touch was both pleasant and awkward at once. 
Despite the circumstances, he’d fallen asleep almost immediately (he supposed it was sheer mental exhaustion that felled him), and sometime later he’d found himself in a barren, post-apocalyptic battle zone — apparently after the aliens had come and gone. It was just Trevor and Piper. Trevor was holding an enormous weapon like one of the soldiers in the Death Hunt: Earth video game, his hands covered in soot and grime. He was wearing a shirt with the sleeves ripped off at the shoulders, and his arms were, thanks to dream magic, rather large and impressive. Piper had been wearing only underwear and a bra. Toward the end of the dream, there had been a scuffle, and the bra had been compromised. For a few glorious minutes before waking, she’d been running around the rubble with her tits out, making suggestive comments about needing some “manly comfort.” 
Feeling her hand on him now — though much higher on him than he’d want if she weren’t his father’s wife — warmed Trevor’s face. He pulled away, and only after flinching thought how it must look to her. He caught her facial expression, warring with the trio of desire, guilt, and shame he so often felt around Piper lately, but then saw where she’d been leading him and stopped. They all halted, waiting for Meyer to speak. 
Lila spoke first. Only, she didn’t speak so much as laugh. 
“You’re kidding,” she said. 
“Your stepmother wants us to get our car legit, so that’s what we’re going to do.” There was a glance between them, and Trevor saw his father’s eyes soften, blunting what might have sounded like an insult into the mere statement it was intended to be. 
Ahead was the huge, shiny expanse of a Toyota dealership. 
“Nobody’s going to be working, you know,” said Lila. 
“Then we’ll take now and pay later.” 
“How?” 
“I’m sure the transponders are in there somewhere. They must have an office, right? Where they go and pretend they’re working out a deal, getting special permission from the manager for a can’t-beat, low-low price to get you into a brand new Toyota today?” 
Piper rolled her eyes. Trevor had been catching their vibes for the entire time they’d been walking beside the slow-moving line of traffic despite trying to move his mind from Piper, and he’d seen how they’d both started hard then softened through the hike. That was how they usually did things. When Piper didn’t agree with Meyer (which wasn’t often, Trevor had noticed; she naturally avoided conflict), they squared off into silence. Somehow a compromise was reached without a word. They met in the middle, each managing to apologize without ever saying sorry. She hadn’t wanted to jack a car; he had. Apparently, stealing one from a lot was a fair middle ground. 
“Come on,” said Meyer, veering away from the road to cut through a field bordering the lot. “They have insurance, and my insurance has been ripping me off for years. I owe them one.” 
“How do you know it’s the same insurance company?” said Lila. 
“They’re all owned by Satan. Let’s go.” 
The field was unmowed but clean, free of the debris that littered the roadside. They’d made it quite far out of the sprawl and were now mostly suburban, so the lot wasn’t the kind they were used to seeing in cities, where kids drank and dug in abandoned basements or homeless people slept below the tall grass. It was gently rolling, coming down and away from the road. The dealership itself was nestled in a miniature valley, down from the road’s peak, with its own hills and dales between the subsections of new Toyotas in rows.
They crossed through the line of vehicles, Raj stopping to read the specs. A moment later they were at the lot’s front door, which was, of course, locked. But it was also glass. 
It took Meyer a while to find something suitable with which to break the doors. The lot had been kept clean, and there were no lead pipes, baseball bats, two-by-fours studded with nails, or any of the other convenient props one would have expected to find on a typical Hollywood back lot. Eventually, he found a chunk of concrete that had broken upward, presumably during a freeze cycle, and tossed it hard through the glass. Then he reached in and unlocked the door. Meyer was flicking on the lights when there was a click in the empty lobby, filled with desks and abandoned paperwork.
Trevor almost didn’t see the reason for his father’s raised hands until it was too late. He was striding toward a water cooler when there was a shout.
“Stay where you are!” 
Trevor looked up to see a man holding a rifle pointed directly at his chest. He was mostly behind a desk, apparently kneeling. The rifle had a scope, and the man was peering directly through it as if hunting Trevor like a deer — probably what the rifle had been intended for, before it had become a weapon of preservation. 
“Get down on your knees, both of you!” He looked up at Raj, Piper, and Lila, who were a few steps back and added, “All of you!” He waved the gun with a jitter, jerking the long barrel side to side in staccato movements, meeting each target in turn. 
“Easy,” said Meyer. “We didn’t know you were in here.” 
“Well I fucking am! And now you can just get the fuck out!” 
Meyer looked over at Trevor, nodding toward the floor: Kneel as he says. He was doing the same himself, glancing back at the others to follow. 
“I’m just kneeling like you said. But if you want us to go, we will.” 
“Kneel!” 
“I’m kneeling. It’s fine.” Meyer’s voice was a glassy lake. Trevor felt like he might pass out, and Lila looked seconds from doing the same, breathing through her mouth as if unable to catch her breath. 
“I said kneel!” 
He already was kneeling. The man sounded hysterical, almost out of his mind. He appeared to be in his early forties, bald on top with a ring of brown hair in a halo from ear to ear. He was wearing a long-sleeve white shirt and a brightly colored tie, as if ready to work. Only his armpits seemed yellowed with sweat, and everything was rumpled, as if he’d slept in it.
“It’s fine. No problem.” 
“What are you doing here?” 
“We came for a car. But we’ll leave. No big deal.” Trevor flexed to rise, but his father stared him back into place. 
“This is my place!” the man shouted. His voice was tremulous, cracked.
“Of course. It’s your place.” 
“Don’t you fucking humor me!” 
“I’m not. We’ll move on. Can I stand?” 
The man raised the gun higher, refirming its butt against his shoulder. “You think I won’t shoot you? I shot the others! You hear me? I’m not soft! This is my place!” 
The statement made Trevor feel cold: I shot the others. A thousand movie scenes raced through his mind. Loud action where one fighter battled for what was his. Creeping dread, where one person did what he had to survive, even if it meant killing sick friends, or competing for resources. 
“No problem. I’m just going to stand.” 
“Don’t you fucking move!” 
“Listen,” said Meyer. “What’s your name?” 
“None of your fucking business.” 
With his hands still raised, Meyer’s eyes narrowed. After a moment, Trevor saw what he was peering at: the brass-colored plate on the desk he was crouching behind. 
“Frank,” he said, reading the plate. “Can I call you Frank?” 
“Isaiah!” the man blurted. 
Trevor watched his father nod. He’d known his name wasn’t Frank, but getting people to do things they thought had been their own idea was one of his specialties. 
“Isaiah,” Meyer said evenly. “I’m going to stand. My son over there is going to stand, then the rest of my family behind me. Please. One father to another, I’ll ask you: keep the gun on me.” 
Something registered in the former car salesman’s face. The rifle lowered a fraction of an inch. Apparently, the man did have a family. Then Trevor saw a different desk with another nameplate, right where his father’s eyes had been while Isaiah looked at the others. The plate on that desk said Isaiah Schwartz, and there were several photos beside it in frames, of children with brown hair. 
Isaiah didn’t ask Meyer how he knew what he’d known, but he did allow Meyer to stand. Slowly, Trevor and the others did the same.
“We’re just going to walk out. Okay? Keep your gun on me.” 
Meyer stepped backward. Piper, Raj, and Lila were already out of sight. Trevor watched his father’s eyes beckon. Trevor had gone the farthest in, but Meyer wanted him behind. The man probably wouldn’t shoot, because Meyer’s voice had a way of soothing the savage beast. He’d once told Trevor he used anger and indignation as a negotiating tactic — not in himself, but in others. If he could get the other party ranting and raving before he calmed them, they always felt stupid and somewhat conciliatory. Once they blew their energy being pissed off, they lost their advantage unless they could maintain their anger — which, thanks to Meyer Dempsey’s considerable charisma, they never could. 
Trevor walked behind his father, then watched his slow retreat. There was something different in the way he was moving. He wasn’t like himself. He had a slight waddle, just as he’d had a slight affect in his voice a moment ago that wasn’t usually there. It was subtle. But once you knew what he was doing — once you realized he was matching Isaiah Schwartz’s vocal patterns and walk as he came forward — it was obvious. 
People like people they’re like, Trevor’s father had once told him. It was amazing what people would agree to if you spoke like them and copied a few of their mannerisms. Just like how Isaiah, now that he’d risen from behind the desk to march them out, kept tilting his head to the side as if to crack or stretch his neck. Just like how Meyer, backing out of the car dealership, was doing exactly the same thing. You’d think people would notice being copied. But that was another thing Meyer had told his son: most people are so far up their own asses, they barely notice there are other people in the world. 
“Don’t come back. And if you tell anyone I’m here …” said the salesman, still walking forward. 
“We won’t.” Meyer tilted his head. Crack. 
“Don’t you hide on my lot, either. You go up there. To the road.” 
Meyer stepped backward, barely looking down to watch the stairs. He effortlessly descended heels first, bringing himself below the salesman’s eye line. It would make the man feel superior — elevated in status because he was literally higher up. Trevor knew that trick, too. He fumbled down slightly faster, less graceful than his father, and looked up doe eyed. Just another helpless animal of prey, like those he probably used to shoot on the weekends, using the rifle he kept in his trunk. 
Meyer was now halfway across the apron of driveway in front of the building’s doors, his hands still obediently raised. He waited for the man to lower his weapon or definitively allow them to go, but instead he stood on raised steps, the rifle’s barrel slowly lowering. 
“They left without me,” he said, his voice suddenly small. 
Trevor looked at his father, seeing if he wanted to parlay this moment of weakness into a new advantage. 
Who left? His friends? His co-workers? Or most coldly: his family?
Trevor never found out. Raj stepped out from behind the alcove behind the door and hit Mr. Schwartz hard with a large cigarette Butt Depot that had been set in the designated smoking area around the corner.
The salesman hit the ground. Lila, behind Raj, looked aghast and as if she’d been trying to stop her man from acting. Piper snatched the rifle, taking too long to free the strap from the man’s unconscious body.
“Stupid, Raj,” said Meyer, shaking his head, clearly surprised. “But good job.”








Chapter Twenty-Four
DAY FOUR, Early Afternoon
Chicago, Rural Illinois 
ACCORDING TO LILA’S PHONE, it was just after noon by the time they located the transponders, then figured out the dealership’s system for matching key fobs on hooks to vehicles on the lot. Her father wanted a Land Cruiser — and, given the vast selection they finally found themselves able to take advantage of, would settle for nothing less. Now that Toyota offered a Land Cruiser hybrid, there were tons of upsides with almost no real downside. 
The tanks were massive, and the new hybrid engines averaged 32 mpg on the highway when running on full auto. A driver, if they needed to go manual, would lower the efficiency, but they could still expect to hit thirty or more once they found open roads. With luck, they might be able to get all the way to Vail, stopping just four times for gas — more if they could fill tanks to carry as they had in the JetVan. The Land Cruiser was also heavy enough to crush through smaller obstacles and push lesser vehicles out of the way if it had to. And it would run off road, which meant they could cruise up the medians if they found open grass. 
They didn’t tie the salesman, at Piper’s insistence. He’d need his freedom to survive. They needed to get away before he woke (taking his rifle; Piper was foofy but hardly naive), but he wasn’t a threat if they left him inside the building, on his side in case he vomited in his sleep. 
The dealership also had a wide variety of paper maps — something Lila hadn’t considered but that her father took as a great relief. They didn’t have atlases, but they had Chicago and the outlying areas, and a wide-view Midwest map that showed a good chunk of their forthcoming trip from far up. Lila wasn’t used to navigating without a GPS, but her father had spent a childhood with parents who were always behind the times, and hence knew the basics of following a line on paper. And beyond that, she suspected he’d boned up on map reading as part of his crazy survivalist fetish — no longer so crazy. 
Before leaving, Meyer tried the dealership’s hardline phones to reach her mother. He had no luck, but kept at it for long after Piper had begun waving frantically that they needed to go. They’d hit the road, and he’d resumed trying on his cell. There was still no data coverage and intermittent voice. Their devices were quickly becoming useless, not much more valuable than rocks they might throw to defend themselves. 
The Land Cruiser was as good as its name, and Meyer wasted no time heading out in the grass bordering the highways. Seeing this, several cars in the slower lanes on concrete followed, zagging out of line and into the faster way paved by the oversized vehicle. Most made it just off the road, then stuck in what was essentially a large drainage culvert. A few made it onto the grass and rattled bumpily along for a few miles behind them before sticking. Only the toughest, most off-road-ready trucks and SUVs kept up, forming an impromptu express lane beside the road. 
Eventually, traffic thinned enough to jockey back onto the highway. Meyer kept going, always staying in the right lane and keeping an eye on the berm to keep a lane of escape available. But luck stuck to them, and once past the outermost of Chicago’s sprawl, roads became rural. Lila’s father handed the paper maps to Piper, who proved an adept navigator. She led them onto forgotten roads, reasoning that the more they avoided people, the better. The gas gauge was the only barometer in need of watching, and until it started to creep down near a quarter, they’d stay out in the backwoods, pretending humanity was already gone. 
They followed signs for Davenport and Moline, then skirted the cities by a wide berth on approach. “We don’t want another Chicago,” her father said from the front seat. No one disagreed. 
The way was smooth and predictable enough that once Meyer was through watching the berm in case he needed to go off roading again, he turned on the autodrive and they rode like normal people on a regular trip. The car’s GPS wasn’t working any better than their phones’, but the maps programmed into memory did a fair job working with the odometer to keep an eye on their rough position. Proximity detectors worked fine without a connection, and when they approached other, slower vehicles (decreasingly often), the car corrected easily, passing with everything but a wave. 
Lila tried to stay calm. She didn’t want to raise her father’s ire (or hopes), so when he was turned from the car’s middle, watching the sun-washed flat land ahead, she tried to call her mom. She knew the phones didn’t work and that she was foolishly wasting battery power (though Lila supposed she could rummage for the charge cord), but still, each time she heard the out-of-service message her heart dropped a little. She tried not to think of Mom, of the way she’d been cut off when Dad’s phone had failed. But it was hard not to think of something — like her mother probably raped, murdered, and left in the burning desert. 
She looked at Raj. He smiled. She smiled back, supposing she owed him some adoration. She’d protested when he’d gone for that smoker’s station to clock the man with the gun, but it had been a catch-22: if she protested too loudly, the man would turn, see Raj, then shoot him. Still, whether she’d thought him an idiot or not, it was thanks to Raj that they had the Cruiser and were on their way to Vail. 
She gave his arm an affectionate squeeze, then looked at the passing scenery. Close to the wheels, grass and wire fences whipped by. Farther out, pastures and even a few grazing cows seemed almost stationary, creeping by as if on a conveyor. Little by little, they were moving west. Little by little, they were going to make it. 
They’d have their shelter for whatever came. 
They’d have food, water, and (if her father’s preparation was as thorough as she suspected) an impervious wall between them and anyone who might want in. The bunker itself was under a sprawling estate, and while her father had said it was finished and stocked, the house itself was only at about three-quarters. The bunker’s entrance from the house would be concealable. Vagrants and opportunists might camp upstairs, but nobody would even know the underground refuge was there, if they were lucky. And so far, they were getting quite lucky indeed. 
They’d have soft beds. 
They’d have pillows, too, which was good because Lila remembered the way Piper’s friend, Willow, had gone on and on about her huge body pillow while pregnant. Lila even seemed to remember her mother having an enormous pillow when she’d been about to have Trevor, though those might have been false memories because she would only have been two years old. But either way, pregnant women needed their pillows. And Lila would have hers. 
But she wouldn’t have a doctor. Not for the delivery if they had to stay underground, and not for the checkups. How would she know how the baby was developing? Who would she ask her medical questions? If Mom arrived, she could ask her, but Piper had never been pregnant. How would she know if she was gaining enough weight, too much weight, or if something was wrong? What if the baby’s umbilical cord was wrapped around its neck during the delivery? What if it was breech? 
Oh, shit — what if she needed a C-section?
Lila told herself to relax. As her father had pointed out many times already, nothing had even happened yet. Wasn’t it possible that the aliens would be friendly? Wasn’t it possible that there were no aliens, and that the spheres were just probes or something? Wasn’t it possible that they were, indeed, alien ships … but that they were bound for somewhere beyond Earth, maybe on their way to the sun? 
And besides — women had been having babies forever. Since way before modern medicine. It’s the reason humanity still existed. Even Eve had managed it, and she’d had the world’s first vagina. And it’s not like Adam had been prepared to be an obstetrician, amateur gynecologist though he’d undoubtedly been. 
And hey, throughout history, only, like, half of women died in childbirth.
She was pulled from her reverie as the car slowed, shocked to realize hours had passed into dark. They’d found a gas station at the crossroads of nothing and nowhere, and its lights were on — obvious now that the light had mostly drained from the day. It was fully automated, like a real civilized station in the city. There didn’t need to be an attendant — and there was, therefore, nobody around. 
At least that’s what they thought before they knew they were wrong. 








Chapter Twenty-Five
DAY FOUR, Early Evening 
Rural Iowa  
PIPER DIDN’T WANT to breathe a word, but she knew something was wrong, or about to be. 
They’d been too lucky. Things had gone entirely too well. They’d found themselves stuck in a highway riot, in the middle of an apparent alien invasion, and they were still alive and together. They were still on their way. They still had a fair amount of supplies, including not-terrible food and clean water. They’d managed to steal a good car without so much as getting shot, and were only a dozen or so hours away from living out the coming apocalypse in opulence. 
It bothered Piper that they were cut off from the world. The Internet had still been up and running as of twenty-four hours ago, but they hadn’t been able to access it since. The JetVan had a private network fed from the satellite, but without the van they were subject to the whims and traffic limits of ground-based towers like everyone else. That meant no service, no access, and no news beyond what local radio (not even the satellite network, which didn’t have an active subscription in the Land Cruiser) provided.
The same was true of voice coverage on the phones. She and Meyer both kept turning their seats around, to check on the kids’ mood and to pass the time with conversation. Several times, she’d seen Trevor and Lila listening to their phones like kids hoping to hear the ocean in a conch shell. They’d dropped the phones guiltily into their laps as soon as Piper looked back — and Piper, sensing she should allow them their dignity, hope, or both, allowed them to think she’d seen nothing. 
But she knew what they were doing: trying to contact their mother. Trying to call Raj’s parents. Trying to call friends they’d had back when the world was still a more innocent place. 
Not that the adults were immune to hope. She’d tried her parents several times, and she kept seeing Meyer listen to his phone from the corner of her eye. Sometimes she let him have his privacy and sometimes she raised an eyebrow as he hung up, silently asking if he’d had any luck. But of course he hadn’t, same as her. No one could answer without a connection. 
Trevor and Lila’s mother might be dead. They might never know for sure, but privately Piper thought it was a safe bet, given the last they’d heard of her. 
Raj’s parents might be dead too. That one seemed less likely as an isolated event, but it raised a troubling uncertainty for Piper: the fate of New York as a whole. Piper was just twenty-nine, and felt herself still just a child these past few days. She’d grown up in a connected world, where you could learn just about anything about anywhere at any time. Having no news of New York — or anywhere — for long stretches of time unsettled her to the core. 
They’d been sticking to back roads, with Meyer always watching the map for a way out in case they ran into another traffic jam. There was always a way around, but that precaution meant sticking to farm roads big enough to be on the map but not large enough to risk congestion. It meant a lot of driving through nothingness, and sometimes all that prickled the radio dial were low-wattage religious broadcasts: preachers who thought the aliens were Jesus coming home, or that they carried the wrath of God in their round ships’ bellies. 
When they could get news, it felt to Piper like surfacing for air in a vast expanse of water. Each time she heard a broadcast, it felt like Genesis, with the world created anew rather than simply reported upon.
Chicago was back! It hadn’t been destroyed! 
New York was back! Nobody had burned it to the ground!
But between strong signals, both cities might have perished. Anything could have happened. Nobody could contact anyone, and no responsible souls had taken to available airways to trumpet the good news of America’s survival. 
Piper found herself pondering the sky’s edge as dusk slowly turned it from dim to dark. How far away was the horizon in flat land? She had no idea — and, being a child of the Internet, felt helpless with no way to Google the answer. Maybe fifty miles? Maybe less?
It meant she knew that for fifty miles (maybe less) in every direction, the world still existed. 
Beyond that was anyone’s guess. 
The thought made Piper feel cold and lonely, so she unlocked the seat and slid it closer to Meyer’s, then lay down with her head in his lap. He looked down, brushed dark bangs from her eyes, and smiled. Piper suspected he knew what she was thinking — at least her thoughts’ vague color. He always did. Meyer seemed to know everything in advance, same as he’d known to build a bunker and make plans bent on getting them to it. Same as he claimed, through visions brought by the drug Piper feared and didn’t understand (and partaken with Heather, her mind added bitterly), that Meyer knew they’d better be in their shelter when the clock ran out. 
She’d asked him, in a whisper, what he suspected. 
What will happen, Meyer? What will happen when those ships arrive?
But he wouldn’t even answer. He’d shaken his head as if he didn’t know, and maybe at the top level of his mind, he didn’t. But something in Meyer knew. Something had them running scared, thankful that they were a night’s drive from Vail, afraid that something might yet stand in their way. 
Now she lay with her head in his lap, his reassuring fingers stroking her hair as if she were a pet. Just another child for him to shepherd, another mouth to feed. 
She must have fallen asleep, because by the time Piper looked up again, she saw a dark pall behind Meyer’s head, the cut of his strong jawline above. 
She straightened. 
“Where are we?” she asked. 
“Outside Des Moines.” 
She looked around. By their new definitions, being “outside” a city meant a horizon at least. She was reminded of her earlier solipsistic thoughts and considered asking Meyer how he could be sure Des Moines was even still there. But it was a silly thought by a silly, frightened little girl. She let it go. 
“What time is it?” 
He apparently didn’t know, because he looked at the dash before answering. 
“Almost eight.” 
“From Chicago. Is that good time?” 
Meyer shrugged. He was fourteen years older than her, but no less used to GPS and the Internet. They could unfold the map and see if it looked like good time, but it hardly mattered. They were where they were, and they had to go where they needed to go. 
She looked through the windshield, feeling the car slow around her. A gas station was ahead, in the middle of a dark crossroads spotted only by a few yellowish streetlights. There were houses in the distance, but they were mute, with only scant illumination in the windows. She looked back at the kids to gauge the vehicle’s mood (or to assure herself that there were still people in the world, seeing as she couldn’t count on more than fifty miles of America), and found Lila looking uneasy. She was about to ask what was troubling her, but Meyer nodded at the station and spoke first. 
“I want to stop here. It looks automated, so the pumps might still be unlocked.” 
“Do we need gas?” 
“We always kind of need gas. Maybe they’ll have cans.” 
Maybe. But they’d passed a few stations along the way so far, always on these quiet back roads where it seemed that only horses and buggies truly belonged (not really, of course, but Piper had grown used to the hurly burly of a city), and this was the first in a while that still seemed operational. Just one more thing for Piper to worry about. Had the other stations been down because the attendants had shuttered them up before running home to hide? Or had the grid finally failed? But even the dead stations had been devoid of gas cans, just as they’d been stripped of food and water. There wasn’t much out here in the boonies, and the locals seemed to have divvied it up well before the city mice showed up. 
“Sure,” Piper said. But she wasn’t sure at all. That creeping feeling of luck running thin was like a splinter in her spine. She wouldn’t say anything to Meyer because he’d only laugh, but Piper felt it just the same. They’d taken this trip on Meyer’s hunches and foreknowledge, but still she felt her own wasn’t worth saying. She was being chicken. Immature. A fool, with her head in the clouds. 
But Meyer was studying her. The roads had been plenty clear for autodrive using the banked (but apparently undisplayable) maps, and he only took over manually when he wanted to stop. So far, he’d just told it to slow. He’d take the wheel soon, but for now he still had his eyes free. And you couldn’t hide much from Meyer Dempsey’s careful gaze when he decided to look. 
“What is it?” 
“Nothing.” 
“Piper.” More earnest, more firm. “Tell me what’s bothering you.” 
She laughed, and the sound was too loud. She should have left the radio on. They should be able to get Des Moines by now, and probably had been able to for a while. If it was still there, of course. 
“I’m just a little freaked out. I know it’s ridiculous.” 
He gave her a small, bittersweet smile. “It’s not ridiculous to be freaked out right now. Not even a little.” 
“I’m sorry.” 
“Don’t be sorry.” 
That was sensible advice, but Piper kept thinking of all she didn’t know. 
Were the ships closer to Earth? 
Had they sped up or slowed down? 
Had they annihilated Shanghai? 
Was the president promising a quick response or urging a nationwide evacuation? 
Strictly speaking, they should have kept the radio on at all times, scanning for new information. But they could only take so much, even when the signal was strong.  
She reached for the radio, but Meyer held up a hand to stop her. 
“I want to be able to listen,” he said. 
“Why?” 
“It just …”  He looked like he’d said too much. His eyes flicked to the kids as he turned the Cruiser to manual and settled his foot on the pedal. “It pays to know what’s going on around you.” 
Piper looked at the approaching gas station. She was suddenly very, very sure that stopping was an awful idea. They were in the middle of nowhere. The station was deserted, but that wasn’t necessarily a good thing. There wouldn’t be witnesses if something went wrong. 
“You don’t really want to stop,” she said, watching him. 
“We have to. We’re down to a third of a tank, and this is the first station we’ve seen with lights on. Probably all computerized. Might be our last chance for gas.” 
They were coming closer. The parking lot was empty, the pumps lit but quiet. There was nothing wrong with the place, and yet something seemed off just the same. Something Piper could feel rather than see.  
“Let’s keep going. A third of a tank? That’s plenty.” 
He looked over. 
“Let’s wait until it’s light.” 
His look turned almost pitying. It was exactly what she’d been afraid of — both for his reaction and her worry. Was it the dark that bothered her? Why not stand on a chair and squeal for the big, strong man to save her? Piper hated herself a little, but couldn’t ignore the press of fear.
“We can’t drive until light.” 
“Then let’s stop and rest.” 
He shook his head. “We drive through the night.”  
“Meyer …” 
He gave her arm a pat. Piper wanted to shake the gesture away, insulted. The pumps were closer. The Cruiser was slowing. He stopped it short of the drive, paused in the middle of the street. 
“We don’t know if we’ll find another station, Piper. Not one with working pumps, and I don’t really want to break into a Walmart for a generator and a sump pump. You heard about the blackouts.” 
Piper said nothing. No, she hadn’t heard that; he must have turned on the radio while she’d been sleeping. 
“Look,” he said. “I figure it’s somewhere between another seven, eight hundred miles. We might be able to get that far on a tank if we don’t stop and start a lot and if I let it autodrive. Look, there in the window: insurance.” 
She looked and saw several big red plastic gas tanks just inside the station, a row of five-gallon cans. 
“We fill the gas tank. We fill two or three of those and carry them with us.”
“In the back seat?” said Trevor. “They’ll stink!” 
Meyer ignored him and continued talking to Piper. “That might be enough, and we won’t have to stop again.” He flashed a smile. “Besides — I have to go to the bathroom.” 
“Me too,” said Lila. Piper had noticed that Lila had to go a lot recently. Maybe she had a nervous bladder. Maybe she was developing diabetes. 
“You can pee at the side of the road,” Piper said. 
Meyer put his hand on Piper’s arm, then steered the car forward again with one hand on the wheel. The thing wouldn’t stop on auto without the GPS, but Meyer actually liked to drive. Probably because he liked the control. 
“We need new maps anyway,” he told her. 
Piper felt her heart flutter, then pushed the feeling down. She tried on a smile, knowing she was being stupid, and managed to hold it until the engine was off and Meyer had entered the unlocked store to retrieve the gas cans. 
He realized the tanks were empty a moment before the locals arrived.








Chapter Twenty-Six
DAY FOUR, Evening
Rural Iowa  
TREVOR WAS REMINDED of The Children of the Corn. 
He’d never seen the movie nor read the story, but his father had told him the basic storyline the same as he’d given him the gist of the other classics he suspected modern kids were too cool to know. There were just some things that were part of culture, Trevor’s father seemed to think — references that had become vernacular even to those who didn’t know their source. Things like “using the Force,” “entering the Matrix,” or (and this one was particularly apt), “Beam me up, Scotty.” 
All Trevor knew about The Children of the Corn was that it was somehow about farmlands and cults. Old gods and sacrifice. But most of all, creepy country people who surrounded outsiders like zombies. 
They’d come out of houses. Out from behind the gas station. From a leaning shack that might have been a post office or another government building. They were in the middle of the streets. 
Men. Women. Even — and yes, there was that old cinematic reference again — children. 
It was dark. Trevor tried to remind himself that he wasn’t used to such darkness, having been raised in New York City. He wasn’t used to quiet or the sough of the wind through wheat and corn. He wasn’t used to the peculiar subaural echo that lived between buildings in the open air when nobody was speaking and no engines were running. It was a kind of hum, too low to be heard and more there to be felt — or sensed. 
To Trevor, fifteen years old and unused to the country, simply being here was creepy no matter what happened. There might be nothing wrong. Nothing unusual. No reason to fear. 
But clearly, his father felt something was amiss as well. Trevor could see it in the way he carefully racked the pump, now finished swearing over its spitting and gurgles. He’d seen it in Piper before they’d stopped, and in the way she hadn’t even wanted to stop in the first place. 
It wasn’t just Trevor. Something was wrong. 
“Hi there,” said Meyer, nodding toward the man in the lead as he approached from the front. He seemed to be trying hard not to look around. This was all very normal. Just a welcoming party of two dozen people who’d chosen to slowly approach from all sides at once. 
This is how we say hello ‘round these parts. Jest have a sit, and we’ll talk about the crops and the weather. 
The man was wearing a green hat with a brim entirely too stiff for something so filthy and battered. He nodded and gave it a tug. 
“Howdy,” he said. 
“Looks like your station is out of gas.” Meyer tried to affect a laugh, but the sound came out hollow. Several eyes moved to Piper, Trevor, Lila, and Raj. More hollow laughs abounded in the quiet darkness. 
“Ayuh, we noticed the same.” The man stopped walking. Now they were in a rough circle around the Land Cruiser, maybe thirty paces out. The feeling of being in a creepy movie he’d never seen reasserted itself on Trevor, and he felt his pulse quicken. 
“I’m Meyer Dempsey, and this is my family. Piper, Trevor, Lila, and her boyfriend, Raj.” He looked back, his voice too even to be natural. “Say hi, everyone.” 
Muttered hellos. 
“Hey, I know you,” said a woman behind the man. “You’re that movie guy.” 
The man beside her — slightly rotund, balding, with three days’ stubble — cocked his head. To the woman, he said, “He’s in movies?” 
“No, he’s a movie maker. I seen him on the web before. And on TV, too.”
“That right, friend?” said the man with the green cap. He was probably in his late forties with slightly saggy jowls and tired eyes, like an old hound dog’s. “You in Hollywood?” 
“His wife’s that comedian,” said the woman. “Heather Hawthorne.” She looked pleased at having remembered. 
“I know her,” said the man. “She does that filthy show. About panties or whatnot.” 
Trevor felt himself tense. The man didn’t sound approving. Trevor didn’t want to stereotype, but it seemed that Midwestern values may have trumped his mother’s rather outrageous West Coast comedy routine. He’d only been allowed to see his mother’s act this past year, and even then the most colorful bits had been censored. He’d had to watch the rest online, off a pirate site. 
“I heard she’s with that other comedian,” said the woman. “It was in People.” 
This seemed to be the final word. The woman seemed to be waiting for Meyer to elaborate, and the others were following her lead. Trevor found himself inching back to touch the Land Cruiser’s cool security. He didn’t like this at all.
They’re just making conversation about your mom and dad and the tabloids. And Sam Blackwell, whom they love to rub in Dad’s face. No big deal. Just having a chat. At night. In the middle of the street. Surrounding us in a circle, slack-jawed and vacant, like the people of the corn.
“We’re not together anymore,” Meyer said. 
The woman nodded. She looked at the fat man. “See? Toldja.” She looked at Meyer. “I knew a couple got a divorce once.” 
Meyer didn’t seem to know what to say to that. So he stepped away from the pump and put his hand on the door handle. “Well. We’ll just be on our way, then.” 
“Why don’tcha stay a bit?” said the man. The others were silent, standing and waiting. One woman held a baby, but even the baby was still — or, Trevor thought darkly, dead. “No rush to head out.”
Meyer forced a new smile. “We have to be going.” 
He opened the door. 
The man moved forward again, causing the others to do the same. The circle tightened, now just twenty or fifteen paces out. He held up a hand. 
“Now, hang on a bit. You just picked up them gas cans from the station, and I know the payments aren’t working inside. How were you planning on paying?” 
“Oh, I …” 
“Maybe you can pay with your gas.” 
“That’s what I was planning. But there’s no gas, so I can’t pay for the cans when I pay for the gas, so …” 
“Ayuh,” the man repeated. “Gas ran out last night. Whole huge caravan of people came through in a line from the west, but no refill truck. Whole pack of cars, one after another.” 
“Out-of-towners,” said a new woman. “People like you.” 
“Funny thing is,” green cap continued, “few of us wanted to head out to see family and whatnot, and few of us did, just this morning, early, before light. But you know what they did before they went, those people who headed away?”
Meyer looked around, assessing. Green cap stepped forward again. 
“Took the gas right outta our cars. Overnight. Took hoses and sucked it out in the dark. Like thieves.” 
Meyer gritted his teeth in a humorless grin. “That’s a shame.” 
“Sure is,” said the woman who’d recognized him. “Seeing as this is the only station around.” 
“So I was wondering,” said the man with the hat. “Maybe I can borrow your car to head up the road.” 
Meyer looked at Piper. “Maybe I could run out for you.” Trevor wondered if his father was serious. Meyer Dempsey was many things, and sometimes generous was one. But he didn’t think this was one of those times. They had to hurry. Everyone in the world had to hurry, and there wasn’t enough room or time for them to all have their way. 
“Maybe I could do it,” said the man, now holding his hand out. “If’n you’ll just give me the keychain there.” 
“I’d rather not.” 
Mumbles of protest. 
“Tell me,” said the man. “Why is it that all those people should be able to come through and suck our station dry and leave us stuck here, and you won’t help us?” 
“Your problem is with the people who siphoned your tanks. Not with me.” 
“We’re just as stranded, mister.” The man nodded toward the Land Cruiser. “And I’d bet you still have enough gas left in there to be worth taking, should a man be sufficiently motivated.” 
“One of you must have a gas can. Something your people missed. There must be one gas can in a shed. Something for a tractor or a log splitter.” 
“Tractors,” said the fat man. “Yep, we must know nothing but tractors, being poor country folk.” 
“We don’t have any quarrel with you.” Meyer was now half in the cabin. Through the open door, Trevor saw him reaching into the cab, his hand searching without looking. 
“Maybe we have a quarrel with you,” said the man. 
“We’re going to go now.”
“And bring us back some gas, right?” said the man in the cap. 
“He ain’t coming back,” said the woman. 
“I’ll bring you gas.” Trevor could hear the lie in his father’s voice.
“Maybe,” said green hat, “we want the whole car, and whatever else you might got inside.” 
Meyer found what he was looking for. He whipped his hand out and waved the pistol. 
The man wasn’t a zombie after all, it seemed. His hands went up, and he fell a step back. But others were eyeing him, waiting at the flanks. They only slunk back after Meyer waved the gun at them, too. 
“You’re making a mistake, friend,” said the man. “End times are coming, and you’re apt to be on the wrong side.” 
Meyer tossed his head at Trevor and the others: the universal gesture for Get the fuck in the car right now, before we get butt-raped. Then he slid into the Cruiser’s front seat, now pointing the pistol through the open window. 
“I’ll tell Jesus you said hi the second I can get cell reception,” he told the man. 
Meyer fired the engine and sped away, not seeming to care if the people in the circle jumped out of the way or if he ran them into the dust.








Chapter Twenty-Seven
DAY FOUR, Evening 
Western Iowa  
“WHERE ARE WE?” Piper asked. 
Meyer’s eyes were on the road. He’d driven fifty hard miles and still hadn’t returned the car to autodrive. They were burning an already low fuel tank and they’d driven off their last map’s edge. They seemed to be driving west, and he figured that as long as they didn’t start seeing Kansas City or Wichita to the south or cross I-80 to the north, they were roughly on target. They could course correct the minute they had a new map, and keep themselves from running dry the minute they found a gas station where they could again try their luck, though Meyer felt gun-shy, surely like everyone else.
“Doesn’t matter.” 
“Sure it matters. We’re …” 
“Doesn’t matter, Piper. We were south of Des Moines, and now we’re headed west. Vail is west, more or less.” 
Heather would have repeated his last words with heavy sarcasm, beating on him until he clarified just what the hell “more or less” meant. She might remind him that if the geeks’ estimates were right, tomorrow would be the last full day Earth would spend before meeting ET. It might be the last full day Earth and its inhabitants had to live, for all anyone knew. Heather wouldn’t take his pat answers or tolerate his bullying insistence on having his way while everyone fell in line. 
But Piper wasn’t Heather. She was sweeter. More innocent and malleable. Younger than his ex by a decade. And much, much better for him than Heather, as much as he still loved them both. 
Piper sat facing forward, small lines of anger on her pretty face. Even the lines were new. This trip was hardening her, just as the riot outside Chicago had hardened her. He’d told her not to hesitate in the future, and she was barely hesitating now, just a day and a half later. 
“We’re almost out of gas,” she said, her arms crossed. 
“Yes.” 
That was the elephant in the Cruiser’s roomy interior — the one thing they all knew but seemed intent to ignore as if it might go away. Without a new map or GPS, they couldn’t be sure where they were. Without knowing their whereabouts, they couldn’t anticipate the small bergs ahead. Large towns might be overrun and panicky, having surrendered to the strange critical mass that happened when too many people were stupid in close proximity. Small towns might have only operator-run stations or might have lost power — something they’d already seen in entire rows of homes and businesses just these past fifty miles. They needed fuel, but this was a Goldilocks mission; they had to find something just right. 
Until then, there was no way to tell where they should stop. They couldn’t find their starting point until they found their stopping point, and without that, where to begin was anyone’s guess.
It was an endless loop — a snake eating its tail.
They were tacitly lost. Definitely low on fuel.
They drove on as minutes stretched into hours. 
THE GAS NEEDLE had edged below the thick red “E” line by the time they pulled into a gas station in a one-stoplight town somewhere in Iowa. Meyer had no idea where in Iowa. He only knew that they hadn’t passed I-80 to the north, and that probably meant they were still headed west. When the sun rose, he’d know for sure, but for now could only guess. Meyer also knew that unless he’d missed a sign, they hadn’t yet entered Nebraska. So Iowa it was. And good riddance it would be. 
When the gas began to flow and no angry villagers arrived, Piper’s demeanor thawed. It was nearly eleven o’clock, and they were all exhausted, but no one had slept. Sleeping, said an unspoken agreement inside the Cruiser, was merely spinning wheels. Until they solved the fuel problem, they were only in abeyance, not at all settled. They were in driver’s purgatory, and only time would tell if they found combustible salvation or were left stranded, their only choice to hoof it until morning dawned — at which point, if they feared discovery, they could always sleep in rows of roadside corn.
Piper came around to the vehicle’s side while the kids milled. Neither Meyer nor Piper had told them to stay close (they were fifteen and seventeen, both beyond being told much), but after the encounter near Des Moines, nobody wanted to wander beyond the station’s lights. Or even enter the station unarmed — something Meyer had already done. He’d returned bearing extra gas cans to replace those they’d left on the concrete the last time. He’d discovered a Comstock Lode of supplies, nervous purely by how excited he was to find them. Water, candy bars, and potato chips. The kids looked almost happy.  
“Hey,” Piper said. 
“Almost done.” Meyer nodded at the pump. 
“I’m not asking you to hurry.” 
They were in an odd apologetic standoff. She wanted to apologize for being cold, and he wanted to apologize for being dismissive and distant. They wanted it so badly that neither would actually say anything because it was so intensely implied.
“I know. But it’s still almost done.” 
“You already filled the gas cans?” 
“No. I figured I wanted to get it into the tank first, just in case we met more friendly locals.” 
Piper reached into the Cruiser. She came out with the hunting rifle they’d taken from the man at the dealership. She held it up to her eye and pointed into the darkness. Despite being dim, the streets were obviously empty. If anyone came to challenge them, they’d have plenty of time to duck and run. 
“I’ll take them out if they come,” she said, peering into the scope. 
“You’re looking through that with the wrong eye.” 
Instead of switching eyes, she turned them both to him. They were the same huge blue eyes they’d always been, but seemed ten years older. Apparently, his wives weren’t that disparate in maturity after all. It had merely taken the threat of armageddon to equalize them. 
“Maybe I’m left-handed,” she said. “Or left-eyed, or whatever it would be.” 
“You’re not.” 
“Maybe I’m a better shot than you think I am, no matter which eye I use.” 
“You look sexy with a gun,” he said. 
“Yeah, yeah. All the guys tell me that.” 
Trevor came around the Land Cruiser’s side, took one look at the rifle, then scanned the lot. Only after assuring himself that his stepmother was merely playing with firearms in clear defiance of everything everyone has ever been told by the NRA did he finally exhale. 
“Almost done, Trev,” said Meyer. “Get your sister.” 
“She’s being a bitch,” he replied. 
“Get her anyway.” 
Trevor did. They packed up and moved on. 
HOURS PASSED. Meyer surrendered the left seat to Piper in case manual driving was required, then tried to sleep. 
He woke intermittently, always glancing at Piper before checking the clock. He found her reading two times out of three, her feet kicked up on the dashboard, her Vellum reader unfolded. It was good, seeing her doing something so normal. Piper read all the time at home. Once, he’d grown curious about what she always had her nose buried in — and, knowing it was a huge violation of her privacy, peeked through the Vellum’s directory while she was away. She read all sorts of genres, but erotica was the largest. The discovery had surprised him so much, they’d made love twice that night, Meyer immensely excited by the depth and breadth of his pretty wife’s secret sex life. He wouldn’t tell her what he knew, but it thrilled him to see her read now, wondering what fantasies may or may not be capering inside her mind and prickling between her legs. 
Then he looked at the clock on the dashboard. 
12:47.
2:13.
3:23. 
He wasn’t sure if the hours passed between glances were even spent sleeping. He drifted in and out of a semihaze, sometimes seeming to dream in a way that was as real as anything. He walked with Heather. He watched the spheres arrive from above with a feeling of nonspecific knowing. He returned to Peru, this time without consulting his shaman. He even dreamed of the Land Cruiser itself, his brain turned off enough to filter his dreams through boring nighttime reality. The doubling was a dream of a dream — visions of himself asleep in the leather seat, his head lolled to the side. 
4:14 a.m. 
5:02. 
Still, the roads stayed mostly empty. He’d have to ask Piper, but from what he’d seen (and the progress they were making; he was quite sure he’d been awake to see the Colorado welcome signs), the way had been smooth. Piper showed no signs of tiring. The children slept, Trevor snoring and drooling. Raj and Lila leaned together in a two-person huddle, Raj’s hand too close to Lila’s breast. But everyone had to take comfort where they could find it, and the game had changed. He could be an irate, overprotective father later. 
It would almost be a relief to do something so normal. 
“MEYER. MEYER, WAKE UP.” 
He shook his head, then blinked. He’d fallen asleep again. 
He didn’t remember doing it and hadn’t intended to. They’d watched the sun rise together through the back window, seeing it turn the sleeping children to silhouettes. The morning had been quiet, and Meyer had repressed his need to take a leak so that the others could get much-needed rest. He’d asked Piper if she wanted to sleep, but she’d been as bright and cheery as a pixie, as if she stayed up all night often. She didn’t even seem to need coffee, which was good because they wouldn’t be pulling into a Dunkin Donuts any time soon. They’d been living on Lays, Luna bars, and water. What he wouldn’t have given for a propane travel stove and some Folgers crystals, and damn the threat of asphyxiation, or the flammability and fumes wafting from the gas cans in the back. They’d been in Colorado by then, closing on Denver, and the tank still had plenty. They were going to make it just fine. 
But sometime after sunrise, Meyer must have nodded off again. He looked back, trying to gauge the sun’s height. But it was too high, out of view. It was late morning. 
“What time is it?” he asked, fighting cobwebs. 
Piper didn’t point to the clock, and he didn’t even twitch his head to look for himself. He was too drawn by the look on her face. 
“Shit,” he said. 
She’d put the car in manual. Both hands were on the wheel, and her right foot was on the gas pedal. “What do I do?” 
A semitrailer lay on its side up ahead, fully blocking the road. Vail had to be close; he could feel the altitude pressing against his eardrums. They were well above sea level, still on back roads plotted by Piper while he dozed. But in the mountains, cars could only travel to so many places, and around the touristy ski area, options were limited. Like now: they had no way around the trailer. To one side was a gully, to the other an escarpment. How the semi had ever managed its position was a mystery. 
“We’ll have to go back,” he told her.
“Shit. Shit-shit-shit …” 
“Piper, what? It’s no big deal. Just back up there and turn around and …” 
But she’d been awake for more than Meyer’s thirty seconds. Maybe she’d seen signs but chose to ignore them. Maybe she’d already noticed that the semitrailer had no cab attached, begging the question of how it had ended up where it was without someone doing it deliberately. Or maybe she’d just felt the air change as she had back near Des Moines, when he should’ve listened but chose to ignore her. 
Something struck the Land Cruiser from behind: a large Jeep, with bars welded across its absent windshield. 
Men crawled over the sideways tractor trailer ahead, each holding a weapon.
Meyer reached for the Land Cruiser’s center console, but there was a knock on the window before he got there. He looked up to see a man tapping the glass with the barrel of a pistol. On the other side, beyond Piper, a second man was doing the same. 
Meyer’s visitor motioned for him to roll down the window, which Piper did for him. 
“Best not reach for your weapon, mate,” said the man. “Leave it where it is.” 
Meyer’s hand retracted. The man reached across to open the console and fish out the handgun. Meyer tried to remember where Piper had set the rifle, but it hardly mattered. Their chances of turning a hunting rifle on assailants in close quarters were somewhere between slim and nil.
“Come on out now,” he said, his voice eminently polite. 
Meyer was still thinking of the rifle, still looking around. The man watched him, then tipped his head at Meyer as if he could read his thoughts.
“Open the door, and let it go, mate,” he said. “Be a good sport, and you can keep your lives. But dead or alive, we’ll be taking your vehicle.”





DAY FIVE







Chapter Twenty-Eight
DAY FIVE, Morning 
Colorado  
IT WAS hard to call the people who stole the Land Cruiser bandits. They worked with an efficiency that Meyer couldn’t help but admire: no drama, no bloodshed, no unnecessary emotional entanglement aside from the obvious implied threat.
Their compliance wasn’t a question. There were at least as many of them as there had been hicks in Iowa, but this crew was entirely armed. They’d blockaded the road, boxed them in, then waltzed up to the window with weapons capable of killing them all. Maybe the Dempsey family could have fought, but they’d never have fled without a fatality, and Meyer wasn’t willing to spend one. Even Raj. 
Once they stepped out of the car, one of the men climbed inside as dispassionately as a mechanic driving a car into the garage for service. The only difference was that instead of driving the Cruiser into a garage, the man drove it around the Jeep and back in the opposite direction. 
Meyer shouldered his backpack and nodded silently at his party to do the same. The highwaymen said nothing. They didn’t want food and water. Only the car, and perhaps the fuel in its tank. 
After being relieved of their vehicle, the outlaw waved them around the semitrailer and suggested they start walking. Meyer looked back a minute down the road; no one was following. The trailer seemed to be deserted and maybe it was: a one-time carjacking, and then everyone retired. It was a mystery Meyer didn’t suppose he’d ever solve, but it hardly mattered. Yet again, they had no car. Ten minutes later, he insisted on circling back alone to ambush the bandits, intent on recovering their vehicle (or any other), but found them all gone. Only the trailer remained. 
They were alone in the mountains. The surrounding resorts all seemed deserted, waiting for a winter ski season that would never come. 
The going was tough, and their lungs were unaccustomed to the thin air. After a half hour of walking, Lila sat on a rock by the roadside and stared up at her father, refusing to move like a stubborn dog. 
“Come on, Lila.”
“What, Dad? We don’t have a car. It’s not like we can hitch a ride.” 
Meyer looked around. They’d left what passed for a main road a while back, beginning the long and winding trek to the compound. He’d picked the spot because it was isolated, hours away on tiny roads, so hidden that even Meyer sometimes got lost trying to reach it when checking construction. 
“We can walk.” 
“How far is it?” 
Meyer shrugged. He thought he knew exactly how far it was, but telling Lila wouldn’t do anyone any good. If anything, it would make the others refuse to budge. 
“How far, Dad?” she repeated. 
“Considering how far we’ve come? We’re almost there.” 
“How about if you don’t consider how far we’ve come? Then how far is it? You know, in real-person miles. The way someone normal would measure it.” 
 “I’m not sure. But it’s that way.” He pointed. 
Lila stared at him. He had a strange urge to grab her arm and drag. 
“It’s outside Vail. This is basically Vail.” 
“How far outside?” 
“Lila, get up.” 
Instead of Lila standing, Raj sat. Trevor followed a second behind. Piper, standing across from him, looked very much like she wanted to do the same, but this seemed to be a show of support. She could collapse later. Right now she had to stand with her obsessive husband against the will of her reasonable stepchildren who were, despite their father’s wishes, talking sense. 
“We only have a day.” Meyer looked up. It had to be 9 a.m. or later. He looked over at Piper. “Right? Just a day still?” 
“Why are you asking me?”
“Did you listen to the radio last night, while I was asleep?” 
“A bit. As much as I could stand, anyway.” 
“And?” 
“And what, Meyer?” 
“Well, what are they saying?” 
“Riots, looting, people doing stupid shit like stealing cars.” She looked back toward the ambush. “Although I’m not sure if the stupid shit is them taking the car, or us taking it a few days earlier.” 
Lila was smiling broadly behind the hand clapped to her mouth. Piper never swore unless she was being playful in bed. To Lila, right now, at this hideous moment, hearing Piper break her usual unspoken rule to say “shit” (twice) was a bizarre kind of Christmas. 
“What about the ships?” 
“Oh, I don’t know, Meyer. It’s hard to tell the real reports from the crazy ones. Remember what your dad was saying about 9/11? How it got all ‘foggy’ and nobody knew what terrible things were actually happening and what wasn’t true? That’s the whole world, right now.” 
Meyer decided not to push. He’d made his living negotiating one thing or another, and a forgotten key to success was knowing when not to play the game. He wouldn’t make Piper say what he wanted, but she hadn’t denied it. They had a day, maybe thirty-six hours. They could walk it in that time if they’d toughen up. 
“Look,” he said. “It’s stupid to give up now. I know you’re tired. I’m tired too. But we have to do it. We can rest at the house.” 
Raj lay back on the gravel. “Let’s rest here.” 
Lila lay back beside him. “I agree.” 
“Get up, Lila.” 
Piper perched on the guardrail. Why not? Nobody would be traveling these roads anytime soon. They could sleep in the middle of the road if they wanted to. 
“Get up, Lila,” he repeated.
“I’m tired, Dad. And I feel like I’m going to throw up again. Maybe you should show some mercy, considering …” 
“Considering what?” 
She rolled her eyes. “Nothing.” 
“We have to go,” he said. “We can rest for a while, but then we walk. A bit at a time is fine, but we have to keep moving.” 
“Let’s just find a nice barn to shack in,” said Piper. “Like I suggested back in Pennsylvania.” 
Meyer straightened. Then he took Piper by the hand and practically picked her upright. Something in his manner must have registered with Trevor, because he stood too. Even Lila and Raj sat up, but showed no sign — yet — of coming along. 
“What?” said Piper. 
“You gave me an idea.” 
“About a barn. So we can do that. Shelter in a barn. Maybe steal some guy’s car later on so we can make a run.” 
“Not the barn.” Meyer shook his head. “What’s in the barn.” 
“A tractor.” Lila looked at Raj. “I am not driving down the road on a tractor.” 
“Horses,” Meyer replied.








Chapter Twenty-Nine
DAY FIVE, Afternoon
Colorado  
LILA DIDN’T KNOW that Colorado — this part, anyway — was horse country. But it clearly was, and once they started walking and knew what they were looking for, they found a farm almost immediately. But there were people visible, milling in the house and walking back and forth to the barns. For a moment as they walked past on their way to the next one (not so close as to be obvious), Lila thought of who those people might be and what they might be thinking. Were they a family, like the Dempseys? Were they highwaymen who’d left the road to occupy a ranch? It was impossible to tell from a distance. Good men and bad men looked the same from the road, especially considering how thin the line between them had become. 
Lila forgot her pregnancy for hours at a time. It was still important (vital, really), but so many matters of consequence had surfaced in the past four days. There were the alien ships; there was the riot and fear of death; there were two ambushes resulting in one grand theft auto. Only during the slow times — like now, as they walked — did she stop to be a seventeen-year-old girl again. There would come a time when Lila grew large and another time when she’d have to discuss what had happened with her father. It hurt to think of; she’d always been such a daddy’s girl. Admitting to a baby would be admitting, in an irrevocable way, that she was no longer her father’s. She’d had at least one deeper relationship with a man her age. And she’d soon be a full-grown woman in nature’s most obvious way. 
Thinking about the baby made Lila think of her mother. Mom had, despite her caustic comedy act and her reputation for outrageousness, been an excellent mother. She’d only given Meyer custody because his life (with far less travel and fewer late nights) was more stable. It had crushed her to give them up, and she still doted on Lila and Trevor whenever she saw them. She stopped being irreverent Heather Hawthorne and became Mom again. 
Lila watched the first horse farm vanish behind a rise. Who were those people? Did they own the ranch and had simply never left? Was this all business as usual for them? Were they tending to chores as if the world wasn’t about to change forever — feeding horses who had no idea, no fear that Earth might be seeing its final days? Supposedly, animals could sense threats like storms and fires well before they were upon them. There was a hardwired, inborn fear that told them when running was worthwhile. What would it mean if, when they eventually found some horses, the animals were as calm as those people appeared from a distance? Would it mean there was nothing to fret about after all, and that their human fear of change was manufacturing the panic — all this chaos and lawlessness? 
What did it mean, when they found those horses, that they themselves would resort to theft … again? 
It was okay to commit crimes if it was for your own good, it seemed. 
It was okay to steal if it meant getting away from people who wanted to steal from you.
It was okay to beat people up and make your own rules if it would get you to your hole in the ground, where you could hide while everyone else either died or tore themselves apart. 
Maybe the Dempseys weren’t anything special. Maybe they were just five average people, marching toward judgment like all the rest. 
TEN MINUTES LATER, they came to a large horse farm just as nice as the first. It was either deserted, or the owners were hiding. Either way, the horses whinnied loudly when they entered, clearly hungry, their stalls overfull of manure and in need of cleaning. Meyer and Piper strapped saddles on five of the horses while Lila closed an access gate and opened the seven remaining stalls to let the horses run free in a large indoor arena. Then she opened a gate at the other end, giving the animals access to stacked hay and a few unopened piles of feedbags in a storage area.
Trevor was behind her, watching with ambivalence. “I think horses just eat and eat until they explode if you don’t ration their food.” 
“You’re thinking of goldfish,” she said. 
“So you’re saying they’ll stop when they’re full.” 
Lila shrugged. There was only so much she could do. If nobody had come back, they’d have starved in their stalls. If nobody came back even now, they’d run out of food and starve in the arena. Maybe they’d eat themselves to death. Maybe she was choosing their doom, same as she was choosing her own.
Raj closed the gate to the storage area, and proceeded to toss several hay bales inside, followed by three cracked-open bags of feed. Then he vaulted the gate, walked to the arena’s far end, and opened the outside door. They were in the mountains, a wild area, with barely any traffic. Horses were animals. They’d adapt. 
“Split the difference,” he said. 
TIME PASSED DIFFERENTLY ONCE they were riding. Lila hadn’t fully realized her exhaustion until she was back to traveling without using her legs. 
Something in her mind had shut off a lot of what was happening in her body — perhaps trying to keep her feet moving despite pain and fear and fatigue, obeying a primitive sense of self-preservation. But now that her only job was to balance atop the horse, Lila found her mind had returned to wandering. She wondered if she was in shock.
What was shock like? Yet another condition she couldn’t look up. When she felt dizzy thinking of their destination, was that morning sickness, shock, or cowardice? Did Trevor and Raj feel the same? Did Piper? 
A few days was all it had taken to affect a change in Piper. She was still Lila’s quirky, vaguely New-Age stepmother. She was still cool; she still shared a surprising amount of Lila’s tastes in music — and of course in clothing, seeing as she was the brain behind Quirky Q. Lila’s friends had been over the moon when Lila’s father had married Piper Fucking Dempsey — but to Lila, it had all been so obvious. Yes, Piper was amazing. But her father had married her when she’d been Piper Fucking Quincy, a nobody known by no one. Piper Quincy had put the Q in Quirky Q, but the world only knew her after she’d married the mogul who funded her business to make it what it was now. To put the Fucking in Piper Fucking Dempsey, as it were. 
But now, in addition to being all those cool things — more an older sister than a mother figure — Piper had grown an edge. She rode beside Lila’s father rather than behind him as she would have in the past. She’d taken the driver’s seat several times when they’d still had a car — not just when Meyer needed rest, but sometimes because she liked her hands on the wheel.
“Hey,” said Raj. 
He’d ridden up alongside her, same as Piper had ridden up to her father. She looked over, trying to see him anew. He’d proven himself during this trip, even though he technically shouldn’t even be on it. He’d been forced into the family as if by a crowbar, and seemed to fit. He’d been noble and stupid enough to run after the woman in trouble when the freeway riot began, then smart enough to cut his losses and drag Lila back out. He’d handled the car salesman with the gun. He’d stood up to her father, even though he’d lost. She could hardly count that against him. Everyone lost to Meyer Dempsey. 
“Hey.” 
“How are you? I mean …” He looked ahead, past Trevor, to the adults at the front of their five-horse caravan on the road’s side. He patted his own stomach and lowered his voice. “You know. With the … ?”
She forced a smile. “I feel okay. For now.” 
“Not sick?” 
Lila looked up at the bright-blue sky, hemmed in by hills and trees. Being up in these mountains was almost like being in a valley, but the feeling was secure rather than claustrophobic. It was almost possible to believe they might escape the spheres. The sun was high though the air held a chill. 
“Only in the mornings. I don’t feel like throwing up once it gets past noon, like clockwork.” She pointed at the high sun, establishing the time without digging for her phone.
“You didn’t seem like you wanted to throw up this morning.” 
“I barfed in one of the stalls.” 
“Oh.” 
“But I don’t know if that’s morning sickness. I might just be convinced it should be morning sickness.”
“How would that work?” 
Lila let it go. Her own mind could manufacture all sorts of illnesses if it thought it was supposed to, but Raj was cut and dry. He’d make a good doctor. Maybe even a good dad. 
“Never mind.” 
“Piper said she heard on the news that the ships are slowing down.”
Lila looked over. Why did he have to say that? She’d managed to feel human and normal for a few minutes. They had a sunny day with long shadows and crisp mountain air. It was almost possible to imagine all the skiers arriving a few months from now, parking their expensive vehicles and walking toward lodges with their overpriced skis. That was a world where people had nothing better to do than reach the top of a big hill and slide back down on boards. A world that she suspected might never return.
Lila recovered anyway. Denial wouldn’t help. If things were coming, she might as well force herself to get used to it. 
“I thought they were already slowing down.” 
“Well, sure. But now they’re, you know, braking.” 
“Like breaking into pieces?” 
“No. Braking. Like, ‘whoa.’” He pulled the reins back to demonstrate, and the horse dutifully stopped. Lila laughed as he nudged his mount’s sides to catch up. 
“What does that mean?” 
“That they don’t want to ram us.” 
She’d forgotten the idea that the ships might simply ram Earth to begin with. Raj’s bringing up the threat then dismissing it immediately didn’t feel like good news. It felt like a wash. 
Lila looked up, wondering how long it would be before people could see the ships with the naked eye. Maybe some people already could. The thought gave her a chill, but she stuffed it down.
“Oh. Well, that’s good.” 
“Sure.” Silence, then, “What do you think they want?” 
Lila shrugged, trying to hide her dread.
“What do you think they’re like?” he said. 
Lila didn’t like the images that brought up, either. She wondered at herself, watching her own reactions as if from the outside. Had she been thinking they might be giant marbles that would show up, hang out, then leave without doing anything? Because based on her reactions to Raj’s perfectly sensible inquiries, it sure seemed she had. 
“I have no idea.” She decided to rip off the Band-Aid. “I just hope they’re not those gray things with the giant, black, almond-shaped eyes.” 
Raj studied Lila. 
“You have big, brown, almond-shaped eyes. Maybe they’ll like you.” 
Lila wondered if she should be insulted, but he clearly meant it as a cutesy compliment. And besides, it was true. She did have big, brown, almond-shaped eyes.
“Maybe.” 
“I get a little ashy sometimes,” he said. “Do you think our baby might be able to pass for one of them, if they take over the planet and enslave us all?” 
Now he’d taken it too far. 
“Raj, that’s not …” 
But her horse — with autodrive as good as either of their two cars on this long trip — had stopped to keep from rear-ending Trevor’s. His horse, in turn, had stopped behind the leads. 
They’d been on a long, packed-dirt road that Lila now realized was her own new driveway. She’d never been to the under-construction compound, but if they were really the only house on what she’d taken for this long road, it was isolated indeed. 
The house peeking between the trees looked finished to Lila, though there was a stack of lumber and shingles to one side and a port-a-potty standing on the unfinished dirt lawn. It must just be final details that needed doing up top, but her father had been clear: the bunker, which mattered most, was finished, full, and downright bombproof. 
“Wow, Dad,” said Trevor. “It’s awesome.” 
Meyer said nothing. 
“Dad?” 
Piper reached out slowly as if she wanted to touch him. But her hand seemed to decide it had been foolish and settled back on her leg, twitching as if unsure where to go. 
Lila looked from one to the other. In front of her, Trevor turned back, puzzled. 
“What’s wrong, Dad? Why did we stop?” 
“That strikes me as off.” He pointed toward an out-jut that was, seen from the side, probably a garage. Beside it was a blue PriusX, its bumper half-off and resting on the concrete. 
“Is that … ?” Lila began. But it almost had to be. “That’s Mom’s car!” 
Trevor’s head whipped around. Lila and her brother stirred, their horses sensing their desire to move forward. 
Meyer held out a pacifying hand, palm back, to stop them. “Hang on.” 
Lila waited for him to elaborate, then saw silhouettes moving in the window, behind a pair of pickups parked at the end of fresh ruts — two vehicles that had no business being here. 
The silhouettes were holding long things that could only be shotguns. 
“We’re not quite home yet,” he said. 








Chapter Thirty
DAY FIVE, Early Evening  
Axis Mundi  
HEATHER WONDERED if it meant anything that all three of the men who’d taken over Meyer’s house had facial hair.
She wasn’t tied to a chair like a movie damsel, and she wasn’t gagged, but the three men had mustaches appropriate to binding and gagging damsels just the same. They kept threatening to rectify the gag situation if she didn’t shut the hell up. 
As far as Heather could tell, they didn’t recognize her. That was probably good because they wouldn’t see her as having any special value (as if the world, right now, cared about C-list celebrity), and it was similarly good because it meant she’d just be a loudmouth fortysomething Jew rather than a famous girl worth raping, if for no other reason than bragging rights. 
Or a rousing game of I Never. 
I never fucked a famous comedienne. And then these three assholes would have to drink. 
But she hadn’t been raped outside of Vegas, she hadn’t been raped after those onlookers had responded to the gunshots she’d managed to squeeze from the pistol despite her revulsion, and she hadn’t been raped the nights she’d had to stop her car after the GPS had failed and her Prius — not the most advanced vehicle — lost its ability to navigate without her. 
Heather wondered if she should be offended that so few people had tried to rape her. She was still smoking hot. All the tabloids said so. 
It was the kind of wry, inappropriate, that’s-just-wrong joke she’d make in one of her shows. Nobody would even flinch, probably. After all the shit that had made her famous onstage? She was immune. The infamous Hitler jokes assured that. Now, nothing from her mouth could shock an audience. And besides, the minute people started laughing at her wrong jokes — which they always did, and rather breathlessly — they were culpable. If someone had a problem with her jokes about wet panties and Hitler (note to self: need jokes about Hitler’s wet panties), that accusing finger would have to turn on everyone who’d ever thought they were funny, too. 
Heather stood, sat, stood again. They’d locked her in the second pantry, apparently agreeing that binding her to a chair was a bit too tried and true. The pantry wasn’t stocked yet, but for some reason only Meyer understood it had a mesh door that the assholes in her house had locked via two screwdrivers hammered into the jamb. They had a lot of screwdrivers. For a while, the leader (the one with the best, most Snidely Whiplash mustache; the others were closer to simply unshaven) had forgotten about his tool belt, as if this were just another day on the Vail house job. He’d taken it off after Heather mocked him about it through the grate, and for a while he’d stared at her with hatred. She was sure a revenge-raping was on the table. But then he’d pussied out, like all tough guys did. Heather should know, as a woman in an industry dominated by men. They’d all tried to push her around for a while when she’d been new, but then she’d crossed every line that anyone could possibly imagine, including that of her father’s secret alcoholism and discovering her mother’s vibrator and how it had been clumped with disgusting goo. Then the boys had left her alone. It was like fistfighting with a crazy person. You never knew what stupid shit they might do, seeing as they were out of their minds, so those with no stones just stayed in the corner. 
These guys were like that. But there was a fine line, and it wasn’t lost on Heather that they’d thus far kept her 1) alive and 2) unraped. It might mean they were saving her as a bargaining chip, should the home’s owner appear with guns blazing. Or it might mean she’d so far been lucky, and could be shot through the bars at any time. 
She couldn’t decide. On one hand, the trio’s leader, Garth (he of the black Snidely Whiplash mustache) had served Meyer loyally until just a few days ago. Heather had even greeted him warmly when he’d arrived, just twelve hours after her. She didn’t really know him, but had seen him once when she and Meyer had taken the Gulfstream from LA on one of his “business trips,” intent on spending the day checking progress and the night with Juha, Meyer’s shaman. Garth had seemed a competent foreman at the time. And she’d decided he did an excellent job once she was high — while she was seeing colors and Meyer was off in the spirit realm … or whatever the fuck he felt after he’d drunk and purged. 
But on the other hand, Garth had that mustache.
Ultimately, the decision about whether Garth was a solid employee or a fucker was decided when he’d grabbed her wrist that first night, made her scream, then shouted for the two buddies he’d brought with him. Into the pantry she’d gone. And now the only thing keeping them from gagging her was the effort of removing the screwdrivers holding her in. 
Heather wondered if she should pace her cell, bounce a rubber ball off the walls, do pull-ups and push-ups, or wistfully play the harmonica. 
But ultimately, she decided most of the time to stay mute (against her instincts; it wasn’t easy) and to sit on the floor, pretending she didn’t exist. They’d tossed her a few boxes of crackers yesterday, and it would be a while before she’d have to ask for more. For now, if she lay low, maybe they’d let her be. 
Then she could bide her time and wait for Meyer. 
Heather really had no doubt that he would, indeed, arrive. The man was relentless. She’d joked about Meyer onstage too, but with decidedly more unspoken affection. His will (like his cock) was a battering ram. He’d be here. Somehow, he’d be here, and get her out. 
A small, hidden part of Heather wondered at that, though, and the larger, louder Heather spent every moment trying to crush her quiet doubts. 
In truth, she didn’t feel quite as obnoxious and brash as she sounded. 
In truth, she was a little afraid of Garth, Remy, and that fucking wildcard kid Wade. Wade was as crazy as Heather pretended to be, but she was pretty sure his craziness was greased by speed and PCP. He had an idiot’s mania and, despite his wiry frame, the strength of a person who literally has no idea how hard he can hit. He’d already buckled a joist after Garth had yelled at him. And, probably, broken every bone in his arm and hand. 
In truth, Heather wondered if Meyer really was coming, despite what she kept telling herself. He was strong and smart, bullheaded. Behind the sarcasm, she loved him very much. But she’d seen Vegas burn, and she’d heard enough panic on the increasingly intermittent news to know that anything could happen out there. He might have been shot and killed, as she nearly had been. Or ripped off and stranded, unable to reach his destination in time. 
And the kids? 
Heather suppressed a shudder, then doubled the effort to force reality away and reinforce her sarcastic wall. She wouldn’t even consider what might have happened to … to whatever it was that she’d already forgotten to think about.
Outside the pantry, Remy (pathetic- and confused-looking, light-blue eyes, around her own age) was eating a snack-size bag of Cheetos. Predictably, crumbs were lodging in his sad little mustache. He brushed at the thing, but a rather large chunk remained. 
“I see you’re saving some for later,” Heather observed.
Remy trained his pale-blue eyes on her, gripped the gun butt at his side, and said nothing.








Chapter Thirty-One
DAY FIVE, Evening  
Axis Mundi  
KICKING the door in and charging whoever had occupied the ranch — as Trevor and Raj had suggested — would have been a terrible idea. Chances were good that someone would get shot. But they shouldn’t make it easy. 
Meyer rolled the thought in his calculating mind, weighing it, trying to decide if he could live with the odds. Given the near-certainty of getting shot, he didn’t want Piper or Lila putting themselves at risk. Yes, it was sexist. Meyer didn’t care. It would also keep them out of the way, and safe from the bullets.
If they listened to his instructions, they wouldn’t even approach the house. They’d stay at the tree line, and if Meyer, Raj, and Trevor failed, the bandits would never know they were there. Plan B was for the men to fall on the blade (metaphorically, Meyer hoped) and for the girls to go somewhere else — anywhere that seemed to offer unconventional shelter rather than predictable homes and barns. And if the men in the house killed them and came after Lila and Piper, they had a plan for that, too. They were on horseback, and trucks couldn’t fit between the trees. So if the bandits gave chase, they needed only to take the wooded path. 
Meyer was crouched behind the first truck. Raj was behind the other. Trevor was in the least responsible and safest position, present only because Meyer had encouraged him to stand up for himself in the past and denying him now felt hypocritical. Besides, they needed a lookout — someone on the other side of the house looking through windows, able to shout locations if they swarmed at Meyer and Raj. Sure, it was cowardly. But it was also insulting to tell the women they shouldn’t fight, and right now social rules didn’t matter much to Meyer. All that mattered was winning his Axis Mundi back — and if he had to be an asshole and fight dirty, so be it. 
Life wasn’t like the movies — not even quality movies made by his studio. In non-close-quarters gunfights, people tended to aim poorly and rarely got shot. But things changed when one party wasn’t willing to back off, determined to keep coming no matter what. Meyer wasn’t willing to come so far only to turn away. He’d keep coming, and someone might be killed. He was okay with it being him if that meant victory, and truth be told he was mostly okay with it being Raj. If that made him a bastard, oh well. 
Right now, his family was all that mattered. 
Meyer had learned a thing or two about gunfights as he’d trained for history’s inevitable shift. But he didn’t need training to know that gunfights were harder and a lot more dangerous when you didn’t have any guns. 
Raj looked over. Meyer motioned for him to wait. 
Maybe it was stupid to even try and get in, past the men with shotguns. 
Probably it was stupid.  
But even though they’d lost their weapons with the Land Cruiser, they had to try. Meyer knew it. He knew it in the way he’d seen this all coming. 
When the ships arrived, they needed to be here, in Vail, inside this bunker. It was all over if they weren’t. Piper and Lila might be able to survive out there somewhere if this all went south, but even that scared him. He had to get them all safe, including Heather, who was probably inside, having apparently rolled out of the Vegas fat and into the Vail fire. 
Get inside or die. 
Or: Die trying to get inside. 
Raj was pointing at the truck in front of him. He was behind the tailgate, but gesturing toward the cab. Meyer watched him mouth, Gun.
Meyer shrugged. 
Gun in truck? Then a shrug, as if asking a question.
He was saying there might be weapons in the trucks. Meyer doubted it. Only a stupid criminal would invade a home, then leave firearms outside for the cops to use on arrival. Only, this wasn’t the usual home invasion, and the police wouldn’t be coming. It was a mystery how anyone had even found the place. In the end, only two things mattered.  
Heather might need help. 
And they had to get inside. 
Both problems pointed to one solution: they had to reach the bunker, below the house. 
The invaders wouldn’t even know it was there. Its entrance, like that of any respectable panic room, was concealed behind the back of a mop closet off the kitchen. You slid aside a panel, you entered a code, and then the back of the closet would swing forward like a secret passage in an old haunted mansion. Behind that wall was a tiny space, too small to be noticed from the outside by all but the most observant architect. A tight spiral staircase wound downward, set in concrete. You could retract both stairs and central spindle to lower supplies down on a dumbwaiter, but the largest items were added before the construction crew had laid the steel and concrete floor to seal it in. Tough cookies if they wanted a new couch for the apocalypse.
But there were guns in the bunker. Plenty. If they could get downstairs quietly, they could arm up. Then they could come up blazing. Meyer could even handle that bit of unpleasantness himself. He had body armor and riot helmets. He’d even spent a fortune on an Uzi, thus ensuring aim as an afterthought. 
Then they could find Heather. 
Then they could head out, give the all-clear to Lila and Piper, and bring them inside. 
Get to the kitchen. Get into the bunker. Get armed, then get lethal. The plan was reliant on stealth. Their current lack of weapons barely mattered. 
Raj was still looking at Meyer, waiting for an answer. 
Meyer shrugged as if to say, What the hell.
Raj, staying low, crept forward. He peeked into the cab, then eased the door open and stuck his torso inside, making himself a rather obvious target. Meyer held his breath, knowing he couldn’t shout at Raj to stop. Finally he came out and showed his empty hands. 
Of course. 
Movement caught Meyer’s eye, now around the side of the garage. Trevor held up two fingers, the index and middle. He touched the index and mouthed, Living room, then touched the middle and silently added, Dining room. 
Meyer nodded. 
Trevor seemed to be saying more. He was pantomiming, touching fingers, making gestures. Then he bent into a squat as if preparing to take a shit right there outside the garage. Like a cat expressing its distaste of the general situation. 
Meyer scrunched his eyebrows: What?
Trevor squatted. Touched both raised fingers at once. 
Meyer shook his head. He looked at Raj, who shrugged. 
Trevor ducked low, looked both ways like a child crossing the street, and ran to stoop behind his father. Meyer didn’t even have time to raise his hands to tell him not to. The kid was slightly reckless.  
But no gunfire erupted. Trevor was breathing hard, flushed, but admirably coherent. Like a cocky teenager who thinks he’s going to live forever.
“I told you to stay put,” Meyer said, his voice half hiss, angry and scared at once. 
“I told you. They’re not on this side. Living room and dining room.” 
“There could be more.” 
Trevor shook his head. “I looked everywhere. In every window, including both ends. It’s not like I needed to check upstairs or downstairs.” 
Meyer looked at the house. It was large and sprawling, but only one story. Given the price and isolation, anyone else would probably have stacked another floor on the place, but Meyer hadn’t wanted a vacation home. He’d wanted a shelter, and that meant that the most important parts had been safely concealed below ground months ago. 
“Still stupid, Trevor.” But he patted his son on the back, pleased despite the boy being foolhardy. “What was with the squatting?” 
“Oh. They’re sitting down. One is watching TV. The TV’s still working. Can you believe it?” 
Meyer could. As long as TV existed, the ranch would get it. It ran on a generator with several large, underground fuel tanks when it wasn’t collecting solar from the roof, and a surprising amount of wind power from two huge turbines a mile higher up the hill. The signal came from a satellite, same as the Internet. Meyer had already considered connecting his phone to the wireless, hoping for an update before they charged to their possible deaths, but he didn’t remember the password by heart and would need to get into the office to find it. 
“And the other?” 
“Dining room table. Looking through papers or something. They look pretty involved.” 
Meyer looked to the right, to the home’s far end, toward the kitchen and the bunker’s hidden entrance. 
“Okay,” said Meyer. “Let’s go.” 
They stayed low, well beneath line of sight out the windows. But as they approached the glass, Meyer found he could easily hear the television blaring. He recognized the show. It was The Beam. A show he hoped he could catch up on later, and was loaded in the juke already. 
Still, he peeked up, trying to get a look inside. Raj yanked at his shirt, and Meyer resisted an urge to push him away. This was his house, his errand, his preparations, his plan. He could look through his own windows if he wanted to. 
He came back down. 
“Motherfucker.” 
Trevor shook his head. 
“That’s Garth in there.” 
“Who’s Garth?” 
“Construction foreman. His crew built this place. I guess that explains how he knew it was here, and what it was built for.” 
“So he knows about the bunker?” Raj sounded nervous, as if all bets were off. 
“Yeah. But they finished the bunker a while ago, and last time I was here, I stocked it up and changed the code.” 
“He can’t get in, then.” 
“No. But he knows where it is.” Meyer looked at Trevor. “Did you check the kitchen?” 
Trevor nodded. 
“The bay window. The big one, overlooking the lake.” 
Trevor nodded again. “Yeah. Nobody in there.” 
“Could you see the broom closet?” He turned, miming facing the home from the other direction as Trevor would have, and pointed to his left. “Over here. Past the … shit … I guess there’s an oven there?” 
“The oven is in the middle, Dad.” 
“Right. I forgot. They were putting the fume hood in when I was here last time. But it’s here, and …” 
“I saw it, Dad.” 
“You’re sure?” 
“The door was open. I could see brooms and stuff. All over the floor, too.” 
That made sense. They’d tried to access the bunker. That was why they were here. It might even mean Heather was safe. Maybe they thought she knew the code. 
“But just an outer door. There was no inner door open?” 
“You mean inside the closet?” 
Meyer nodded impatiently. “Like there’s another room at the back of it.” 
“Is that where the bunker is? Behind the closet?” 
“Yes, and …” 
“Oh, that’s awesome.” Trevor was grinning, despite the situation. Raj too. Meyer wanted to punch them both back to reality.  
“Was there another door open, Trevor?” 
“Oh. No. Just a closet.” 
“And you looked around the kitchen. All around it. Including the door to the porch. The windows.” 
“As much as I could see.” 
“How much could you see?” 
“Unless someone was crouching behind the island, playing hide and seek …”
“Fine.” He looked up again, peering in on Garth. He’d wondered about Garth from the beginning. Garth was greedy and very win-lose. He didn’t seem to believe in mutual benefit and kept wanting more from Meyer’s contract. It made sense that he’d come back to take what wasn’t his. It made sense that he’d brought a friend, but it made even more sense that the friend would eventually find a knife stuck in his own back, figuratively if not literally. 
Garth was still watching TV, kicked back, his black mustache tenting as he laughed at something funny. Must be a commercial. The Beam wasn’t exactly a laff riot.
“Raj. Run up, and check the living room.” 
Raj scampered low. Peeked up carefully. Then nodded. 
Meyer and Trevor crept forward. He checked for himself, poking his head up to find a blond man in his forties shuffling papers, looking as comfortable as Garth, equally unlikely to get up and head for the kitchen in the next two minutes. 
“Okay,” said Meyer, swallowing then affecting a certainty he didn’t feel. “Stay low, and follow me. Let’s see if we can get past them.”








Chapter Thirty-Two
DAY FIVE, Evening  
Axis Mundi  
TREVOR LOOKED BACK at his sister, mounted on her horse near the tree line, mostly concealed unless you were looking directly at her. Piper was on her own horse beside Lila. For the first time in a long while, Trevor wanted to attract Lila’s eye more than Piper’s. In theory, he was about to be a hero and come out like the hunk on the cover of a bodice-ripper romance. That should impress Piper, if the world were a fair place. But instead of thinking along those lines, he looked to Lila. His sister, who’d been his best friend in the world for so long. 
They had to be fifty or seventy yards away, and still Trevor thought he could see the reassuring, concerned look in Lila’s eye — meant for him this time, not Raj. 
You’ll be fine, she seemed to say. 
I’m scared, Lila. 
But of course she’d said nothing back, psychically, to try and reassure him, and of course she couldn’t see what he was trying to say in the first place. She’d probably been drooling over Raj as usual when Trevor thought she was looking at him. 
There was a moment of resentment, and the fear reclaimed him. Trevor had never been so afraid. It was different from normal fright. This was fear mixed with adrenaline. The closest thing Trevor had ever felt was the time he’d played paintball, only once, in a warehouse battlefield outside the city. They’d given him a helmet, and even though the guns didn’t fire bullets and the danger wasn’t real, he’d fogged the helmet beyond his ability to see, wanting to rip it off and risk losing an eye. His chest had pressed into his three thick shirts until they constricted like armor. He’d run from obstacle to obstacle, firing until his gun ran dry, and wasn’t disappointed when the game was over. Because he’d barely been able to breathe, and could only imagine what real battle must feel like. 
Like this. It’s like this. 
But that wasn’t true; nobody even knew they were there. This was just waiting. This was creeping along, exposed and indefensible, knowing that being seen meant death. When they got the guns from the bunker and came back up? That would be battle. 
His father would almost certainly insist on doing that part alone. Trevor wondered if relief at the thought made him a coward. 
They reached the porch off the kitchen. It was at the home’s end, wrapping around from the rear to the expansive front, where deck chairs overlooked the edge of a mountain lake. Trevor had seen that view when he’d gone around to count bad guys, but it had barely registered. He was too worried about dying. 
“What now?” Raj looked at the porch. They’d stopped just off it, knowing that rising onto its stained-wood surface would mean moving into plain sight to anyone walking into the window-strewn kitchen.  
“If we’re lucky, the door will be unlocked. They carried supplies in this way a lot because the French doors give them twice the width to carry boards and stuff. But I don’t think Garth has been doing much construction since he came back.” 
“What if it is locked?” 
“Then we’ll be unlucky.” Trevor’s dad was looking forward at the door, mumbling. But Raj was asking a serious question, and there was still a not-insignificant chance that Raj might be shot before this was all over. Meyer seemed to decide that he deserved a real answer. “Try the windows.”
“And if the windows are locked?” 
“Maybe we can break one. He has the TV up pretty loud. These are energy-efficient windows. Should normally be pretty soundproof, but I could hear everything back there.” 
Meyer didn’t seem to like that option. If the windows were soundproof enough to muffle a loud television, they’d also be thick enough to create a louder-than-average noise when shattered. 
Trevor watched his father creep forward, duck-walking to stay low. Still, he was entirely visible to anyone who wasn’t blind inside the kitchen, and Trevor felt his heart ratchet up another pounding notch. 
He gripped the handle, seemed to wish a silent prayer, then pulled down. The door sighed open. Meyer closed his eyes for a half second and exhaled. 
“Now,” he said, waving. “Hurry.” 
They scampered inside. The kitchen was large and bright, lit above from skylights. If not for the imminent threat of men in the other room and the blaring TV, it might be possible to believe this was just another day in paradise. Even with the threats, looking out the large bay window, Trevor found it hard to believe that a fleet of alien ships was on its way, that what he imagined as enormous brushed chrome ball bearings would soon be floating above, hanging as if on strings. 
“The door. Get the door.” 
Trevor reached back and slowly pulled the glass door closed behind him. 
One last time, Trevor tried to see the girls hiding at the tree line. They’d fallen back, perhaps to where he and Raj and his father had tied their own horses. Seeing nothing made Trevor feel unanchored. He wanted that final glance, one last look of assurance.
But they were gone. There were only trees and grass and rocks and mountain peaks in the distance. Quiet air. Birds chirping. Nature going about its business, oblivious. 
Trevor closed the door, committing them. 
Meyer said nothing. He crept quickly toward the closet, minding the mop and broom and dustpan lying on the floor at its foot. It struck Trevor as odd that the closet had been stocked, given that the rest of the kitchen wasn’t even finished — entire walls of cabinets missing, nude wires poking through holes in the drywall above as if waiting to be connected to can lights in the ceiling. But the construction crew must have to clean things up from time to time, or maybe his father had put them in there — either because he’d swept out the bunker below, or to make the closet’s disguise that much more convincing. 
There was a panel already opened in the closet’s rear. Raj leaned closer, curious. It had a keypad on its front, but there was also a futuristic-looking pad below, angled slightly forward. It had the shape of a hand drawn in white outline. Even in his fear Trevor couldn’t help feeling intrigued by the hand scanner. His father might have planned for the ultimate doomsday scenario, and that was cool. But Meyer’s presentation made it that much cooler. 
He’d laid his palm flat on the glass when Trevor heard the distinctive sound of a toilet flushing behind him. The sound had fallen into a gap in the TV volume, and in the temporarily quiet kitchen, the everyday sound was downright chilling. 
Trevor spun. So did Meyer and Raj. There was a sound of a toilet lid closing behind the door in a small alcove off to one side — a door Trevor hadn’t been able to see when he’d looked into the kitchen from the front. 
“Go!” Meyer said, his voice more exhalation than sound. “Hurry!” 
But the man who’d been in the bathroom wasn’t a hand-washer, and he was sauntering out before they could take a single step, his belt halfway buckled. He was a man in his twenties, stubble haircut, a few days unshaven. He had a gun on his hip and a daredevil’s eyes — the kind of person who started fights for fun and, Trevor suspected, was either too brave or too stupid to be afraid of anything. 
His gun was raised before anyone could flinch. He was too far to lunge at, too close to miss. 
He faced them with his fly still open, his partially buckled belt hanging to the side like a brown tongue. 
“Well now,” he said, a slow, maniac smile crawling onto his face. “Looks like we got visitors.”








Chapter Thirty-Three
DAY FIVE, Evening  
Axis Mundi  
MEYER’S first instinct was to fight the man who’d confronted them — not because he was a warrior by nature, but because the adrenaline in his blood was insistent. 
He’d been on alert — sure that something was coming, as he’d seen during his visions and felt, beneath his skin, for weeks after each ayahuasca ceremony — for months. He’d gone into higher alert when the news of the spheres’ approach had broken on the news, just like the world at large. He’d ratcheted up another notch after their Land Cruiser had been stolen, and hadn’t really settled since. Then he’d seen that his Axis Mundi was occupied. They’d broken into the kitchen, knowing the men in the house had guns and they did not — knowing that being seen might get them shot out of hand. 
Meyer was amped enough to dive at the new man whether he held a weapon or not. But he was also at the back of a closet, with two kids between him and the problem. Boxed in.
There were three men in the house. Not two. 
The man was watching them, his expression stern but also slightly amused. His whole head seemed to be reddish stubble, from head to unshaven face. He had cornflower blue eyes that were far too soft for a criminal, and a baby face peeking beneath his stubble. He was probably in his midtwenties, maybe less. He looked like a good kid gone bad — one of those fabled young men who’d been led down the wrong path by a sour crowd. But whatever was down that wayward road, this kid looked like he’d found it suited him fine. 
“I guess you’re the lady’s husband,” he said, the gun at his hip, almost an afterthought. He looked down at his pants, laughed, took two protective steps backward, and went about the business of buckling up. He couldn’t do it with one hand occupied, so he set the gun on the kitchen island. It was a casual thing, disarming in order to zip his fly. But to Meyer, who’d made a living out of studying people, it came off as confident rather than careless. He knew they’d see that gun leave his hand and think of springing forward. But he clearly also knew he could get it again before they got close, and wouldn’t hesitate to use it. 
Meyer noticed something else, too. Beside the gun, a white residue was clearly visible on the dark stone around the banked oven, below the new steel fume hood. It might be drywall dust, but Meyer doubted it. Not after seeing the kid’s tiny pupils, and the way he kept pressing his nostrils closed and sniffing. 
He wasn’t just cocky. He wasn’t just confident. He was also high, wired. If Meyer had to guess, he’d probably love to pull the trigger, just to see the blood flow. 
Garth wasn’t like that. Not even the worst Meyer had seen in Garth was like that. But he’d found an appropriate henchman to help him take the Dempsey house: a wild card willing to shoot first and party later. 
“You gone deaf, then?” he said when Meyer didn’t reply. The kid had some sort of an accent, but Meyer couldn’t place it. It wasn’t quite Western, Southern, or East Coast. It might be the accent of reckless youth — a way of clipping speech, somehow turning cocksure and careless into sound, then using it to shave edges from words. “Maybe I’ll shoot you in the leg.” 
“Whose husband?” The shift in his group’s position, as Meyer moved from the back of the closet, was subtle. But it put him at the front, the gunman’s weapon pointed at his chest, rather than at Trevor or Raj. 
“The lady we got.” 
“Is she alive? Did you hurt her?” 
“Sure, she’s alive.” 
There was an oddball item on the stove’s other side, and it took Meyer a moment to place it: a tiny crystal candy dish his mother had given him when he’d seen her six months ago in Denver. Somehow it had ended up here; somehow it had ended up on the kitchen island; somehow the new, armed occupants had seen fit to bring it down and fill it with M&M’s. Had they run out to buy the candies? It seemed a strange thing to do while occupying a house and holding a hostage, but it’s not like Meyer had stocked the place with food. At least not outside the locked bunker. 
The kid popped an M&M in his mouth, then spoke around it. “We ain’t savages.” 
“Who are you?” Meyer asked.
“I don’t think that’s any of your business.”
There were footsteps from behind the kid. For a second Meyer imagined Piper and Lila, somehow in the home’s belly, somehow armed, somehow having skirted the other men. Ready to strike with baseball bats, maybe. The kid wasn’t turning to look. He’d be easy prey. 
But of course, Meyer had made it clear that the girls should keep their distance, and neither Piper nor Lila were any good in a fight, let alone a bare-hands hostile takedown of two armed brutes. With luck, they’d already be riding away — to get help, Piper would tell herself to make abandonment easier.
Meyer heard the other man before he saw him. 
“Who are you talking to, Wade?” 
Wade didn’t answer. He popped another oversized M&M in his mouth with his free hand. Had to be peanut. 
A second man came around Wade from the back, watching the kid rather than the open kitchen. He only noticed Meyer and the boys once fully inside. He stopped like a wind-up toy out of steam. It wasn’t Garth. This man was sandy blond, Meyer’s age, with quiet, pale-blue eyes that matched Wade’s. Were they father and son? There was no other resemblance, but two home raiders with pretty blue eyes wasn’t something a person usually expected. 
“Who the hell is this?” The newcomer’s voice had the faintest lilt, as if he’d been born in England and hadn’t quite lost the affect. 
“Dunno.” Then, speaking to Meyer: “Who is this?” 
“This the guy Garth was waiting for?” 
“I don’t know. Go ask Garth, you wanna know so bad.” 
“Where did they come from?” 
“You got a lot of questions, Remy.” Another M&M. The kid was rail thin, almost emaciated. Apparently, the drugs he was clearly on were a fair counterbalance to his high-fat diet. “I don’t know. Found ‘em in the closet.” 
“The … the closet?” Remy sounded like he didn’t understand the word. 
“Yeah.” 
“That one there?” He pointed.
“Yeah.” 
Remy stared hard at the kid — some understanding having percolated that Wade either didn’t get or was too cool to acknowledge. He was dressed in jeans and an unzipped black hoodie over a plain blue T-shirt, but somehow the look seemed to be meant as understatedly stylish. Like he was trying to prove that he wasn’t actually a slacker, but found the wardrobe attractive. 
Wade didn’t so much as look at Remy. Finally, he turned his head from Meyer’s group — still just feet from the closet in question — and said, “What?” 
“Goddammit, Wade. He was going into the … you know.” 
“Yeah, I figured.” 
“So why didn’t you wait until he’d opened it?”
Now Wade turned to face his accuser. “I was taking a shit. I came out, they were here staring at me. Then I was like, ‘No, please, continue,’ but for some reason they didn’t want to.” 
“Goddammit, Wade.” 
“I didn’t know they were here! Where the fuck were you, huh? Maybe Garth can come in with his hearing aid and tell me why he didn’t know they were in here either. With that fucking TV so loud, it’s like you want motherfuckers to sneak in.”
“Dammit, Wade.” 
Wade turned the gun on Remy. He held it high, his arm cocked, the barrel inches from the other man’s head. “You know, I don’t have to be here. And you don’t have to be, either.” He nudged Remy’s forehead with the muzzle. 
Remy sighed, ignoring the gun. Wade must do this kind of thing all the time. He turned to Meyer, who felt like an intruder caught midprowl. He and the boys were standing with their arms at their sides, but to Meyer it felt like he’d been stalking across a dark room when the lights popped on, feet wide, arms out, eyes flicking back and forth and unsure where to move next. 
“You. You’re Meyer Dempsey.” 
Meyer said nothing. 
Remy nodded, apparently taking his silence as a yes. He indicated the closet with a toss of his chin. “Open it.” 
“I don’t know what you’re talking about,” said Meyer. 
Without hesitating, Wade strode forward, his pleasant, boyish expression becoming one of pure id. He struck Meyer hard with the gun’s side. Meyer blinked the sudden pain away, then opened his eyes to find the weapon’s barrel pointed between his eyes. 
“He said open it.” 
“It’s open.” Meyer looked at the ajar closet door. 
Wade hit him again. Trevor made a small, inarticulate noise of fear. 
“The hidey hole, asswipe. That panel in the back you were working on when I came out.” 
The simple sentence sent a chill up Meyer’s spine. This was a game of seconds. If they’d entered the closet ten seconds later, they would have had the door to the spiral staircase open before Wade had come up behind them, and the intruders would have had what they wanted. But if they’d entered it thirty or sixty seconds earlier, Meyer would have what he wanted: in and out, armed and armored. It wouldn’t matter if Wade was in the bathroom. The flush would have heralded his death cry. The Uzi could have cut him in half through the door’s fine oak.
“I can’t. It’s locked.” 
“Unlock it.” 
“I can’t. It’s on a time delay. For exactly situations like this.” Meyer lied without hesitation or hitch. He didn’t know what a time delay would mean or why anyone would possibly want one on a place they might need to enter in a hurry. But he did know that in at least some small way, Wade believed him.
He made to hit Meyer again, but Remy grabbed his arm. Wade looked for a moment like he might leap on the other man, but then his vitriol seemed to settle. 
“That’s enough, Wade.”
He yanked his arm away, hard, then went about adjusting his hoodie with angry little movements. 
“Open it,” said the older man. 
“I can’t. I’m telling you the truth.” 
“He’s lying. He’s just fucking with us. Maybe I should just put him out of his misery.” The gun rose. 
“Hey …” said Remy.
“Or maybe I should put this one out of his misery,” said Wade, sounding inspired. The gun lowered until it was pointing at Trevor. Meyer wanted to grab the man’s gun arm, but the weapon was too far away to grab with any advantage, and Remy wore a gun, too. 
Meyer stepped between Wade and Trevor, moving his hands behind him. 
“Yeah, you see that? There’s how we get him to do it. Good. We won’t have to kill the woman. I could shoot him in the leg right now. Give him two chances to …” 
“Wade.”
“This one,” he said, using the barrel to indicate Raj, “is clearly the mailman’s kid. Or the kid of the guy at the Quickie Mart. But I shoot that motherfucker, he’ll know I mean business.” 
“Wade!” 
Meyer realized how hard his heart was beating. He’d blocked it out somehow, but was feeling almost lightheaded. Wade was right, and Meyer had been stupid. He’d come in with something to lose. If they shot Raj, he’d talk. If he threatened Trevor enough, he’d talk. And even if the boys somehow got away, there was still Heather to think about. 
“Okay then, Remy,” said Wade, scowling. “What’s your plan — have a tea party and hope they get friendly?”
Remy looked from Wade to the open closet to Meyer and the boys hiding behind him. His tongue went to the backside of his front row of teeth — a thoughtful movement echoed in a side-to-side yawing of his jaw. 
He walked forward, peeled Trevor from Meyer’s grasping arms, and shoved him toward Wade. 
“Dad,” Trevor said weakly. 
“We’ll take him to Garth,” Remy said. “You go first, and we’ll follow you.” 
He eyed Meyer and Raj, making sure everyone understood one another. “If this one tries anything stupid,” Remy told Wade, “kill the kid.”








Chapter Thirty-Four
DAY FIVE, Evening  
Axis Mundi  
HEATHER HEARD the TV turn off some time later. Thank God. 
She wasn’t into science fiction, but Meyer always had been. Tolerating the polarity, when they’d been married, had been murder. He was flat-out addicted to that one series, so she’d had to endure it when they’d lived together. She could probably recite the Matrix movies by heart. But for Heather, who liked romantic comedies and stupid, brainless entertainment, listening to talk of nanobots and networks and singularity was the poop icing on the shit cake she’d baked herself into. 
Being held captive? Bad.
Being held and forced to listen to actors blab on and on about the future? So much worse.  
She peered through the mesh at the front of her locked pantry, wanting someone to shout observant and witty insults at now that things were quieter. When she saw none of the three men, Heather turned back to the walk-in pantry itself. Why had Meyer put a pantry near the laundry room? Shouldn’t it be near where — oh, she didn’t know — near where the fucking food would be prepared? But Meyer had a reason for everything, and she’d learned to pick and choose the things she allowed him to be superior about. 
Maybe it wasn’t a pantry. Maybe it was a giant linen closet. Heather was deep into contemplating the ramifications of this interesting possibility when she looked up to see the blond man — Remy — attempting to wrench the screwdriver out of the jamb. 
“Oh, is that what the problem is, keeping the door closed?” Heather said. “Thank God. I’ve been puzzling it out all day.” 
Remy didn’t even look at her. This was disappointing. Usually, Remy offered the best audience of the three. She’d known Garth before he’d become a big bad asshole — just a bit, but enough that he seemed embarrassed to face her. The kid, Wade, scared her. But Remy? He was out of his element. He looked like a copier salesman who’d been laid off, let his hair and beard grow out, then decided it was finally time to start living life as a sad sack of shit. In Heather’s opinion, he was doing it perfectly. 
“So I guess you found me a TV? The service in this place is terrible.” 
Remy kept wrenching at the screwdriver, too focused and sweaty to reply. 
“And the bellhops are sloppy as shit.”
Remy’s eyes flicked toward Heather for a second. Then he resumed jimmying. Finally, the screwdriver broke out of the wood. His momentum, when it popped out, nearly threw him to the floor. 
Heather was about to make another witty rejoinder when Remy moved to work on the second screwdriver but a voice stopped her: Wade, just out of sight. 
“Kick it.” 
Remy had the screwdriver in his hand, working it as he’d worked the other, stuck farther in and barely budging. His dark-blond hair swung in his face. 
“Kick it. Come on, shit.” 
Remy kept working. 
“Jesus Christ,” said Wade, now stepping into view.  Heather saw something that almost stopped her cynical heart. Trevor, with a gun to his side.
“Like this, idiot.” Wade kicked at the screwdriver, but it didn’t budge any more than it had for Remy. His hard eyes glanced at his companion to see if he’d have something to say about that, but then moved closer and stomped hard on the thing. It bent with a crack. 
“Okay,” said Remy, moving in to get it the rest of the way. 
Wade stomped again, mashing Remy’s fingers. 
“I said, I got it!” Remy shouted.
“Come on.” Wade looked over his shoulder at something Heather couldn’t see. “I don’t trust this fucker.” 
The screwdriver came free, and the door sighed an inch outward, the latch seemingly jammed or shattered. Heather’s first impulse was to rush forward, bang into the door, throw it into Wade, and wrestle her son away from him. But they were already moving to open the door and shove Trevor inside — a good thing, since her move would’ve seen them both killed.  
Heather wrapped her arms around Trevor. He was almost as tall as she was. She was pulling his head to her chest when something came behind him. She looked up expecting to see one of the bandits, but instead saw Meyer stumbling in with an Indian kid she didn’t know. 
“Meyer?” 
His answer was perfectly Meyer Dempsey. He was bleeding from the lip, had a swollen cheek, and looked like his right eye was half-closed, the entire side of his face crimson with scratches. But he just said, “Hey, Heather.” As if they’d run into each other at Starbucks. 
She wrapped her arms around him anyway, shameless and unguarded. They made a tiny huddle: mother and father and son, safe and together for at least this moment. 
Hammering noises came from the doorway. They were putting the screwdrivers back, the unimaginative bastards. Only this time Remy had a bunch of fat nails in his teeth as well, each pitch black and thick as a nightcrawler. Was the bunker the only place in the house that could be locked?   
Four prisoners, now. Heather and Meyer and Trevor and …
“Who are you?” she asked. 
Her tone must have been caustic enough to cut through the kid’s fear. The Indian put a hand on his hip and said, “Who are you?” 
“Heather, this is Raj.” Meyer winced at the syllables. He looked up, watching Remy depart, then finished, “Lila’s boyfriend.” 
Heather cocked her head, a rejoinder ready on her lips. You didn’t date the infamous Heather Hawthorne’s daughter without bracing for a stage show of shit. 
“Raj, this is Heather. Lila’s mother.” 
Raj extended his hand. It looked for a moment like he actually wanted to hug her in greeting — as if she might enjoy meeting the kid who was sticking his dick in her daughter — but he shifted to an offered handshake before making an ass of himself. Heather looked at the hand, then filled it with a box of crackers. 
“Have something to eat, Raj. You’re too skinny.” 
Seemingly unsure of what to say, the kid complied. Heather proceeded to ignore him and turned to her boys. 
“How’d you get stuck with lamb curry?” she asked, nodding toward Raj. “Is Lila safe?” 
Meyer looked toward the closet door, then turned Heather around before saying, very low, “She and Piper came with the three of us. But they stayed outside. They’ll be fine.” 
“‘Fine,’ as in, ‘they’ll call the cops and come back to save us?’”
“I don’t think the cops are going to be very responsive right now.” 
Heather sighed. She knew that, of course, but it was annoying that Meyer treated her remark as serious.
“Well,” Heather said, “it’s nice of you to stop by for a visit.” She held Trevor out at arm’s length, unable to repress the need to be an assessing mother even now. He seemed okay, as Lila was hopefully okay. Piper? Meh. Heather liked Piper fine, but she was also the new wife and could stay or go. 
“How many of them are there?” said Meyer. 
“Three. Unless the others are having a party, but are too shy to say hi.” 
Trevor shook his head. “I’m sorry.” 
“Don’t be sorry,” Meyer said. 
“Sorry for what, Trev?” 
“It’s nothing,” said Meyer. 
“I wasn’t asking you.” 
“I told Dad there were only two guys. If I’d seen the third …” He looked for a moment like he might start to cry. Heather wasn’t sure what bothered her more: that he felt responsible or that crying, at fifteen, would embarrass the shit out of him later. Either way, Heather pulled him back into a hug. 
He was safe. Meyer was safe. Even Lila was safe. 
Their situation could be better, but Heather had more or less resigned herself to the possibility that they’d all been killed — or at the least, waylaid and not coming. Having her ex-husband and son here, even wedged into a pantry, was strangely comforting. Apparently, misery loved company, and Heather had made a living out of being miserable. She was practiced, and almost at ease.
“What are they going to do with us, Mom?” said Trevor. 
“Yeah, what have you heard?” the Indian kid added. Raj. Who was surely fucking her baby girl. 
“I don’t know, kid.” She looked at Meyer, ignoring Raj. “Don’t take this the wrong way, but why the hell are you here?” 
“I told you we were coming here. I told you to meet us here before the …” Meyer trailed off, apparently unwilling to add a forthcoming alien apocalypse to their current list of concerns. “I saw your car and their trucks. I wasn’t just going to run away. I screwed it up, I know. But … fucking Garth. Can you believe that asshole?” 
“I mean here. In this closet.” 
“Oh. Well …” 
“They threw us in here,” said Raj. 
Heather stared at Raj for a long moment. Then she said, “We’re going to discuss our situation over here. Go do some math.”
“They caught us in the kitchen. We didn’t have any weapons, but I thought if we could get into the bunker, I could get some. But the bald guy was in the bathroom —” He rushed on, not looking at Trevor, who didn’t seem to have forgiven himself. “— and he stopped me before I could unlock it.” 
“Darling ex-husband of mine,” said Heather, her voice saccharin. “Former love of my life.” 
“Yes?” 
“I hate the need to be so specific and crass.” 
“When have you ever hated that?” 
“But what I’m asking is, why didn’t they kill you? Or chop off your hand and use it to open the door. Or …” She looked at Trevor, remembering the way Wade had been holding him as a bargaining chip. She didn’t want to say what she’d had in mind, but Meyer got the message just fine: … or threaten Trevor until you did what they wanted?
“I told them there was a time delay.” 
“What does that mean?” 
“I told Garth the door was on a timer. Like the safe in a convenience store.” 
Heather looked at Raj. 
“It’s a safety precaution,” Meyer went on. 
“So … wait … why would you put a time delay on something like that? What if you really needed to get in right away?” 
“I didn’t. I wouldn’t. That would be idiotic.” 
“But Garth believed it.” 
Meyer nodded. “They …” He trailed off, eyeing Trevor, and Heather wondered if they’d threatened her son after all. “They kind of forced me to open it. Those two other guys. After they reported to Garth, who seems to be in charge. Which is amusing, seeing as he was barely in charge when he was just a foreman. You know — the kind of construction foreman who doesn’t kidnap you?” 
“He did manage to build you an apocalypse bunker.” 
“Garth thought … forcing me to open it was a grand idea.” Again he looked guiltily toward Trevor. “So I did the whole routine. Scanned my hand. But then I entered the panic code instead of the one that opens the door.” 
“So it’ll call the cops after all.” 
“It would if the cell networks worked. Which they don’t.”
“Oh.” 
“But it lit up the right lights. They seemed convinced.” 
“Are you sure they believed you?” 
Meyer looked at Trevor and Raj as if to say, Well, they’re still alive.
“While I was in there pushing buttons for show, I changed the clock.” 
Heather shrugged. 
“It has a countdown timer.”
Heather shrugged again, wishing he’d get to the fucking point.
“A countdown timer,” he elaborated, “that shows when the lock can be opened.” 
Heather nodded. She could picture it: a lock of the type the workmen had never seen before, installed by one of Meyer’s high-tech specialists. A ticking clock on the lock’s face, counting down to zero. 
“How long until it runs out?”
Heather looked through the open mesh at the pantry’s end, through the room beyond, and at the sky outside, where the sun had finally slipped below the horizon at the end of a very long day. The last day, if projections about the alien ships hadn’t changed during her amateur incarceration, that humanity would spend alone.
“Eight hours,” Meyer answered. 
Heather looked around at each of them, then at the door with its new nails. “Well, what do you want to do until then?”
Meyer’s eyes became steely. He was looking outside too, possibly wondering when people would be able to look up and see the ships without an app or a telescope. Wondering what might happen then, and if eight hours of waiting would give anyone time to run and hide.
“Figure out what to do when that timer hits zero,” he said. “Before they realize I tricked them, and decide to come in here and start killing until I do it right.”





DAY SIX







Chapter Thirty-Five
DAY SIX, Early Morning
Axis Mundi  
THE NIGHT WAS long and dark. 
It had been nearly eight hours by the time Meyer finished his debate with Garth, doing his best to twist the man into a conversational pretzel. He’d acted irate — easy, because he was. He’d acted betrayed, which he also was — and which, surprisingly, he’d decided might be an effective lever against a man with blue-collar values and what he thought might be a Christian upbringing. And about that, he was right: Garth didn’t shout when Meyer said he’d taken what rightfully belonged to the Dempsey family. Instead, he’d gone on the defensive — the move of a man trying to establish himself as right, rather than arguing why it was okay for him to do wrong. 
But that was just filibustering, and Meyer had known it from the start. He was buying time, unsure what to do with it post-purchase. In truth, he had no idea how to handle the situation. There was really only one way to solve it — to let Garth and his crew into the bunker. The stubborn part of Meyer — the one that always had to win, and never surrender, because giving up was for cowards — wanted to resist just for the sake of resistance. But there was another, more practical reason to keep trying. 
Garth knew that there was plenty about the bunker that he himself didn’t know, because Meyer — like any smart man who wishes to keep a secret — had the lair constructed in pieces by discreet firms. One handled wiring for the lower level only; another handled network and computers; another handled rooms that Garth’s crew only saw through caution tape. Only Meyer knew all of its tricks … and Garth, unless he was an idiot, knew that Meyer was the kind of man who liked tricks plenty. He’d have back doors. He’d have failsafes. It was all true. If Garth and the boys went into the lair, Meyer would know how to get them back out. 
And of course, Garth knew that. Which meant that Garth, as much as it would pain his relatively moderate personality to act, couldn’t afford to let Meyer or his family live. It didn’t even matter that Garth wouldn’t be able to pull the trigger himself. Wade would do it with relish. 
Meyer sat in the dark while Trevor snoozed with his head on his mother’s chest, Heather’s abrasive mouth finally silent. 
Eight hours. 
He’d set the timer at around 8 p.m. That meant that at some time around 4 a.m., it would reach zero. It wouldn’t ring or buzz, but it seemed too much to hope the invaders would just sleep until morning and give him extra hours to think. No, they’d be watching it. They’d know they could sleep in the bunker. And truth be told, Meyer thought that none of the three men truly believed the time delay thing. They just knew that they could wait eight hours with impunity. Last Meyer had heard, the current projections said the ships wouldn’t arrive until around noon, maybe later. 
He sat cross-legged on the floor, watching the moon as it appeared between distant peaks. The moon was just a big rock in space. The Earth was just a big rock in space. Of course they weren’t alone. They’d never been alone. They’d just been more anonymous life on the one planet in the solar system lucky enough to have a magnetic field to deflect the solar wind. It was luck, nothing more. Humanity wasn’t special, and they were about to learn it. 
Meyer thought of the bunker, trying to fight the growing certainty that they’d never get inside, and that something terrible would happen if they did. 
He closed his eyes, keeping his spine tall, rigid enough that his tired mind wouldn’t be tempted to sleep. If he started to nod off, he’d slouch, and that would wake him. 
But he didn’t think he’d sleep. Meyer’s mind — his higher mind, not the lump of gray clay inside his skull — knew what he was doing, and what he was trying to access. 
He breathed slowly. Tried to muffle the outside world. Tried to imagine the home’s quiet as being the silence of somewhere else, far away. Outer space, perhaps. Or maybe not. He’d visited a place very like outer space again and again, when his individual mind found the universal mind, when he seemed to see the world from above (not literally, but conceptually), when he felt like he could see through all the things that others took for granted: the permanence of objects, the rigid and always forward-marching nature of time, the artificial divisions between this and that. 
Meyer wasn’t a party guy, not one to rely on substances. He’d smoked pot; he’d drunk; he’d smoked. A few years ago — right around the time he’d grown serious about his nutrition, his body, and whatever energy lay beyond it — he’d quit all three. Now the only thing he ever took into his system was what Juha prepared for him, and for Heather if she joined the ceremony with him. It wasn’t a drug: it was medicine. To Meyer, ayahuasca felt more like a lens. Or a doorway. 
He sat for ten minutes, trying to access that feeling of ascension and seeing beyond. But it was no use. It had been too long. The effects always stayed with him after the ceremony ended, leading to a long-tail high that lasted for weeks, sometimes months. The medicine was Windex on a windshield. Eventually, life’s muck would cloud that view, and it would need another cleaning — but for a while, Meyer could finally see everything clearly, like stars outside of the city. 
But not now. The lens was too dirty. He knew the ships were coming, same as everyone else. He knew there was more to the story, but could no longer remember what it was. He knew there were connections. There was universal knowledge, accessible only to his higher mind — the higher mind, he often thought, that belonged to everyone and everything. But right now he was only a man, in a body, trapped in a pantry. 
He looked at the wall clock beyond the door. It was after midnight. Less than four hours to go. 
They couldn’t ram the door. Even without the new nails, it would take several hits — plenty of time for the men to hear and come running. They couldn’t open the door in stealth; the hinges and screwdrivers were on the outside, and the mesh was too small to reach through. There was no one to help them. Piper and Lila would try to find a cavalry, no matter what he’d told them, but there was no one to help. The closest neighbors were miles away; the streets were empty; anyone who could help, given their own surely pressing concerns, never would. Lila and Piper were on their own, and that meant that Meyer, Heather, Trevor, and Raj were, too.
He had no idea how to escape. 
No idea how to get into the bunker. 
No idea how to do anything but wait for time to expire. 
And then, all of a sudden, he did.








Chapter Thirty-Six
DAY SIX, Early Morning
Axis Mundi  
GARTH DIDN’T LIKE this at all. 
He’d checked on the panel outside the bunker’s entrance three times since midnight, but none of those times had done anything to improve his mood. In theory, he should feel relieved. The clock was ticking, and in just a little while, this would all be over.
He looked at his cell phone, eyes ticking toward where the service bars should be in the vain hope that Verizon might have suddenly and inexplicably stitched its shit together. It hadn’t. And really, cell service had been hit or miss up at this job even before the aliens encouraged the world to start crapping its pants. That’s why the house had been hardwired for phone service. It struck Garth as strange that anyone would bother with real phones anymore, seeing as his grandmothers were the only people he knew who still had one. But maybe this was why: because sometimes in the mountains it was the only way. 
3:07 a.m. 
Just over an hour left. Garth wasn’t sure how he felt about that. He was almost positive that Meyer had been lying out his ass (who put a time delay on a panic room?), but hadn’t been positive enough to start shooting kids. They could wait. At the end of eight hours, if it turned out Meyer was as full of shit as Garth thought he was, then they could start pulling triggers. 
The thought turned Garth’s stomach. He didn’t have kids of his own, but he did have nieces and nephews. The kid with the bushy eyebrows wasn’t as young as they were, but he was still just a teenager. Garth remembered being a teenager. He’d been stupider than a retarded idiot, and more ignorant than he’d have ever believed, driven by his dick and gluttony. He hadn’t had as much sex as his friends, owing to his awkward manner and equally awkward appearance, but that hadn’t stopped him from spending all of his time in pursuit. He’d broken laws, and a few heads. Even now, looking back as a man who was considering shooting kids to get his way, Garth wanted to groan at his teenage self’s poor judgement. 
He didn’t want to shoot Meyer’s son, and didn’t particularly want to hurt Meyer. Or his wife, or that Indian kid. This was supposed to be straightforward. It was supposed to be bloodless. He’d been drinking with Remy on the day the news had broken. Remy was already dour, and started saying that if the world ended at the hands of the aliens, at least his pathetic life wouldn’t be much of a loss. Garth had tried to talk him out of it, to tell him he’d done okay. 
But what did it matter? Remy had wanted to know. They were dead anyway. There was no place to go, no place to hide. 
Maybe Garth shouldn’t have started talking about the Dempsey job. Maybe Remy shouldn’t have agreed as readily. And definitely, anticipating trouble on the drive, they shouldn’t have turned to his cousin, Wade, as necessary recklessness. But what was done was done, and by the time they’d found Dempsey’s cunt of an ex-wife in the living room, it had been too late to go back. By then, Remy had decided that staying alive was a good idea after all. Garth never needed convincing. Wade was too hopped-up, young, and dumb to consider hesitation. 
Kill her, Wade had suggested. 
But Garth didn’t like that idea, so they’d tossed her into the pantry. Now the fucking pantry was full, and he might have to shoot a kid to close the door on this mess. It was out of hand. But they’d come this far, so it wasn’t like they could walk away now. Wade, for one, wouldn’t have it. Garth, too, kind of wanted to keep on living. And at this point, it wasn’t like Meyer and his family would just let them hang out in peace, as they very well may have if this had been handled differently. 
Garth stood. Wade and Remy were in bedrooms, maybe asleep. Garth couldn’t do the same. Even if he didn’t have to kill the kid himself, he’d have to order it. Even turning his head would be tacit agreement. Wade was an animal; it was the owner’s fault if a beast got off its leash. 
But as much as Garth didn’t want to do what had to be done, he wanted to get into that bunker. He knew what was in it. He’d watched, between nailing boards, while Dempsey had stocked the thing on his last visit. He’d brought case after case of food through the doors off the kitchen, then dumbwaitered them down himself. There was some sort of mechanical unloading thingy at the bottom, it seemed, because Meyer was able to keep sending more and more stuff down without any help. 
Food. 
Water. 
Mysterious cases with no labels. 
Garth knew what was in at least some of those cases. He’d even considered calling Meyer on it, joking that he was breaking all sorts of laws. A man couldn’t own those things. Only armies could. Normal people wouldn’t even recognize some of the stuff Meyer was sending down the chute, but Garth, thanks to his time with the Army, knew plenty. 
Electronics, for entertainment.
Survival supplies.
Body armor, gas masks — paranoid shit that Garth wouldn’t have a clue how to find.
It was all down there, just waiting in the enormous bunker under the well-paced floor. His crew had only built parts of it (and had been specifically barred from other parts by polite men who seemed an awful lot like private security), but he knew it was big, comfortable, and well stocked. He’d even had the place furnished like the ultimate man cave before they’d capped the last corner, lowering couches and beds from above on cranes.
It was all right below his feet, and he wanted it. He’d thought they could waltz in and steal it, but he’d had no idea they’d be cockblocked by such nasty security. But they had, and so maybe Dempsey’s arrival, as unpleasant as it might get, was a blessing. He still believed in blessings, when they served him. So yeah, maybe this was meant to be. Maybe Garth Wrigley was destined to survive the apocalypse. Maybe God had arranged this. Didn’t God occasionally kill his own people? Garth’s Sunday School was rusty, but he was pretty sure he had. Maybe this was like that. 
Or maybe Meyer would make it easy. Maybe he’d just tell them the code. Maybe he’d open it up without any fuss. 
But then he’d be a threat. No, he’d probably need to go. They all would. 
It would be okay. Wade could do it. Or maybe they could just reinforce the pantry and leave them in there forever. But of course, that would mean they’d die of thirst and starvation, and that sounded worse than a bullet. Maybe he’d be doing them a kindness. 
He looked again at his phone: 3:18. 
The room was too quiet. It was impossible to believe any of this was real — either the approaching doom from above (that would, by the way, forgive extreme acts like kidnapping and killing in self-defense, which is what getting rid of those in the pantry would be, when you thought about it) or his new position as a home invader. The silence and darkness were their own presence. 
He walked through to the kitchen, peeked at the clock on the supposed time lock, then backed away again, wishing time would hurry the fuck up. 
He looked through the bay window. The moon was huge, perched between two distant peaks. Was it full? Well, there was only one way to be sure.
He walked to the French doors, then unlocked them by turning the lever that Remy, retard that he could sometimes be, had left open earlier. He stepped out onto the porch, then walked out to its middle. 
No, not a full moon, but close. 
He looked up. Garth wanted to see the stars, but the moonlight had washed most of ‘em out. All he could see were a few of the brightest blips, including the really bright one that he seemed to remember wasn’t even a star. It was Venus. Sunlight simply bounced off it just as sunlight bounced off the full moon, and … 
Garth staggered back and almost fell to the deck. He had to grip a chair to recover, then give himself a moment to find his balance. 
The air was peppered with dozens of tiny round blips, each lit on one side like miniature crescent moons. They were disturbingly obvious, once Garth’s eyes began to adjust. If he’d held a marble at arm’s length, it would be about the same size to his eye as the alien spheres in the sky. 
Garth looked up for a long time, feeling like he was tumbling upward. That was them. It had to be. The sight of what looked like half-lit ball bearings in the sky was pure, blood-chilling menace. Something that odd should have a soundtrack or at least appear to move, but as long as Garth watched, the spheres appeared silent without motion. It was quietly ominous — the way a person with feet in concrete might feel watching a steamroller creep forward. 
Which, really, was a fair analogy for what was happening. 
There was a sound from the lawn, opposite where Garth had been looking. 
He whipped around, his hand automatically going to the gun on his hip. For a moment, he stared into the dark, waiting for his eyes to adjust. But the home’s rear side was thick with trees and hills; much was shadow even in moonlight. 
He didn’t like turning his back on the ships in the sky. They were just hanging there, surely still thousands of miles away or more. Slowing down, if the NASA people were right. But still Garth felt them like a cool hand on his shoulder — a boogeyman waiting to strike the minute he stopped looking them in the eye. 
He couldn’t see anything that might have caused the noise he’d heard. Or thought he’d heard. Because he might not have heard anything. It might’ve been his imagination. 
“Fuck you, squirrel,” he said aloud. 
Joking — even with himself — should have calmed Garth’s nerves. But all it did was remind him that he was all alone, whistling in the dark to keep the spooks at bay. 
He turned back to the house, and heard that sound from the front yard again. This time, he took a few steps forward, forcing his feet to move in an attempt to defeat the stupid, childish fear he felt threatening to suffocate him. He squinted. 
A pair of pickup trucks, yellow moonlight glinting from the hoods and bumpers.
The place where the driveway broke through the trees, headed to the main road, looking like a shadowed archway in a fairy tale. 
Nothing else. 
It must be an animal. A deer or something. They were up in the mountains, after all, and just last night he and Remy had sat on this deck, huddled in blankets, happy to get out of earshot of the woman’s loud mouth. With Wade sleeping something off, they’d felt they could go outside without him deciding to shut her up in an obvious way. And they’d found all sorts of natural sounds: owls, wolves, or coyotes in the distance, the wind’s heavy sighing. 
Still, Garth continued to stare at the shadowy yard for an extra few seconds. Then he seemed to feel the spheres in the sky watching him and turned to look, sure they’d have grown to the size of basketballs. But they were no larger than they’d been, no more of a menace. 
He turned, reasonably sure he was choosing to leave rather than being frightened back into the house. But when he reentered the kitchen, Garth found himself looking at someone’s back. Someone who shouldn’t be where he was, covered in drywall dust as if he’d found something sharp, then dug his way through a locked pantry wall. 
Someone who, in going to the bunker lock before the timer expired, had just shown his hand. 
Garth wanted to wait until Meyer Dempsey finished his business at the lock, but Dempsey must have heard the doors open. He turned slowly, the two men facing each other like gunslingers in a standoff. 
“Meyer,” Garth said, reaching for his gun.
Before Meyer could respond, there was a tremendous wrenching from outside. A long, cacophonous rattling. A bone-shattering crash of metal and glass.
Garth’s head twitched toward the yard, toward the sounds he’d so recently dismissed as an animal’s. 
Meyer leapt.








Chapter Thirty-Seven
DAY SIX, Early Morning
Axis Mundi  
IT TOOK Lila far too long to figure out how to put the first of the old trucks into neutral. 
She’d been able to drive a car in manual for over a year, but was a New Yorker, and her opportunities to hit the open road were few and far between. Even then, you almost never needed to take a car out of autodrive, and Lila, other than for instruction, never had. And even THEN she’d only driven Dempsey cars: rich girl cars, top of the line. If they even had neutral, it would be a utility. 
But these trucks were ancient. Beater vehicles, owned by blue-collar guys and kept until they fell into piles of rust, meant for hauling wood and reeking workers. They had a big stick between the front seats, and you could yank it down to take something out of gear. That’s what Piper had said, anyway, but Lila wasn’t sure Piper had ever driven a manual car much before this trip, either. If Piper knew “neutral” and “out of gear,” it was from movies. 
Lila could feel the seconds ticking away. She’d lost track of Piper some time after they’d left the cover of shadows, when they’d both sprinted out into the moonlight toward the house. This was all taking too long. She saw the stick; the doors of the first truck opened without a lock. But the stick didn’t want to move, and Lila was afraid she’d break something. Or make the old truck run her over.
Lila felt dizzy, her heart beating in her ears like a tympani. 
How much time had passed? She had no idea, because every minute was like a quickly passed second. It was especially disorienting because up until they’d seen her father pass the window covered in what looked like powdered sugar, time had been dragging. She’d stopped checking the time because seeing minutes freeze was so disheartening. She’d check it at midnight, then feel hours pass as they huddled in the trees — and find it was 12:15 the next time she looked. It was excruciatingly boring, and yet the attention needed to watch the windows through her father’s binoculars had drained her energy. 
It was dark and creepy. She’d seen the ships through the trees once, then had moved into an area with a thicker overhead canopy so she wouldn’t have to look up by mistake and see them again. It was boring and exhausting, worrying without being able to do a thing. She’d felt guilty disobeying her father’s wishes. And on top of all that, she’d been cold this high in the mountains, without even horses to keep them warm. They were tied farther up. Piper thought their movement or noises might give them away. 
They’d seen Meyer walk past a window, slow and creeping, clearly having freed himself from something, someplace where he shouldn’t be. 
Then they’d seen the guy with the dark hair and the mustache in the kitchen. They’d watched him go outside, then watched Meyer enter the kitchen, apparently with no idea the bad guy was there.
It had taken maybe ten seconds for Piper to tell Lila what to do. Another ten to reach the trucks when the bad guy was looking away, sure with every running step that she was about to be seen then shot. She almost had been; she’d peeked through the truck’s windows and seen him standing there, practically staring right at her. But then he’d gone away. 
He’d gone inside.   
Liquid seconds ticked. Lila fought panic, a strangely insistent part of her mind arguing that it was all too late anyway and that she should just give up. But eventually, the big stick between the truck’s seats came free as she tugged it, dropping into a wiggly position. She only had a moment to wonder what she was supposed to do next before the truck began to roll. 
Lila jumped back, nearly clocked by the still-open door. The house had been built on a small rise — possibly built artificially, so rainwater would run away from the house rather than toward it — and the bad guys had driven through the raggedy lawn’s edge to park against it. Now she understood why Piper had said she really wouldn’t have to do much after getting the truck into neutral. She asked, How am I supposed to move a truck with the engine off? But Lila didn’t have to. With gravity’s help, the truck was moving just fine.
Lila stood dumbly in the truck’s vacated spot, watching it clatter and bounce down the short, shallow hill. It gathered speed, going at a good clip until it smashed into a tree at the bottom with a sound that rattled to the mountains. 
Something happened in the windowed kitchen, visible as a blur in the corner of Lila’s eye. 
Dad. 
Before she could do something even more foolish than run toward the bad guy in the kitchen, a pair of lights popped on inside the mostly-dark house, almost at the same time. 
Move, stupid! she told herself. The whole point was to attract attention. 
Lila ducked to the right, toward the porch where the bad guy had been watching. She tried to tell herself it was because the other truck was still there to hide behind, but it was more likely a little girl’s unthinking need to find her daddy. Who, really, might already be dead. 
As if someone had read her thoughts, Lila heard a gunshot, maybe from the kitchen. 
She ducked low, squatting behind the second truck’s tailgate. The front door burst open. The two other men ran out, the blond’s hair in corkscrews. He looked lost, baffled by the wreck at the bottom of the incline. But the other — the one with the buzz cut — didn’t look lost at all. He looked like he knew exactly what was happening, angry as a kicked nest of wasps. 
His head ticked toward Lila. She slunk back, hopefully out of sight. She had no idea if he’d seen her, and couldn’t peek to check. Lila was blind. And he might be coming after her. She had to stay frozen, waiting to be taken like prey. 
Where is Piper?
Lila had no idea. She might have run forward when Lila did, but if that was the case, wouldn’t she have gone for the second truck? 
Lila looked around the truck, toward the kitchen and away from the shaved-headed man. The door was closed, and she could see the cab’s upper half, angled up from below. Unless Piper had slipped into the truck, closed the door, and ducked into the footwell, she wasn’t here. 
Lila saw movement: a blur, running at an angle toward the trees. 
Dad!
She kept the cry in her mind — good because after another gunshot splintered a wooden post on the deck beside the runner, Lila realized it wasn’t her father. The bad guy was about to run right by her, and would see her clear as day if he turned his head. But she didn’t think he’d be turning; back at the kitchen door, her father was still aiming the man’s weapon at him. 
Another gunshot. Another miss. But Lila didn’t think her father was trying to scare the man. She guessed he was aiming to kill. 
Time dilated, everything slowed. Lila caught it in manic strobes. 
The two-man crew on the truck’s other side fanning out, now pointing around the yard with flashlights they’d either grabbed on their way out or gone back inside to retrieve. She peeked out once. In the hands without flashlights, each man held a pistol.
Activity in the house behind Lila, visible as darting shapes through the windows. More men? No, it was Trevor. Trevor in the kitchen; Trevor emerging with a hammer wielded like a weapon. 
But before Lila could confront that absurdity (how was a hammer any good in a gunfight?), there was a blitzkrieg shout from the doorway. Both men turned, and the shaved-head man fired. Raj emerged, holding what looked like a fireplace poker as if it were a sword, trying to storm the men before they could turn. There was no way he’d make it. 
The first man turned with time to spare. He sighted on Raj’s head (not even his chest; he was about to paint the front door with her boyfriend’s brains while she watched), the pistol arm firming. She could see the small muscles in his bare forearm flex to pull the trigger, watching Raj run at him, brave and stupid, the poker raised, his brown eyes hard even from where Lila was hiding, the man’s face turning to a scowl as he aimed.
A new sound, from behind, a gunshot with the same echoing report as the first. Lila turned to see its source and saw her father standing like a statue, his own weapon held with both hands. It was the opposite of the showy way the man had been preparing to shoot Raj: both arms strong and firm, both hands wrapping the gun’s grip. Like someone who’d trained to shoot, and knew the value of aim. 
Her head darted back in time to see Raj reach his target, but the man was already falling. Shot through the chest, not the head. The bigger target — less dramatic, but far surer. 
Raj couldn’t arrest his momentum. He saw the man crumple but was unable to stop. He managed to hold the fireplace poker away and not spear himself to death, but tripped and fell hard on the pile, striking the grass with a shattering impact that Lila could feel in her bones. 
“Lila!”
She turned, suddenly aware that at some point, her tears had fallen. “Daddy!” 
Raj was scrabbling like a crab, apparently unhurt, then crawling toward the man’s gun, jarred loose. The other bad guy, the blond, was running behind a small rock wall. 
“Get down!” 
Meyer pushed Lila behind the truck. The shove was hard; she racked her head on the metal and fought the urge to cry out. A second later, there was a loud pop, and Lila realized she’d narrowly avoided being shot. Her father was behind her, beside her. 
“What the hell are you still doing here?” 
“Creating a distraction,” she managed to say. 
“Jesus Christ, Lila. You almost got yourself killed.” 
His chastising voice outweighed his thanks. She felt like a little girl again, called on the carpet for doing something naughty. 
“Where is Piper?” 
“I … I don’t know.” 
Another gunshot. Dirt popped near the truck’s tire. 
Another shot, then another. From somewhere else. They both peeked out to see Raj holding the dead man’s gun. To Lila’s knowledge, Raj had never fired a gun. It showed. She watched him pull the trigger a third time, and the recoil looked like it surprised the hell right out of him. There was a ding near the house, very high, as if he’d shot into the roof. He wasn’t remotely close to his target, and after another shot (also into the roof), the blond seemed to realize it. 
He stood. 
Meyer stood. 
“Hey!” 
Another shot, very loud, from above. Lila’s ears were ringing, though her father’s shot hadn’t done more than force the man to duck back. 
Instead of falling back himself, Meyer ran toward Raj. He tackled him mercilessly, flattening him and seeming to say something before rising — something that, if Lila had to guess, was about Raj’s stupidity and how nobody wanted his death on their hands.
The blond, sensing an opportunity, sprung up again like a jack in the box. But he wasn’t fully upright before something hit him from behind. Lila saw her mother, looking ridiculous with a frying pan in her hands of all cartoonish things. But the pan didn’t do what it did in cartoons, and the man only spun, now aiming at Heather, who ran around the side of the house. 
The blond took off after her. 
Raj remained dutifully where he was, but Meyer became a blur. He crossed half the distance to the man before the runner could reach the home’s edge. He shouted again, and the man turned, apparently realizing he wasn’t going to make it. 
His hands were at his side, the pistol not pointed. There was a split second where Lila thought her father might let him surrender. Instead he took two strong steps forward and, without a second’s hesitation, fired a slug through his chest.
“Get your mother,” he said. “Go!” 
The way apparently clear, Lila ran, trying not to look at the dead man or consider how surely her father had dropped him. He was going to give up. But then again, he’d have done the same to his target. The world’s rules had changed, and Meyer Dempsey wasn’t a man to flinch at convictions. 
Lila was halfway there when she heard a shout — another male voice, not her father’s. She turned to see the first man — the one who’d gone out onto the porch, just beyond where Raj had been tackled. He seemed to be looking for something even after the shout, but Lila could already see that he was seeking the gun. 
The final man had reached it first, after her father had knocked it loose from Raj’s hand. He was holding it now, at Trevor’s head. 
Lila felt her heart break. She wanted to run to her little brother, but the man had an arm wrapped around him from behind, holding Trevor like a human shield. The gun was pressed to his temple. The knife he’d been holding was gone. Trevor looked beaten, sad, terrified. His eyes were streaming — something that hurt Lila’s heart most of all. 
“Drop it, Meyer!” he yelled. 
Lila watched her father. He’d swung around when the man had shouted, and the gun was leveled rock steady in the bandit’s direction. She knew him well enough to know that he was calculating aim and odds. They’d crossed the country to come here, and they hadn’t turned away when they’d found the home under siege. If this man won their encounter, even if Trevor lived, they’d have lost. All in all, Meyer would prefer to win. Lila could see wheels turning, assessing the odds of pulling his trigger and landing a head-shot. 
“Do it!” He ducked behind Trevor’s head, probably realizing what Lila had. 
Meyer lowered his weapon. Reluctantly, he dropped it to the dirt. 
“Kick it toward me! Now! No fucking around!” 
Meyer did. The move was almost petulant, like a child. The weapon bounced past the man and Trevor, toward the wrecked truck. Lila watched him stand in the middle of the open, defenseless but seemingly unafraid. He was looking at Trevor rather than the man holding him. It was a look of apology. 
Now that Meyer had discarded his weapon, the man’s demeanor changed. The gun moved an inch or more away from Trevor’s skin, whereas the muzzle had been branding his scalp before. His face changed, more desperate than scowling. His voice lowered. 
“I didn’t want any of this.”
Meyer said nothing. The man went on, speaking to his mute audience. 
“I just wanted a place to stay. I knew you had this house, and that it had a bunker. I didn’t even think you’d come here. Hell, I didn’t think you’d be able to come here. You live in New York, for shit’s sake.”
Lila watched her father’s lips form a pressed line. 
“I just needed a place to hide.” He looked at his two dead henchmen in turn: the younger one past the stoop, the blond up near the home’s left side. Lila had watched both men all evening, seeing them go about their human business of walking, speaking, eating, presumably sleeping. Now they were meat. “I never wanted anyone to get hurt.” 
“Is that why you kidnapped Heather?” 
“Would you rather I’d killed her?” 
“You could have sent her away, Garth. But you didn’t want that, did you? Because she’s a loudmouth, and I’ll bet she went on and on about how we were coming to meet her. You couldn’t get into the bunker without me.” 
Garth didn’t acknowledge Meyer’s point, but his eyes seemed to. 
“You could have just asked me, Garth. You could have come alone, without …” his eyes strayed to the dead man with the shaved head, “ … reinforcements,” he finished. “I would have let you in. There’s room. Plenty of supplies.” 
Now Garth looked like he might cry — a strange thing to see on the face of a man holding a gun to a fifteen-year-old boy’s head. He was scared more than Lila had realized. Like her father was surely scared more than he let on. Meyer would do anything to protect his family. Garth, it seemed, was obeying his human impulse to do the same for himself. 
“I have to do this,” Garth said. “You won’t let me in now. I can’t leave.” His lips pressed into a frown: You’re damned if you do, and you’re damned if you don’t. Nobody had to like it, his look seemed to say, but that’s how it is.
“Just let him go. Let me have my son.”
He seemed to firm his resolve. “Open the bunker. Just do it.” He twitched his chin toward the open porch door, seeming to indicate where Meyer should go. 
“Let him go, Garth.” 
Garth’s hand shifted on Trevor’s chest. Then Trevor did something Lila remembered from their shared past, when she’d been six and he’d been four: he took the hand on his chest with both hands, yanked it up to his mouth, and bit it hard. 
Garth yelled out. Trevor ducked and ran. 
Garth swiveled on the spot, unsure where to point his weapon. There was a strange moment of indecision, and for a second Lila could see him trying to figure out whether to keep aiming at Trevor or take aim at her father. 
Before he could do either, another gunshot thundered. 
Lila blinked toward the smashed truck, not ten feet from Garth’s collapsing body.  
Piper was standing beside it, a pistol in both hands and terror on her face. 








Chapter Thirty-Eight
DAY SIX, Morning
Axis Mundi  
THEY LEFT THE BODIES OUTSIDE. 
Piper didn’t want to think about any of it. She let Meyer do his manly thing, taking over for her and doing what had to be done. After she’d shot Garth, she’d hugged Trevor and Lila, then walked to Meyer and hugged him hardest of all. Meyer took a double brunt of meaning: affection and gratitude as intended in the kids’ hugs, but something else as well. Something Piper couldn’t articulate. Something that was more about her than Meyer. She hadn’t really cared if the kids, under the circumstances, hugged her back. But Meyer needed to, and she wouldn’t leave until he did. Fortunately, he seemed to understand, and pulled her hard to his body. 
Then he’d kissed her cheek, and she’d walked back toward the porch, sitting in the kitchen while he’d done something that took about ten minutes. Probably dragging the three dead men into the trees, maybe freeing the horses from their tethers. 
He came into the kitchen with Trevor and Lila at his sides, each holding one of his hands like toddlers. Heather brought up the rear, but said nothing sarcastic. She simply came to where Piper sat in her chair, stooped to wrap her arms around her, and said, “Thank you.”   
Meyer went to the kitchen sink, overlooking the lake out front, and took a moment to stare out across the moonlit scene. Then he washed his hands of red and brown grime, and said, “Let’s get inside.” 
Piper didn’t reply. She just wanted to sleep. 
HOURS PASSED. 
Day must have dawned outside, but the bunker didn’t have windows, and they could only guess. Meyer locked the bunker door, flipped a few switches that made machines hum and putter behind the concrete walls, and suggested everyone rest. He himself hadn’t slept. Heather and Trevor seemed to have nodded off for a few hours, but despite Meyer’s trying to conceal the tunnel he’d dug through the pantry’s drywall, it hadn’t taken much detective work to find it once they’d woken and found him gone. Piper hadn’t slept either. She’d been far too nervous, too worried about what might come next, and that someone might die. Lila must have been the same; she’d wanted to take her turns faithfully on the binoculars rather than attempting to bed down. Piper couldn’t blame her. It was tiring to surveil the house, but so much worse to simply sit in the quiet darkness with the dots of alien ships overhead, and wait. 
So they bedded down. Meyer had done his usual paranoid best, and outfitted their space in the best manner that a rich man’s money could buy. Five bedrooms for six people. If Lila and Trevor had shared a room (blessedly, Lila and Raj didn’t ask to do the same), there would even have been room for Garth. 
Piper didn’t think she’d be able to sleep. 
But she did. 
PIPER WOKE to the sound of a television. How long had it been since she’d watched a TV? Not an Internet stream, but an actual TV on a genuine wall? 
It had been a very long time. The last time Piper had watched TV, the world had been a different place. Piper had been a different person. She’d been so much younger. Trevor and Lila had been innocent. She’d lived in a totally different life, caring only about foolish things like yoga and her own entertainment. 
How long ago had that been? Ten years? 
But no. It had only been a week. 
The bunker had been built to mirror the floor plan of an ordinary home, and despite the gray concrete walls (they were due to be painted at some point, but the apocalypse had called first), it almost looked like one. There were attractive track lights mounted to the slab overhead; there was plush carpeting and hardwood in the kitchen; Meyer had furnished the place in an inappropriately lavish (but very Meyer) style. 
She entered the living room, trying to think of it as a real living room. She found Heather on the couch, flanked by Trevor and Lila. 
Heather gave her a very un-Heather smile. They’d met many times, and even taken a few vacations en masse “for the kids’ sake.” On those family vacations, Heather was supposed to be the hanger-on, but Piper always felt like the odd woman out. They’d got along fine. Heather was hard not to like, once you were used to her always-on personality — and this despite Piper’s suspicion that she was still sleeping with Meyer. 
Heather and Meyer shared history that the two of them never could. Piper liked to think she was mature enough to respect different kinds of love for what they were, but suspected she might be pitying herself. 
Maybe she wasn’t enough for Meyer. He certainly had much more in common with Heather — and that extended to memories and preferences, not just hobbies. Maybe he needed Heather. Maybe she was just too bedraggled, being raised by a mother who served her husband, to stand up and put an end to it. 
Heather held her small, uncharacteristic smile. The room was quiet despite the TV, and they all seemed reluctant to break some sort of a spell that had descended on the room.
They were safe. The fight was over, and they’d reached their destination.
They could bask in that feeling for a while before facing the next thing. 
“How are you feeling?” Heather asked.
“Tired.” 
“Sleep well?” 
Piper hadn’t slept well, but she’d slept some. She nodded.
“Did you sleep at all?”  
Heather shrugged, seeming to indicate the children at her sides. They looked sleepy but not asleep. She must have stayed up with them. Like she’d once chased away their nightmares. Piper had never done that. Lila and Trevor had both been grown when she’d entered the picture. There was a moment of jealousy, and then it was gone. 
“Not really.” 
Piper sighed, then sat. She wanted to say something conclusive to cap their adventure (even “Well, we made it” would do), but her lips betrayed her. She found herself watching the screen, hypnotized by its glow, its soporific, low volume. 
Heather was watching the news. The kids, at her sides, looked like zombies — their eyes open and mesmerized. 
“How do we get TV down here?” said Piper. 
“I don’t know. There was a TV. I turned it on. It worked.” 
“Satellite,” Piper guessed. There was a humming behind one of the walls. It might be a heater, but it also might be a generator or three. There might be line power to the house, but there were also solar panels on the roof and huge wind turbines visible farther up the hill. If there was line power and it went out, theirs, down here, never would. 
“You know Meyer,” said Heather. “He’s probably got his own satellite up there. And armed guards outside protecting the dish. Did you know that when he started Fable, he was so paranoid about other movie studios stealing his techniques that he had decoy studios built, so it would be harder for spies to know where the real action was taking place?” 
Piper shook her head. She hadn’t known that. She thought of how Heather had started the story by saying, You know Meyer. But Piper, hating herself a little, thought instead, YOU do. 
She looked over at Heather, sitting between the children Piper had spent the last few years raising. Heather looked tired and rumpled — not at all the polished, primped woman with the outrageous dresses she usually wore in her comedy specials. But Heather dressed down exceedingly well. She looked good casual. Comfortable. Even normal. It was hard to fathom her reality, but oddly enough Piper found her conversation with Heather oddest of all. Heather wasn’t being her usual self. They were talking like old friends. Which, under different circumstances, they probably would be. 
“Have you been watching all night?” Piper said, nodding toward the TV. 
“Mostly.” 
“Mom made us watch Friends for a while,” said Lila. “Just like you do.” 
“It makes us think of our youth,” said Heather, smoothing Lila’s hair. But Piper had been far too young to remember the show. She liked it in the way Heather liked older shows before her time — with a sense of days passed, times she’d missed out on. 
“What’s going on?” 
“The ships are starting to settle over big cities.” 
“‘Settle’?” 
Heather nodded. “Just hanging there. Floating. Like in V. Did you ever see V?” 
Piper shook her head. 
“Lucky. Meyer made me watch it a few times.” She pointed at the screen. “There. Like that.” 
Piper put her hand over her mouth, feeling her wide eyes bloom wider. The picture on the screen was surreal. She saw the familiar New York skyline, now circled with what seemed to be an unusual number of helicopters. But smack in the middle, eclipsing the screen’s top half, was the curved bottom of a huge silver sphere. Then the screen changed, an announcer babbling on in words Piper could barely hear. The new shot was from several miles farther back, taken from a helicopter, judging by the high viewpoint and slight jostle. It showed the sphere in its entirety, just hovering above Manhattan like a giant brushed steel bowling ball. 
Piper looked at Lila and Trevor, feeling a strange urge to shield their eyes. They shouldn’t have to see this. Then again, it was their new reality. And they’d seen so much worse already. 
Heather reached for the tablet on the back of the couch, tapped the screen, and killed the picture. 
“I know that look,” Heather said. “It’s how I think I looked a bit ago, when they first started showing footage of the things arriving.” 
“They’re not doing anything?”
“Not as far as I’ve heard. Just waiting.” 
“For what?”
But Heather could only shake her head.
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Chapter Thirty-Nine
DAY Seven
Axis Mundi  
THE FIRST TWENTY-FOUR hours were hardest. 
Piper was used to being out and around. She was a New York girl now, and living in Manhattan meant constantly walking. Meyer had had the foresight to equip a small gym, but walking on a treadmill wasn’t the same. She craved fresh air and felt slightly claustrophobic — a fear that seemed to magnify if she considered tomorrow and the next day, knowing that depending on what the ships did, they might be here for a long time. Knowing Meyer, “a long time” could provide sustenance for a decade. The idea of staying inside this bunker for a decade was suffocating, and when she thought about it the first time, Piper retired to her room while Meyer was playing a game with the kids, closed the door, and cried. 
There was a floor area in the gym, and Meyer, bless his considerate, forward-thinking heart, had floored it in bamboo so that Piper could do yoga. Doing a few sun salutations calmed her mind, so she pulled up some of the stored routines on the small juke in the gym and played through a few longer sessions as led by her favorite video instructor, Heidi Bleue. That helped more. But even after the invigoration of a long and tiring session, she found Savasana, the moveless pose that always closed her routines, hard to stomach. 
Piper was supposed to be clearing her head, breathing into universal intelligence with her body and mind. But now her universal intelligence was polluted with Meyer’s visions — with the premonitions he’d seemed to have about all of this, as spied when he’d taken his drug. The aliens seemed to be out there somehow, visible when one cleared his or her mind. And now they were all Piper could imagine: gray skinned with black almond eyes like in the movies, or green and dripping with slime. 
She looked longingly at the spiral staircase, wanting with everything she had to go up. The ships might be above Denver, but they wouldn’t be above Vail. This was the back country. It’s why Meyer had chosen the land, why he’d bought so much to assure isolation. So why couldn’t she go outside? The bunker’s air felt stale, almost suffocating. 
She’d known Meyer wouldn’t want anyone to leave, so feeling reckless one day, Piper quietly climbed the stairs with her walking shoes on, vowing to only taste the air for a few minutes. 
But the door was locked, the access code changed. 
He’d sealed them in. 
 
IN THE AFTERNOON (Piper didn’t know when and didn’t care; time didn’t matter in a world where sunshine was rumor), Piper found herself preparing an argument for Meyer. 
They couldn’t hide for the rest of their lives, especially when there wasn’t even anything menacing going on. Maybe the ships were there to stay, but maybe they’d only hang there forever without disembarking. Maybe they were stranded. Piper hadn’t seen V as described by Heather, but she’d seen another of Meyer’s favorites: a rather violent film called District 9. Those aliens had basically run out of intergalactic gas and parked their ship above Johannesburg. Maybe this was like that. 
Or even if this wasn’t like that, why couldn’t they wait until there was something to fear before hiding? They’d have time to react if a war began. Piper didn’t want to drive to Dallas; she wanted to take a walk around the house. She wouldn’t even enter the woods if he didn’t want her to, and he could come with her if he insisted on babysitting. They wanted protection, sure. But there was no reason to voluntarily turn themselves into prisoners. 
Piper found Meyer in the living room, which after just a day had already become the underground home’s clear nexus. They’d eaten dinner and breakfast from TV trays rather than at the table, and thus far the kids’ only slumber had been on the living room couches, passing out from exhaustion rather than truly falling asleep.
“Meyer,” she said, her spine tall and her hands uncomfortably near to perching on her hips, “I think we should talk about …” 
He shushed her. Piper didn’t like that at all and was about to call him on his rudeness, but then she saw his eyes. He, like Trevor, Lila, Raj, and Heather, was staring at the TV, transfixed. 
“What?” 
“Shh, Piper,” Lila said. 
Piper looked at the screen and saw what had already become a shockingly familiar sight: a massive silver orb hovering above a city. Judging by the Slavic architecture (all swirls and onions), she thought it might be somewhere in Russia. At the bottom of the screen a red banner said, SATELLITES SHOW MOSCOW HEAT BLOOMS. 
“What’s a heat bloom?” 
“Shh!” This time, it was Trevor. 
The announcer was going on, but Piper was coming to this party late and didn’t have the background the rest of them, who’d apparently camped in front of the TV like drones, had already absorbed. For some reason, being shushed a third time made her furious. 
“Don’t you ‘shh’ at me, Trevor! Someone tell me what the hell is going on!” 
Heather looked up. For a second Piper thought she might bark at her for yelling at Trevor. Instead, her usual sarcasm still mostly absent, she said, “It’s what happens when they launch missiles.” 
“Who’s launching … what kind of missiles?” She heard her voice falter. 
The screen seemed to come alight all at once. Whatever had struck the sphere was massive. Piper didn’t know much about weapons of war, but the explosion looked like something from Cold War footage — a kind of awkward mushroom that shook the enormous sphere like a piece swinging in a Newton’s cradle. 
“Was that one of the big ones?” she asked, now desperate. “They can’t do that, can they? Wouldn’t it destroy the city? Wouldn’t it give them all radiation poisoning?” There was more, too: where was the camera showing this footage? It looked like a helicopter. Had anyone told the pilot that nuclear action might be afoot? 
Nobody answered.  
Maybe the city had been evacuated. 
Maybe a rogue faction had managed to launch something, not strictly authorized by the government. 
Or maybe the world had gone to shit inside a single day. 
“What’s going on in the rest of the world?” she asked, panicked, feeling her legs start to wobble. She grasped the back of a chair for support as a torrent of rapid-fire questions spilled from her lips. 
“What about New York? Is there one over Denver? Did they say if they’ve done anything to us? Is our government talking about launching missiles too? Oh Jesus. Oh shit. What about the president? Has the president made any …” 
The entire bottom half of the sphere turned bright, like a down-facing lamp. Even with the set’s downturned volume, she could hear a loud, low fwump like a fire suddenly coming alight. 
A few seconds later, some kind of shockwave must have struck the camera and killed the feed.
In those seconds — between the massive light beam and the loss of signal — Piper could clearly see that Moscow’s city center was gone.
THE TV WAS OFF. They sat around the coffee table in the quiet the way they’d sit around a campfire, with the lights low. Nobody had wanted to watch the news after satellites started showing overhead shots of the damage. The ground seemed flat and burned, no structures standing within a radius of a dozen miles or more. And most ominously, front and center on the satellite image was the ship itself — an impossibly large silver circle above the debris, again unmoving and silent. 
After that, the huge Moscow ship had moved on. Without a city to watch, it seemed to feel it had other business to attend to. 
They’d watched sporadically after that, checking for new and horrible updates in the way Piper remembered her grandparents describing 9/11. Nobody, they’d said, wanted to see more of what had happened that day. And yet few had been able to look away. 
Piper could relate. She told the kids to keep the screen off but found them with it on a few times, Heather disobedient in their midst. But she herself had been peeking too, ducking into rooms to watch on a tablet, staying too long behind Trevor, Lila, and Raj before laying down the law. It was impossible to turn from. Her desire to go outside had evaporated, and she was quite sure, now, that they were all going to die. But she still wanted to know when she was going to die. How she was going to die. And to be as frightened as possible in the meantime.
None of the other ships struck. Other nations, apparently having learned Russia’s lesson, stood down. Even the amount of helicopters circling the things decreased their numbers and increased their distance. There were addresses from the president, promising that the government was doing all it could to communicate and keep the people safe. Pundits pointed out that Russia had struck first, though there was no information on why, or if the action had been official. 
Sometime later, a few of the ships opened ports and released much smaller ships, like hovercraft. The smaller ships were like the larger ones: polished silver spheres perhaps a hundred yards in diameter. They moved from one location to another, sending thin rivulets of energy down to the ground. Nobody was sure what they were, because cameras seemed to blitz out whenever they got close — some sort of electromagnetic interference, said those who seemed to know. Conspiracy nuts rushed to cobble two and two, theorizing that the green beams meant abductions in progress. 
They were harvesting. 
After one such conspiracy theory report, Piper looked down to see that Trevor had turned pale. That broke both her trance and addiction. She turned the screen off and vowed that for a night, at least, they would just be people. Not hiding people, but people. 
“Did you know,” said Heather, running her fingers through Lila’s dark hair, “that your father and I named you after a song?” 
Lila, safe in Raj’s arms, looked up at her mother. Piper, watching, felt it impossible that Lila wouldn’t know the origin of her own name. But maybe she did know, and it didn’t matter. Maybe she just wanted to hear the story again, and be young for a while. 
“It was one of our favorites,” said Heather, looking over at Meyer with a nostalgic, almost bittersweet expression. “An old song, called ‘Hey There, Delilah.’” 
The evening passed as if by candlelight. They told tales — each taking their turn, each free to go wherever he or she wanted, into authentic past or spinning fiction. Slowly, the room began to feel small again … but this time, the aura was more intimate than confining. 
They would be safe. 
The world had become a perilous place, but they’d made it to the ranch — to the somehow spiritual Axis Mundi that Meyer had been going on about for years. It was small, and they might be in it for a long time while the dust (hopefully more metaphorical than literal) settled beyond the bunker’s walls. But they would adjust. Piper would learn to walk on the treadmill. She’d do her yoga. She had millions of books stored on her Vellum; they had years of entertainment on the bunker’s various jukes. They had endless power (wind, solar, generated if need be), enough food, and three protected subterranean wells for water. 
It would be okay. Somehow, because they were safe and because they were together, it would be okay.
Story time ended with the feeling of a fire’s coals glowing slowly to ash. Piper retired for the night, repeating that single refrain over and over inside her head, making herself believe: It will be okay.
She and Meyer made love that night. And when they did, Piper found herself wishing they’d had the history he shared with Heather — the kind that featured a song special enough to name a firstborn daughter.
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Chapter Forty
DAY TEN
Axis Mundi  
MEYER’S EYES OPENED. 
Something had changed. 
He watched the concrete ceiling above the bed he shared with Piper before rising, suddenly realizing that the gray mass was actually a vibrating matrix of molecules, apparently solid on a macro scale but entirely permeable once you got down small enough. The concrete was composed of sand and cement, which in turn were composed of quartz, silica, and dozens of other components. Each of those were made of elements, and each of the elements were made of atoms that were all the same. But even then, those atoms were mostly space. A nucleus with electrons somewhere around it, not so much orbiting as existing. Between the solid cores of the elements and the electrons was nothing. 
Like outer space. 
He sat up. 
He understood. 
There had been a time, making a wish list for his bunker at the end of the world, that Meyer had considered ayahuasca — his medicine. But you couldn’t just store it like pedestrian drugs, like coke or even weed. Ayahuasca was brewed by a shaman. If he wanted to go on his spiritual, other-level voyages while waiting out the apocalypse, he’d need Juha. But getting just his family here had been hard enough. 
That, he saw now, had been a pointless thought. He didn’t need medicine to see the core of truth within him — or perhaps more accurately, far outside. It was a lens — or a rag used to wipe his lens, and he no longer needed that rag to see. 
Something had changed.
Now his vision was clear. 
Meyer could imagine his mind as an extension of a universal collective. He imagined himself as a blip of existence peeking beyond some kind of veil. Behind the veil, though, there was more of him. Like the tip of an iceberg. Other people might peek out farther down the veil, but behind the scenes, where few ever looked, they were all connected. 
They were all part of one larger thing, with many heads. 
And still, Meyer was himself. He was both things. They all were. 
He saw the emptiness all around him, baked into even the most solid of objects. 
The ceiling was space. 
The floor was space. 
Piper, still asleep beside him, was space. 
If you peered close enough, everything was nothing. And if you pulled back enough, nothing somehow became everything. 
Images that had been just beneath consciousness began to clearly rise inside his awakening mind. He saw a sun. A planet. A thing that was like a hole in nothing, leading great distances to another place. 
Of course he’d known they were coming. It’s why he’d run. It’s why he’d come here. It’s why he’d protected them all. Because what had happened in Moscow? That was the beginning. 
He could see their purpose — the visitors’ purpose — as clearly as he saw his own feet sliding into slippers at the bed’s side, standing up, leaving the bedroom to enter the quiet nighttime living room.
He knew what they wanted. 
He knew why they were here. 
He knew what the shuttles were doing. Why they were breaking homes open like nutshells. Why they were pulling people from their beds, so many screaming. He knew that fear. It percolated beneath his awareness like an unscratchable itch.
He knew why he’d fought so hard. Why he’d risked them all dying, if the alternative was to not be here, to not be inside. Of course they’d had to be here, now. It was ludicrous that he’d ever, ever hesitated. 
Meyer crossed the living room, now quiet. The kids were asleep in three rooms. Heather was asleep in a fourth. This was their sanctuary. Their place of sanity. The place where, in discreet doses, they could see what was happening in the larger world without having to fear it. 
If only they truly understood. 
But how could Meyer explain? He’d never understood it all until now. 
He watched the dark screen for a full minute, aware as he did it that he must look like a lunatic. If Heather or Piper came out and saw him gazing at the blackness, they’d worry for his sanity, thinking him sick with some kind of cabin fever. Yesterday, they’d think, he’d been normal. They were all settling into routine as more and more shuttles ventured from the motherships, as more and more desperate and fearful factions struck at the ships and were reduced to rubble. The shuttles would take whomever they wanted, and there was nothing anyone could do to stop them. But that was a hard thing for humans to accept — that there were powers in the universe that found their force and aggression not just laughable but unworthy of notice. And so there were always reports of someone fighting back. Always reports of that someone — be it a lone man with a shotgun or a nation with artillery — getting smacked away like a fly. 
Still, Meyer stared at the screen. Within it, he saw space. Beyond it, he saw space. 
The notion was fascinating. If he were reduced to small enough size — as large as one of those electrons, say — he could fly through the television and all of the bunker’s walls as easily as a ship flying through the vacuum of empty space. 
Finally, he turned away, grateful for time to gaze without being watched. 
They wouldn’t understand. They’d think he’d lost his mind. 
He moved to the spiral staircase, put a hand on its cool railing, and began to move upward. 
He opened the kitchen door, and found the air strange. Compared to the canned, filtered, and scrubbed air below, the home’s atmosphere was almost electric. Too cool, too raw. Naked air. 
He closed the door and crossed the kitchen. 
It was dark. There should still be a partial moon tonight, but it must not have risen. He opened the French doors to the porch, taking a moment. 
His skin adjusted to the cooler air. His eyes adjusted to the dark. 
After a few minutes, he found that the black wasn’t pitch after all. Maybe the moon was up beyond a rise, and it was reflecting off the atmosphere. Something was letting him see, even if it was merely the scant candle cast by the stars. 
Meyer went to the lake. 
For a strange moment, he wondered at himself: still in pajamas, still in slippers, his hair a mess, outside as he’d told the others never to be — having locked them in until now. And he was standing by a lake without moonlight. Was he going to go swimming? It was strange to realize that his mind wasn’t entirely his own. 
Meyer looked up. 
Above him was a perfectly smooth silver object, large enough to fill the small lake’s basin if it chose to. He could see it clearly despite the dark, as if the sphere cast its own light. And with that realization, he found himself looking through it as he had the ceiling and the TV screen. He couldn’t literally see space above the ship’s bulk, but could imagine it perfectly. As if he were but a particle, able to zoom through apparently solid area to find it as cavernous as outer space. 
There was a soft clanging, and a round hole on the ship’s underside opened like an old-time camera’s shutter. Inside was a light: green, like he himself would ask a director to color it, in one of his films. 
He knew what this meant.
He knew why he’d come. 
Meyer spread his arms and looked upward, closing his eyes as a soft, warm glow surrounded his body. 
He felt his feet leave the ground. 
Sometime later, Meyer Dempsey and the ship he’d entered were gone. 
The mountain was still and quiet, as if vowing to never whisper a word of what happened.





Author’s note
I’m writing this note to you from the future. Not the not-too-distant future as portrayed in the world of Invasion, but the real future. The one that exists a short while after Invasion was published. 
Right now, I’m writing Colonization — the third book in the Invasion series. 
Before that, I wrote Contact — which, yes, you guessed it — is the second book in the series, which you may have already picked up. 
(Eerie how writing time travel works, isn’t it? Contact is in my past but it’s in your future. I’m getting all Back to the Future time-loopy just thinking about it.)
Sean and I decided to add this author’s note to Invasion, now that we’re one and a half books further down the master story arc, because now we have perspective.
When we first wrote the book you just read, we had only an inkling. As I write this, halfway into the rough draft of the third book, the big story we wanted to tell is filling out and taking shape. It’s hitting all of the big, cool issues we wanted to hit with our alien invasion series, and hitting them in what might be called the “traditional” way. Meaning: with aliens. 
See, Invasion got a great reception right off the bat. But among reviews, discussions, and casual comments with our core group of ideal readers, there was one thing that many people mentioned: the ending. 
Most people said they didn’t see the ending coming. 
Some of that group loved the ending: the sense of mystery, of a deepening of the plot as the series moved into more familiar (and ironically “more alien”) territory. They said they were getting excited, wondering where Meyer might be going, and eager to find out in the next volume. 
Other people hated the ending. A few said it felt tacked-on. These folks sort of suggested that we needed a shocking hook in order to drag readers into the next book, so we invented something nuts: Meyer Dempsey, who’s spent something like 80,000 words trying to get his family to safety, just walks right out in the open and lets the aliens take him. 
But actually, Meyer’s abduction is essential to the larger story we wanted to tell. 
We considered beginning the story there: Man is abducted by aliens; sci-fi adventure ensues. We could have done that: started with aliens, abduction, alien contact, and the colonization of Earth. 
But that would have been short-changing our readers, because Invasion is only part of the story. 
Contact continues that story. 
Colonization escalates it. 
We envision the entire series spanning seven books. That might change if we uncover new and unexpected angles the story wants to steer us in (this is common; if you think authors invent stories, we’d argue that’s not entirely accurate), but it’ll be around that number, give or take. We know how it will end. We know the phases it will march through on its way — again allowing that the story always seems to find its most natural path.
Invasion — the story of what happened before the aliens set foot on the planet — matters to that end. 
And Meyer Dempsey’s creeping sense of intuition matters very much to that end.
It’d be easy to enjoy this novel’s ride, taking a quasi-apocalyptic adventure ending in a confrontation and a twist ending. You can do that if you’d like. Plenty of readers certainly seem to enjoy this book on that level.
But we hope, when this series is done, that you’ll look back and see Invasion for what it is in the larger story’s context. 
Because the story doesn’t start with the aliens. 
The story begins with Meyer Dempsey. 
The story begins with an itch that Meyer can’t quite scratch — an urge not to flee the city or escape the crowds or even to get his family away from danger … but rather from an overwhelming urge to reach his “Axis Mundi” — a place he was told was special through his dreams and journeying in an otherworldly haze. 
In Contact, you’ll learn where Meyer vanished to, and why. 
In Colonization, you’ll see what role Meyer has yet to play, and you’ll see how he was always hand-picked by his captors, always selected in advance for a purpose, always dragged toward his axis as if by an invisible hand. 
And in the following books, you’ll learn what the aliens want from us. From the planet. And from Meyer himself.
We could have skipped Meyer’s flight to the mountains, but if we had, we’d have been shortchanging you. We’d have been starting in this story’s middle. We’d have been failing to look at the pre-invasion Earth through the eyes of its invaders. We’d have been closing our eyes to what the aliens crossed time and space to find.
We didn’t just want to invade the planet with this story. 
We wanted to ask how, and what. But most importantly, we wanted to ask WHY.
Invasion is the first part of the answer to that final three-letter question. 
Meyer’s fate in remaining six (we think!) books in this series is the rest of it. 
Happy reading!
Johnny (and Sean) 
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Chapter One
“DID YOU SEE ANYTHING?” Piper asked. “Anything at all?” 
Trevor was slumped on the couch, his NexFlight game system’s power cord creating a tripping hazard in the underground bunker. It was supposed to be plugged while charging, but the batteries had dwindled to useless over a month ago. There were vast stores in a cold cellar near the bedrooms, reserved for flashlights and lanterns in case of emergency. Meyer would have a fit if Trevor used them for games. But Meyer wouldn’t throw a fit because he was gone. And, Piper felt more certain by the day, was never coming back. 
“I didn’t look.” Trevor’s eyes never left the game. 
“You didn’t look? Go look, Trevor.” 
Trevor sighed and met Piper’s eyes for a split second. Then, as he’d been doing since his teen boy hormones had kicked on months before the ships had arrived, looked moodily away. As if he couldn’t face her, or was too cool for a maternal figure — stepmother or not. 
“What?” 
“What’s the point?” 
“‘What’s the point?’ What if your dad’s out there, Trevor?” 
“He’s not.” 
“You don’t know that.” 
Trevor shrugged — he didn’t have an answer but wasn’t ready to obey. The same shrug he’d give his sister, if Lila had asked. But Piper wasn’t his sister. And with Heather around, she clearly wasn’t his mother. But she was something, and dammit, she didn’t like being ignored. 
“Go on, Trevor. We all have our jobs.” 
“Why, though? Dad made the place a fortress with everything we’d want or need. You keep making up things to do that don’t need to be done. ‘Check the air filters, Trevor.’ ‘Check the cameras, Trevor.’ ‘Bring out more cans, Trevor,’ as if anyone can’t just grab whatever food they want. And what exactly am I supposed to be looking for with the air filters? What do I know about air filters? ‘Yep, they still look like big fuzzy accordions.’” Trevor rolled his eyes. “It’s like you’re just trying to keep us busy.”  
Piper felt her temper rising. At first, she’d felt nothing but fear. Then Meyer had vanished, and intense worry mingled with her terror. A halfway sense of loss followed a few weeks of missing him, but even the emptiness had been hard to maintain over the past three months as the bunker’s day-in, day-out routine composed life’s underground ritual. 
Wake, chores, kill time, sleep. Rinse and repeat.
Crowds gathered on the grounds above, then swelled to a small colony. They’d stopped being able to go outside, and cabin fever worsened. Resentment was Piper’s newest emotion. She had to shoulder this burden herself. She seemed to be the only one willing to do what was needed to keep them together, safe, and sane. It was a responsibility she hadn’t asked for and didn’t want. Meyer might have saved them, but he’d also left his wife holding the bag when he’d gone … well … wherever it was he’d gone. It wasn’t fair.
“Just do it, Trevor,” she snapped.
He rolled his eyes again then stalked toward the control room next to the storage pantry. His shoulders were slumped, and she caught his put-upon look. She wanted to shout after him to improve his attitude but couldn’t stand the sound of those words from her mouth. 
“No sign of Dad on the cameras,” Trevor said, emerging a few minutes later. “Though I don’t know why you couldn’t just look.”
Piper held her tongue, forcing herself to remember that Trevor was as scared, cooped-up, and angry as she was. It was inconvenient that his method of coping made it harder for Piper, but it was what it was.
The thought softened her mood. She eased onto the ottoman beside the couch as he lay back and resumed his game. 
“Trevor. Look at me.” 
His eyes found Piper’s. She saw his angry glare melt into a boy’s dark and injured gaze. Then his eyes flicked away, but even a moment of vulnerability was better than nothing. 
“I know you think this is stupid. And I guess you don’t like me telling you what to do.” That last bit had a double meaning. Even back in New York, Piper hadn’t told either of the kids what to do. She’d always felt too much like one of them, being only eight years from her teens. But times had changed, and in their new situation, Heather only made jokes. Piper didn’t want to be the bunker’s only responsible adult, but if she didn’t take the helm, nobody would. 
“I’m just trying to do what your dad wanted. He built this place to keep us safe. And thank God he did, right?” 
Trevor shrugged without looking up. 
“But … Trev … it’s not enough to survive. It’s not only just having enough water from the spring — and food, and vitamins, and the UV lamp for Vitamin D, and enough propane to get us through the winters. Yeah, he did make this place a fortress, and yeah, he was a smart man who thought ahead and—”
“You mean is,” Trevor mumbled into his shirt. “He is a smart man.”  
“Of course, honey.” Piper put her hand on his arm in what she hoped was a motherly way. Trevor flinched but let her hand remain. At least that was something. “He thought ahead, and that means we have everything we need to survive for a long time.” 
Piper considered telling Trevor some of the particulars she’d learned from the systems manuals but decided not to. Trevor was barely listening, and he might find the details more daunting than comforting. He didn’t need to know about the power redundancies, the satellite hookup, the three levels of water supply, the stockpiled propane, or the weapons that terrified Piper more than reassured her. For Meyer Dempsey, “prepared” and “paranoid” were sisters. There were entire sections of the manuals — the deepest cellars of Meyer’s paranoia — that Piper couldn’t bear to read. Meyer truly had thought of everything, including things nobody should ever have to think about.
“But ‘just surviving’ is kind of like … like ‘barely alive.’ We don’t want to simply exist. We need things to do. To stay normal, you know?”
“That’s why we have a TV. And games and books.” 
Piper sighed. “Yeah, but just being entertained is like being on vacation all the time. Do you know how, at the end of summer vacation, you’re almost eager for school so you’re not just sitting around, doing whatever you want?”
“No.” 
“I’m not sure I can explain this in a way that’ll make sense, but …” Piper sighed. “Even if the result of our chores don’t matter, doing them does.” 
“Mom says they’re stupid.” 
Piper looked toward the doorway, leading into the bunker equivalent of a study. Heather and Lila were in there, mostly out of earshot. Piper would probably win if Heather challenged her authority to tell the kids what to do because Heather was such a wiseass. Piper didn’t want to test that theory. Heather, like the kids, seemed determined to deny certain realities. But it wasn’t fair to ask the kids to choose between two mother figures. Like parents divorcing, Heather and Piper had to present a unified front rather than using the children as pawns between them. 
“She’s not thinking about things like this, Trevor. Your mother has her hands full with Lila. She’s much better with the whole pregnancy thing, seeing as I’ve never been pregnant.” 
Seeming embarrassed, Trevor glanced down at Piper’s body then back at his own chest.
“Your mom’s good at being a mother, and I’m good at …” She trailed off. Nagging came to mind, but Piper didn’t like that at all. She searched for a replacement to describe her pestering duties. Nothing came. 
“Look,” Piper said. “Think of it this way: do you think it’s stupid to keep checking those cameras?” 
“Maybe.” 
“What if tomorrow is the day you check them and see your father?” Piper pointed toward the spiral staircase in the room’s corner. “Right up there, at the door by the bathroom, appearing on the kitchen camera. What if he comes back, but we never see it?” 
“Can’t he just knock?” 
The simple question — and the almost hopeless way Trevor had asked — broke Piper’s heart. “I don’t think he could do anything we’d hear, sweetie. The door is strong, and closed is closed.” 
Trevor shifted moodily on the couch. “If you wanted him to come back, you shouldn’t have closed us in.” 
“That’s not fair, Trevor. We discussed this. All of us, together.” 
Trevor shook his head. Again, Piper tried to slip inside his mind to see things as he must be seeing them. He wasn’t trying to be difficult. He was dealing with their situation in the only way his defenses allowed. They all had their defenses. Heather made jokes; Lila got bitchy and blamed it on pregnancy hormones; Raj acted like an obnoxious prima donna, complaining and whining and futilely trying to contact his family on his idiotic little communicator watch. And Piper? She checked manuals and made chore lists.
As Trevor had said: the bunker ran itself so long as power from the windmill stayed on. And yes, that power had been buggy, but it was nothing she needed to worry about. There were redundancies: a rechargeable battery array inside the bunker, plus solar panels on the roof and in a nearby clearing. If redundancies failed, a generator sitting in the utility room with the battery array exhausted to the outside. And if that failed (or if its gasoline went bad; she’d read that it only lasted about six months), they had daylight reflected down from concealed skylights to light their way, propane to heat the place, and a lifetime’s supply of food. There were plenty of lanterns and LED flashlights, plus a few security lights mounted on the walls. They’d be fine. Her constant policing was just whistling in the dark, and it wasn’t fair to blame Trevor because his coping strategies appeared less productive than hers. Fretting was fretting, no matter its form. 
“I didn’t want to close the door, Trevor. But we all agreed that we had to. We left it open as long as we could. It isn’t as if we can just leave the thing closed and unlocked. Your dad changed something when we came in the first time, somehow arming the place. Now the only way to get in is for the person on the inside to let them in. We would have had to literally prop it open. And how would that work once the crowds started showing up?”
Trevor looked toward the ceiling. It was made of reinforced concrete and could probably (knowing Meyer) withstand a bomb blast. But for a moment Trevor seemed to be trying to see or hear through it — to cast accusing eyes on the hundreds of people occupying the house, the grounds, the hills beyond the trees in their tents. The people who’d forced the family to shut the door that might keep his father out. 
Power flickered. Piper flinched, looked up, and saw a tear brimming in the corner of Trevor’s eye. He noticed it before it could fall and wiped it furiously away. 
He looked toward the TV, obviously longing. For the first month and a half, that thin black screen had been their window to the world. They’d obsessively watched. Then, one morning, Lila had turned it on and found nothing. There was still power to the set and satellite receiver, but not a single channel on air. The Internet died the same day. Cell service, spotty from the start, had ceased. They’d used the screen to watch old TV shows stored on the living room juke ever since. They’d been living in a little black box. Their world was the bunker and what the cameras showed them. Beyond that, there might not be any Earth left, for all the Dempseys knew.
“Do you really think he was … you know … taken?”
“I don’t know,” Piper said. But yes, she did think that — same as the many other abductions they’d heard of before the broadcasts stopped. Meyer wouldn’t have run off. Not after all he’d done to get them here. And if he’d gone out in the middle of the night and been killed, they would have discovered his body. Despite searching far and wide, they’d found nothing. 
“Do you think any more of the people who were taken have been sent home?”
Piper patted his arm. She had no idea. It had been five or six weeks since they’d seen their last news report, but as of that time, abductees had been returning at a rate of about five or ten per week. They simply arrived back at their doorsteps — always dazed and confused, usually strange to loved ones and friends, sometimes paranoid and violent. Even if Meyer returned, he might be different. But still, even after all this time, there was a chance he might come home as he’d been, against all odds. But here and now, Trevor was seeking reassurance rather than fact.
“I’m sure they have been, honey.”
“And do you think—” 
Trevor didn’t finish. 
At that moment, the bunker lights began to go out for good.





Chapter Two
“GODDAMMIT,” Morgan Matthews said, looking at the lock. 
Terrence was behind him, holding his tools. He’d placed the high-powered flashlights, still on and pointed at the nook by the home’s bathroom, on the unfinished kitchen countertop. Morgan didn’t need to look back at Terrence to imagine his face: smug — very I told you so.
Morgan didn’t want to turn and confirm. He might kill Terrence if he saw that look on his face. And he needed them all, at least for now. 
“I told you,” Terrence said. 
Morgan clenched his fists, fingernails digging into his palms. He forced himself to take a quiet, sighing breath before turning. He found Terrence’s dark features devoid of his smug look, but the fucker had gone ahead and said the words aloud. 
“Hack it,” Morgan said. 
Terrence shook his head. His black skin made him hard to read in the twilit room, and his sunglasses in the dark made Morgan want to punch him. His hair managed to look stylish instead of disheveled. His vest mocked the air’s chill in the same way his sunglasses scorned the mostly set sun. His bare, lean arms were painted in tattoos. Morgan never understood why black guys got tattoos. It seemed like a waste of ink since you could barely see them. Morgan’s own Irish skin — which had no tattoos — would have made a much better canvas. 
Terrence’s defiantly cool manner, as he looked back at him now, infuriated Morgan and made him want to shove a gun in his belly. But he’d never enter the concealed basement without Terrence. He forced himself to let the irritation go. Besides, that displeasure was misplaced. He loathed the closed
door. He merely disliked Terrence and the other four men in his crew in the way Morgan Matthews disliked everyone. 
“I can’t hack that lock, boss.” 
“Why not?” 
“For one, how am I supposed to get in? The computer controlling the lock is inside the door or behind it. But secondly, I don’t know anything about it.” 
Morgan pulled on the door. It wasn’t just closed and locked; its very substance felt solid, as if its core were concrete or solid steel. “But you cut the power.” 
“This system is solid. Cutting the power isn’t enough.” 
“You cut the redundant power, too.”
Terrence shrugged again. 
Morgan turned toward the approaching footsteps, coming from the kitchen behind him. It was the kid, Cameron. Morgan liked Cameron better than Terrence, despite him being a thug with no special skills. He and Dan, the big mother Cameron had shown up with, seemed like scrappers. Maybe they had a gay thing going on; Morgan didn’t know or care. 
Cameron had a screw loose, and that was all that mattered. Morgan liked a little crazy in the people he worked with. 
Some dumbass from the tents-and-hippies set camping around the house had questioned Morgan’s authority to cordon off the estate’s west side at the nook where they found the exhaust pipe. The same dumbass had complained when Dan and Vincent dug around the pipe, searching for treasure. Morgan didn’t like being questioned. But before he could so much as threaten the dumbass into submission, Cameron had leaped on the guy and beaten him until there were maybe three breaths left in his body. So yeah, Cameron was the coolest of the bunch, in Morgan’s mind. A real team player. 
“That pipe over on the side of the house is still cold, Morgan,” Cameron said, his breath a bit short. That was another thing Morgan liked about Cameron. The kid hustled, even if only from the home’s side to the kitchen door.
Terrence turned to face Cameron. Then finally — blessedly — he removed his oversized sunglasses and tucked them into his vest pocket. 
“Of course it’s cold,” he said. “What, did you think the generator was going to kick on?”  
Dan and Christopher entered the kitchen behind Cameron. Outside, in the fading light, Morgan could see a few of the gathered hippies watching them enter the kitchen. They’d looked askance at Morgan and his men since their arrival, but those hippies out there wouldn’t say dick. Even at the end of the world, tough ideas failed at the finish line. Morgan’s gun didn’t stop them. Many people in the crowd had guns. But with their pussy attitudes, those guns might as well be sticks. Morgan was willing to use his weapons — even for the hell of it. Most people weren’t as cool with violence. Morgan was, and those asswipes knew it from watching his walk. 
Dan and Christopher traded a glance. They seemed as if they might report the same thing as Cameron: that the exhaust pipe sticking out of the foundation was still cold, and they were surprised that Terrence had been right — that the machine on the other end of that pipe was off and would remain that way.
“I told you, I clipped off the switch,” said Terrence. “The generator won’t kick on as long as it doesn’t realize power from the windmill and solar has been interrupted.” He looked at them, annoyed. You didn’t question Terrence’s technical know-how. Even Morgan, who was otherwise in charge, knew that.
Christopher said, “I’m not even convinced that’s a generator on the other end of that pipe.”
“It’s a generator,” said Terrence. “There’s a pipe sticking out of the wall.” 
“Maybe it’s a furnace,” Christopher said.
“It’s not a furnace,” Terrence retorted. 
“How do you know?” 
Terrence rubbed his forehead as if Christopher’s stupidity hurt him. “It’s not a big enough pipe to be a furnace. It’s also not insulated. There’s not nearly enough clearance, and it turns a ninety-degree angle within six inches of the foundation. No zoning inspector in the world would okay that, and this is new construction.” Terrence gestured toward the unfinished kitchen.
Christopher chewed his lip. “We’re wasting our time here.” 
“How so?” Terrence asked.
“Digging down the side of the house to where the pipe enters the foundation all goddamned day. Jimmying with those wires and junctions.” Christopher wiped his nose. “We should be fleecing these fucking hippies. Hell, they want to be taken; you hear them serenading the aliens with Kumbaya. Why wait not make it easy on them? We could take shit from them right now.”
Terrence put a hand on Christopher’s arm. Christopher flinched then settled. Terrence glanced at Morgan then gave Christopher his “shut your mouth because I’m trying to save you from getting shot by the boss” look. 
“We’ve searched the house,” he said, still watching Christopher’s eyes. “There’s no basement access inside, and yet there’s clearly an exhaust pipe coming out of the ground over there. So what did we do, Christopher?”
“We dug.” 
Terrence nodded. “We dug. And we found out that the pipe goes right into the foundation. Think about that for a minute. What does a pipe going through a house’s foundation say to you?” 
“Who cares?” 
“There are no crawlspace vents around this place. No cellar access on the outside. No basement staircase. And yet still, there’s clearly something under the house. Some machine worthy of what’s clearly an exhaust pipe.” 
“How do you know that’s what it is?” Christopher asked, even though Terrence had just told him. 
“Shut up, Christopher,” said a new voice. 
Morgan looked up to see Vincent enter the kitchen. Vincent was all muscle, with tattoos on dark skin like Terrence. Vincent had run the group before Morgan arrived to show them what a real boss looked like. He usually fell into line under Morgan’s orders but bore watching. A big guy like that, clear military background, having been the previous leader? Morgan knew to watch his back. Once they finally breached this bitch of a door, it might be smart to put a bullet in Vincent’s face. Just to make a point. 
“Got something to say, Vincent?” Christopher asked. 
“Just shut your fucking hole.” Vincent stepped closer. “Your problems with all of this are duly noted. You still don’t think there’s a bunker under this place even now, even while staring at a hidden door at the back of a closet with a motherfucking Fort Knox lock? Fine. Go run off and play with someone else. That’s one less share to split of whatever’s down there.” 
Christopher exhaled loudly and stepped back. Vincent turned to Terrence, nodding at Morgan as if urging him to continue.
“So the generator doesn’t look like it’ll kick on now that the main is cut,” Morgan said to Terrence, setting aside the twin problems of Christopher and Vincent for another time. “So that means you did it right.” 
“I told you I had it figured out. What, you don’t trust me?”
“You said you couldn’t be sure,” Morgan said. “Fake wires and all.” 
“There were a lot of decoys,” Terrence said. “The phone box over there’s a decoy. Same for the Internet. I don’t even think the net here is wired at all, but someone tried to make it look like there’s a fiber line running to it. There were two decoy power lines from the windmill, and that’s on top of the bullshit wire running up to the pole and then just stopping, which flat-out insulted me. But like I said, I got it. There’s a legit line buried up to the windmills on the hill and another to the solar — one on the roof and another to the panel farm in the clearing. Then there’s the one that goes through the wall. Again, some decoys. But I pinched it off with the inverter and battery, Morgan. That generator in there doesn’t realize there’s no power coming in.” He stopped short of adding, Just like I fucking told you ten minutes ago, asshole. Morgan didn’t like that. Nobody called Morgan Matthews an asshole.
“So if the power is out, why isn’t this door open?” He tapped the big, complicated computer lock on the hatch at the back of the broom closet.
“It’s impossible to be sure without going inside, but it could be a few things. They may have a failsafe power supply inside that we can’t see. If I were designing a system, that’s how I’d have done it: put a self-contained, probably rechargeable short-term power source inside the walls that doesn’t rely on anything outside. So it’s possible they still have power, even with the generator off and the mains cut. Even so, there are still some obvious precautions I’d have taken even if there’s no power down there at all, and they’re knocking around in the dark.” 
“Like?” 
“A contained power source for the lock itself. A battery inside the mechanism.” 
“Can you unplug the battery?” 
“Not without getting inside.”
“What else?” 
“There’s plain old physical barriers to consider: deadbolts, lock bars — even something jammed behind the door.” 
“We can break through that kind of shit,” Morgan said. 
“Maybe.” Terrence rapped on the door. “But this? It’s a motherfucker. If we want to get inside, we’re going to need more than a lock pick.” 
Morgan eyed his all-purpose electrician, mechanic, and computer hacker. “I assume you’re up to the challenge.” 
Terrence crossed his arms and nodded. “I think so, but it’ll be tricky.” 
“Tell me what you have in mind,” said Morgan. 
So Terrence did.





Chapter Three
AT FIRST, Lila couldn’t see a thing.
She took a shallow breath, her heart beating like a tiny, frightened animal. Somewhere in the back of her mind, she wondered if she might be hyperventilating. Another part of her mind wanted to let it happen if she was. Passing out, with lights gone and danger real, might be a blessing. 
Panic’s fist gripped her heart and squeezed tight. She was in free fall, maybe trapped, unable to take it. 
Seconds ticked, excruciatingly slow, and for the first few moments Lila could barely get from one second to the next. 
It’s just a power outage, said her reasonable mind. You’ve spent three months trapped in this tiny box, pretending it isn’t a coffin. But it is, and even if Dad thought to hide the air intakes as well as Piper said he did, those intakes are still the only line you have to fresh breath. You’ve known that all along. What’s happened now is only bringing it front and center. 
Relax, Lila.
It’s just fear, with nothing at the root. 
You’re in the dark, not dead. 
But Lila didn’t believe it. 
As she stumbled in the dark, feeling Mom leave her side in an unmotherly (but very Heather-like) way, Lila imagined herself not in the bunker but in empty space. There were portals in the main room where sunlight reflected down from skylights, but none in the bedrooms. Besides, she was pretty sure it was after dark. There had to be some electronic light down here somewhere; her eyes simply hadn’t adjusted. 
Or not. 
Because as much as Lila’s rational mind had to say about sensible power failures and the safe dark in underground bunkers, a larger part thought she might be telling herself what she wanted to hear. 
Piper had told them all: there were redundancies on redundancies. 
The power shouldn’t go out. 
Thanks to the strange, flickering visions in her dreams, Lila knew what this really was. She knew what was actually happening — and it was more than a simple failure of electricity. 
Inside Lila’s mind, she saw the tall man in a long overcoat, his hair black, his nose cruel, his voice tinged with a slight accent, British or maybe Irish. A man whose very movements iced her blood the minute her internal vision displayed him, which it had been doing for weeks. 
Lila first thought the man in her mind was a paranoid nightmare: the ominous fellow outside like a boogeyman. It even made sense. She was a silly pregnant teenager. The apocalypse hadn’t changed that. She had too many hormones. Of course she was afraid, and of course she’d created a spook to give her fear something to focus on. 
But then she’d seen the man on the cameras, same as in her head. 
She’d known this would happen. Even now, she could hear five men’s voices arguing over the best way to seal their doom.
Cut the power. 
That won’t open the door, boss. 
Just cut it. Do as I say. 
Beside Lila, lying back on the bed with pillows stacked against the headboard, Heather had been laughing too hard at a Three’s Company rerun when the power had gone. Laughing if she were stir-crazy — the only reason her mother would laugh so hard at shows she’d seen hundreds of times, from well before she was born. The only reason she’d ignore the presence of the men outside, hip deep in a hole they’d dug against the foundation, twisting wires and readying clippers. 
“Mom?” Lila yelled into the darkness, her voice wavering. 
“Right here, Lila.” 
“Where?” Lila was halfway off the bed. She came the rest of the way and stubbed her toe on something unseen. Her outstretched hands met the closet door before she’d known it was remotely nearby, jamming her wrists and eliciting a cry. 
“I’m at the door. Stay on the bed.”
But Lila was forward in a second, grabbing at something that did, in fact, turn out to be her mother. 
“Dad has guns,” Lila said. “Where are the guns? Did you find them? Did Piper?” 
Heather laughed. 
“Where are they, Mom?!” 
No answer. Lila could imagine her mother’s insulting look. Then: “Yeah. That sounds like the voice of a person I’d trust with a gun in the dark.”
Propped on the bed, watching Jack Tripper stumble awkwardly through yet another misunderstanding with Mr. Roper, Lila had wanted to say something to her mom about what she felt increasingly certain was happening outside — what she’d seen in her dreams and could feel coming like a mass of cold air. But speaking up would only earn her mockery. 
Besides, Lila didn’t need her mother to tell her she was being ridiculous. It was possible she was just jumping at shadows, even as sure as she felt that her vision was true. They’d all been too long underground, and Lila was surely losing her mind like the rest of them. A pregnant girl with too much estrogen. Heather said as much when Lila had pointed out the man in the overcoat on the monitors days ago and called him frightening. Just another New-Age hippie dipshit, Heather had answered. But to Lila, he didn’t look New Age at all. 
And Lila knew he had a gun, even though she never saw it on the cameras. The gun’s presence had been whispered in her ear. It had been shown to her in dreams — where she’d seen it point blank, staring straight down its blue steel muzzle.
“Someone cut the power,” Lila said, panting. She felt like she was talking into a box of black velvet. For an insane moment, she was sure her missing mother wouldn’t reply because she’d vanished. Lila was alone, in a featureless void.
“It just went out,” Heather said. “A loose wire or something. It’s been flickering for days.”
“Mom, it’s not just—”
There was a yell from the other room: either Piper or Raj. Lila wasn’t sure, and not being able to tell was embarrassing. For Raj. He hadn’t been at his manliest lately. The screech came from the right side of the door as she left the bedroom (Lila thought). But she wasn’t sure. 
“Heather!” said a voice.
“I’m right here, Piper.” 
“Are you and Lila okay?” 
“We’re baking cookies. How about you? How’s the family?” Heather replied. 
Lila could hear her mother’s feet pacing closer, then away. They exited the bedroom and were now in the bunker’s central room, which they all thought of as the living room. After three months underground, Lila’s ears had attuned to the difference. The larger room held an echo despite the carpet and subtleties of design meant to soften sounds.
Lila still felt lost.
Where had Piper gone? Lila wished she’d reply to her mom’s stupid joke, just so she’d be audible. More words from the responsible one — the person who knew where the guns were and had proved she was willing to pull a trigger if needed.
But Piper said nothing. And still, Lila’s eyes hadn’t adjusted to the dark.
The living room wasn’t much brighter than the bedroom. But at least Lila could see shapes, if she focused. It might only have been thirty seconds since the power had gone out. Since it had been cut by the tall man and his group — at least five other men determined to get inside. Maybe exactly five. 
Someone shuffled across the far end of the room. Lila’s keyed-up mind imagined a giant insect trundling by unseen. A shiver ran through her. 
“Piper!” Lila yelled.
“Lila?” 
But it wasn’t Piper’s voice. Nearby, a shape in the gloom. A male voice: Raj. 
Lila wanted to feel comforted or rescued, but she found herself annoyed instead. Raj had never been particularly macho, but bunker living had turned him downright whiny. Right now, he sounded almost pleading. Like he wanted her to rescue him and tell him that everything would be fine rather than the other way around.
Lila’s voice came out sounding annoyed more than frightened. “I’m right here, Raj.” 
“Oh, good. I thought you were Trevor.” 
“I’m not.”
“Why did the lights go off?” 
Lila’s fear slid further into irritation — a welcome change. “How the hell should I know?” 
The room strobed in a series of bright flashes. Lila’s breath caught, her instinctive mind interpreting the flashes as an attack. Then she realized the silent flares were the flickering of emergency lights. There was one in each room, mounted near the ceiling. Their glow was bright white, unidirectional, harsh. Glare from the living room light cast everything into sharp-edged shadows and brightly flooded facets of light. The contrast was garish, but better than the dark. 
“Thank God,” Piper said. 
Lila looked over and saw her stepmother on the couch’s other side, near Trevor. She was happier to see Piper than she felt comfortable realizing. It was as if she expected Piper to save them all — or thought her dead, and a ghost in the dark. 
But she was there: real, corporeal, welcome. Piper was the only reluctant killer among them. The only one who’d proved she had what it took to defend the castle now that the man of the house had gone missing. 
“Piper,” said Lila, her earlier certainty returning. “Someone is trying to get in!” 
“It’s just an outage.”
Lila’s mind searched for a way to disprove her. Then she had it. “The cameras! Check the cameras!” 
“The power is out,” said Trevor. “Duh.”
Piper peeked around, fishing a flashlight from a drawer. She turned it on and speared the dark corners. 
“What are you looking for?” Heather asked. 
“The power is out,” said Piper.
“Wow. You really are good at this.” 
“It shouldn’t be out.” 
Heather cackled. “Another brilliant observation.” 
“She’s just trying to help,” Raj said. 
Heather cocked her head at Raj. “Don’t you have some homework to do?” 
“There’s a generator,” said Piper, still searching. “Why didn’t the generator come on?” 
“Whatever.” Heather gestured around the room. “We have light.” 
“For a while. But the batteries. What about the batteries?” 
“Check the junk drawer.” 
“Piper,” Lila said, “we need to check the cameras.” 
“Take a load off, Lila.” Heather gestured toward the couch. “You’re sounding awfully pregnant.” 
“Maybe we should check the cameras.” Raj looked furtively around, appearing almost as afraid as Lila felt, his brown eyes wide. His head ticked between Heather and Piper, unafraid of being mocked as long as they could all get back to abnormal bunker life. 
Lila, watching Piper search for an unknown something, wondered if she should go to Raj. But even more, she thought that maybe he should come to her instead of peeing his pants. 
“I don’t mean flashlight batteries,” Piper said. “I mean, I think there’s a battery backup for our power supply, for the whole bunker. I saw it in the books. It’s in with the generator. But … why hasn’t the generator kicked on?” 
“I can’t believe this happened. I can’t believe the power went out now.” Heather slouched onto the couch she’d just offered Lila. “Right in the middle of my favorite episode of Three’s Company.” 
“I wonder if I have to switch the batteries or the generator on manually,” Piper said to herself. “How would I do that?” 
“Hurry up,” said Heather, making herself comfortable. “If I don’t get my beans and rice, I’m reporting your ass to the manager.” 
Clicking noises filled the room. The overhead lights came on. 
“That’s the batteries, then.” Piper exhaled with relief, then listened. The room was quiet. “But still no generator.” She looked around. “We need to turn stuff off. Conserve the power, at least until morning.”  
“Who made you Mr. Fix It?” Heather said. 
“Mom …”
Trevor stopped as the sounds of drilling started above, at the bunker’s front door.





Chapter Four
TERRENCE STOPPED. The kitchen clamor abated by two thirds as he killed the big drill and set it aside, leaving only the portable generator humming outside. The last time Morgan had fired up the generator, the hippies around the home had come forward, thinking themselves invited to plug in their own appliances, possibly charging their dead (and surely useless) cell phones. That hadn’t gone well for the hippies, thanks to Morgan’s guns and Cameron’s fists. This time, they were all giving the engine a wide berth.  
Terrence swore. 
“What?” Morgan asked. 
“Just kicked on.” Terrence pointed at something in the complicated electronic lock on the broom closet’s rear door. 
“What did?” 
“Backup power. Like I figured.” He shook his head. “I don’t know whether to admire whoever built this place or hate them. Both, I guess.” 
“But you killed the generator. Cut it off.” 
Terrence looked up. “I kept it from kicking on automatically, but if the people in there know what they’re doing, they can get right back around that and run it manually. But I think we’d hear that, so it’s probably not the generator. Must be a battery backup, as I thought.” 
“You said you could drill through it.”
“I’m not talking about the lock’s backup. I’m talking about something more central. A contained power source.” 
“But temporary,” said Vincent, butting in.
Morgan turned. His hand went to the butt of his gun. Terrence and Vincent had already been together when Morgan had arrived, along with Cameron and the old man, Dan, who acted like Cameron’s father. Vincent was a big black man with giant arms who looked like a Marine. Terrence was slightly lighter and a lot leaner, but still strong. He looked like a specialist or an engineer — someone trained to fight like a Marine, with the brains for special-ops challenges like disarming bombs and opening doomsday bunker doors. Morgan didn’t like that the two were comfortable as a team and could clearly function without him.
“Enough time for them to grab their guns,” Terrence said to Vincent, who nodded. “And enough light for them to do it by.” 
Christopher came to the front of the group. “You don’t even know there’s anyone in there.” 
“They’re in there, all right,” said Terrence, now fussing with the lock, not looking back. 
“We should just drive the truck in here.” Christopher looked out at the lawn. “Smash it in.” 
Terrence snickered.
“What?” said Christopher, offended. “Your idea is so much better?” 
“First rule of plunder,” said Terrence. “Don’t destroy what you’re trying to plunder.” 
“We could hook a chain to the door. Pull it off its hinges.” 
“Those hinges?” said Vincent, pointing. 
Morgan looked. The door didn’t appear to have any hinges. For some reason this struck Cameron as funny, and he snickered. 
“What the fuck you been doing that’s so brilliant, then?” said Christopher, glaring at Cameron. 
“I’m just yelling and being an asshole. That’s my contribution.” Cameron looked around the group then back at Christopher. “Oh, no, wait. That’s yours.” 
Christopher surged forward. Vincent stopped him before he could reach Cameron, who smiled while chewing his toothpick. 
Morgan turned back to Terrence.
“Can you still get in?”
“I told you the power would probably come back on. It just makes things a little trickier. Did you see that little light—” he pointed at the lock, “—right there come on a minute ago?” 
“No,” Morgan said. 
Terrence looked behind Cameron, where Dan was standing quietly. The man really did look like Cameron’s father — not in his features but in his behavior. He had curly, going-gray hair where Cameron’s was straight and brown. He was broad where Cameron was thin and wiry. But he was always right by the kid when they were in a group, like a burly protector. 
“Dan. You hear a clank earlier? When we were around the other side?” 
“Hard to hear over the drill.”
“The tolerances on this door are almost perfect, but I know I saw pistons top and bottom before when peeking around its edge.” Terrence slapped the door then pointed a thin flashlight into the gap. “They’re engaged now, but they weren’t when I started drilling. I should be able to manually disable the lock in the door, but as long as those pistons are in place, our options are limited. I can’t get a saw through that gap even if I could cut through those things, which I doubt.” He pointed at the door’s bottom then at the doorframe above. “Best I can tell, there are redundant locks top and bottom, probably slid into place by a solenoid. When backup power is on, they’re engaged. But when it’s off, they open.” 
“Why?” said Morgan. 
Terrence shrugged, pushing his poufy black hair into place above his ear. “Something goes wrong inside the bunker in an emergency, backup-power situation, last thing you want are hard-to-access locks barring your escape. This lock here—” he tapped where he’d been drilling, “—stays engaged regardless, and they may even have something simple inside if they want extra protection, like big manual deadbolts. So the place stays secure. But if the power goes out and stays out, there are bigger problems than the door. Air, for example.” 
“There must be vents.” 
“Sure. But nothing to push air through them.” He shrugged again. “I’m sure there’s a workaround. Maybe someone can ride a stationary bike in there to spin a fan; I don’t know. All that matters right now is that as long as they have backup electricity in there, there’s no way I’m getting this open. That’s where part two of the plan comes in.” 
“So now what?” Morgan asked
“I keep drilling. Take out the main lock, if I can. But as to the rest … ?” He trailed off.
“How long?” 
“Maybe half an hour. If I can get through it at all. I’ve never seen a lock like this.”
Morgan nodded and turned to Vincent. 
“Head around to the side of the house, and get started,” he said. 
Then he looked at Terrence, who’d again lifted the drill and pressed it against his in-progress hole in the door’s metal. 
“Is this going to work, Terrence?” he asked before the drill reclaimed its cacophony. “Or are we just wasting a lot of time?” 
Terrence nodded. “Oh, it’ll work. If there really are people behind this door, we might be about to kill them all … but we’ll get in, all right.”





Chapter Five
PIPER RAN to the control room to check the cameras. The sounds of drilling coming from above were unmistakable. 
“What’s going on up there?” Raj yelled. 
“Shut your curry hole,” Heather shouted back. 
“I just want to know—” 
Heather caught Piper before she reached the control room, stopping her, even though it was the least sensible thing she could possibly do. “Are the cameras going to still work with the power … you know … retarded?” 
“I don’t know.” 
“We have to see what’s going on! If there are people trying to get in up there, will they—” 
“I don’t know, Heather!” 
Resentment washed over Piper in a wave. She shook Heather’s hand off and marched into the small control room with the others behind her. She felt like a prisoner who’s been put in charge of a prison then blamed by the other inmates for everyone’s confinement. But she hadn’t built this bunker. She hadn’t known the ships were coming as Meyer somehow had. This was her prison, same as theirs.
She calmed herself and thought: What would Meyer do?
If Meyer were here, he’d probably laugh at the fact that anyone was trying to break in. What were they, stupid? The bunker was a fortress. 
Piper had peeked into the terrifying armory Meyer had left in their care. She wouldn’t touch the automatic weapons or boxes of what she feared were grenades and other explosives — a likely reason the armory’s door was as thick as a bank vault’s. Just being in the room scared her silly. But there were handguns in there, too — plain old automatics and the requisite ammo. Even if their assailants did somehow get in, they’d be able to use those weapons just fine. 
Relax. Meyer thought of this. Just because someone is trying to get in doesn’t mean they’ll succeed. 
Piper thought of the manuals. How far did Meyer’s paranoia extend? If he’d procured assault rifles, gas masks, and God knew what else, had he built a perimeter defense system of some sort? That’s what smart guys always did in the movies. Maybe Piper could flip a switch and electrocute whoever was tap-tap-tapping at their door. Maybe she could release a poison gas topside. Maybe she could blow the surface to rubble, leaving only the impenetrable bunker in a smoking crater. 
But those thoughts were ridiculous. Flights of fancy. Inventions that only delayed the inevitable. 
You’re in charge here, Piper. It’s all you, girl. You didn’t ask for the crown, but Meyer left it on the nightstand when he abandoned you. 
“Look,” said Piper, sitting, turning back to Heather as the drilling continued above. “The lights are on. So—” She jabbed a button, and the screens coughed back to life. “There. See? It’s all fine.” 
“So, whatever was wrong with the power is fixed?” 
Piper could tell by the lights that nothing was fixed. Too few had come back on, and those that had were far too dim. The whole place was in power-saving mode because their mains were cut and they were on borrowed time. 
“I doubt it.” 
“The generator,” said Raj. “You said there was a generator.”
“Do you hear a generator?” Trevor said.
Raj looked back at Trevor, but Piper only saw the boys measuring their dicks from the corner of her eye. “I think we’re on battery power. Enough to run what we want, but …” Piper trailed off. She wasn’t an engineer, but it didn’t take an engineer to know that the more power they used, the shorter their stores would last. She should tell Heather to run around and kill the lights and anything not strictly necessary, but her breath was stolen by the picture that had flickered to life in one corner of the main security monitor. 
“But what?” Heather prompted, urging Piper to go on.
“Shh!” 
Piper’s blood had gone cold. She’d guessed at what they’d find on the monitors, but seeing it was something else entirely. The camera displaying the image was in the kitchen, probably above the island at its center. The view showed the closet alcove near its right edge. Six people clustered around the bunker’s front door, a man with a large corded drill as their centerpiece.
She reached for the screen, pulled the image forward, spread her fingers to magnify it. 
“They’ve got a generator.” Lila pointed at a cord running away from the drill. She knew from past nights that the cameras were able to see in absolute darkness, but right now they didn’t need to. There were several high-powered lanterns at the screen’s corner aimed into the alcove, plus what looked like a shop light clipped on a rack inside the huddle of men, pointing down. 
“Oh, sure,” said Heather. “They have a generator.” 
Lila ignored her. The group seemed so equipped and prepared. They didn’t strike her as mindless UFO nuts who’d decided to riot and storm the castle while waiting for their ride to the stars. They looked like professional burglars: the kind of people who pull bank heists and high-stakes capers. The kind of people who might have figured a way through Meyer’s defenses, or were in the process of doing so. 
Piper peered at the screen and felt a shiver. She pinched the image back down to size, let it drift to where the software wanted to place it as a thumbnail in the gallery, then turned. Eight eyes watched her. 
“What do you think?” said Heather. 
“About what?” 
“Can they get in?” 
“I don’t know, Heather.” 
“But you looked at the video. Is there another angle? Is there a camera in the closet?” 
“I don’t know.” 
“How thick is that door?” said Raj. 
“I don’t know, Raj. Why would I know that?” 
“Why are they drilling? Why aren’t they just bashing it in?” 
“I don’t—”
“Do they know we’re in here?” 
“Hell if I—”
“Is it going to be okay? Can they get in?” Lila’s hands found Piper’s arm. She didn’t know whether to be more perturbed or touched. It didn’t matter. Lila’s terrified affection was useless information, same as the rest. 
 “Lila—” she began.
“But there’s a computer on the door, right?” said Heather. “With a really hard code or a scanner or something?” 
“Computers don’t stop drills,” Raj chided. 
“Shut up, Princess,” Heather said. 
“Oh, that’s helpful. That will protect us.” 
Trevor turned to Raj. “My dad wouldn’t build a place like this and then just let people kick in the door.” Then, to Piper, he added, “Right?” 
“I don’t know.” 
“But the door. The door will hold.” 
“She said it would,” Lila told her brother. 
“No, she didn’t.” 
“Earlier! You weren’t around, Trevor.” 
“That doesn’t mean that—”
Piper stood quickly enough to kick the wheeled chair back into Raj’s shins. He yelped. She held up a hand. 
“Look,” she said, “either they’ll get in, or they won’t. But we—”
Trevor lost a helpless little inhale, his bravado gone. Piper grabbed his shoulder. 
“Dammit, Trevor! Don’t lose your shit on me! You’re the man of the house now, so act like it!” She shook him until his eyes cleared. 
“Hey, I’m two years older than—” Raj began.
“Shut up, Princess,” Heather repeated. 
 Piper began again, locking eyes with each of them. She didn’t have time to play nice or coddle them. They wanted a leader? Fine. They wanted to be helpless sheep and put all the burden on her shoulders? Fine. But she’d be damned if she’d tuck them in and sing them a lullaby. 
“Either they’ll get in, or they won’t,” she repeated, speaking slowly. “But if they get in, we need to be prepared.” 
“The guns.” Lila looked at her mother, vindicated. 
“You’re not touching a gun, Lila.” 
“What did you do, with Dad’s gun, Mom? You never did tell us how you got out of Las Vegas.” 
“I said enough.” 
“Guns,” said Lila, nodding to herself. “Okay.” She seemed to force a breath. The idea of holding cold steel was apparently comforting. 
“I’m not letting you use a gun, Delilah Dempsey.” 
“I’m taking one, Mom!” 
“No, you’re not!” 
There was a clanking sound from above. The drill stopped as something heavy struck the floor in the home’s kitchen. Then the drill resumed. 
Lila stared at Heather, her features firm. “They have guns, Mom.” 
“You don’t know that.” 
“Then I guess they just came to say hi? And all they have with them are gift baskets?”
“You don’t have any goddamned idea what’s really going on, Lila! Shooting first and asking questions later is the kind of thing that—”
“That saves your ass in Las Vegas?” She pointed a finger toward Piper, and Piper felt the jab as if it had struck an open wound. “That saves all of our asses, as long as someone is willing to step up and not be a pussy?”
“Watch your mouth, Delilah,” Heather said. 
“This from the Obscene Queen? How’s that mouth that made you famous, Mom?” 
“Look,” Raj said, interrupting.
Lila stopped. Turned. Looked where Raj was pointing. Piper followed the same finger. Raj had pulled up some sort of diagnostic panel while Lila had been sparring with her mother. Piper saw a readout of some sort: white text on a black screen.
“It says, ‘secondary locks engaged,’” Lila read. 
“We can read,” said Heather, eyeing her daughter before turning to the screen. 
A rocket went off in Piper’s mind. It felt like salvation. 
“Yes!” she said. “I remember! If someone tries to force the door, it locks with these giant deadbolts! There’s no way to get at them from the outside! There’s no way in! There’s no way to—”
The drill ceased, surprising Piper into quiet. A new noise grew in the silence. Faint. Like the dragging of metal on metal. 
Trevor’s head cocked. He stood and left the control room. 
Lila threw a final glance at her mother and followed. Piper brought up the rear, leaving Raj behind. In the corner of Piper’s eye as she turned, Raj returned to the camera screens, flicking idly, wasting power. 
Trevor crossed the large living room, his head still cocked, following the sound toward an interior door opposite the control room, mostly hidden from all but the kitchen side. Now that the drill had either finished or surrendered, the room seemed strangely quiet. The new dragging noise was comparatively loud. 
“What is that?” Lila asked. 
“Shh,” Trevor answered, cocking his head, triangulating. 
The noise had become brisk, in an on-off-on pattern, over and over. It wasn’t constant. It had the rhythm of someone sweeping a floor or moving a broom back and forth. Leaving a pause at the end of each stroke. 
Trevor reached the door. It looked like any interior door, but it had subtle rubber seals along all of its edges. It was heavier and thicker, the hinges larger, the kind of door intended to keep something out. The kind of door that means serious business.
“It’s the generator,” said Heather. 
“It’s not the generator,” Trevor answered. 
Raj’s voice came from the control room. “Guys?” 
Trevor ignored him. He put his hand on the doorknob and pushed. The generator was in the utility room’s center, squatting on the bare concrete floor. Behind it to one side was the backup array: shelf after shelf of what looked like ordinary car batteries strung together with wires. 
The metallic dragging stopped. There was a pinging sound, then more rattling, this time less metallic. A gurgling sound followed, echoing in the space.
Raj again: “Guys!”
Lila turned suddenly white. She grabbed her brother’s wrist.
“Close the door, Trevor.” 
“Is something dripping?” Trevor was looking at a small pool of liquid beneath the exhaust pipe’s ninety-degree bend. He leaned forward, sniffing. A harsh smell assaulted Piper’s nostrils. 
“Close it, Trevor. Close the door.”
Piper looked at Lila, then at the puddle. Her mind found a match for the earlier sounds — the ones that had come after the drill’s riot had ceased. 
A back-and-forth metallic dragging, like a saw. 
The gurgling, and now a forming puddle of gasoline. 
All at once, Piper understood. 
She shouldered Trevor aside. Slammed the door. Raj came sprinting from the control room, his dark skin blushed and eyes wide.
“There’s another guy by the side of the house!” he stammered. “In a little hole they dug by the foundation! And I think he’s—”
Raj’s report was severed by the soft fwump of fire, followed by an explosion.





Chapter Six
HEATHER, behind her children, shouldered her way forward, obeying an impulse she didn’t entirely understand. But a place deep within her did. Something was about to happen. 
She’d seen it in a dream. 
She’s walking with Meyer. Somewhere ancient, somewhere uniquely shamanistic. It’s a thing Heather has no interest in, and Meyer normally wouldn’t either. But she’s with him, even now, after he’s vanished, because this place — this place of dream walking — is timeless. And Meyer says … 
But he doesn’t say it, because they’re in another place now, a dark place. A sleepy hum buzzes like high-tension wires. The air smells like ozone. Meyer is here too, oblivious to where they just were and what he almost said. Now feels like a second chance. But the space is too small, like a concrete cell. Meyer has his hand on some sort of an engine, and inside what seems to be a steel box is more fuel for the engine. Meyer looks at it and says, “I put it in a fireproof box in case it spills. Because fire would use all our oxygen.” 
In the dream, Heather wants to ask Meyer where he went after he vanished. Where he’s been. If he’s alive and safe. Meyer smiles and laughs — laughs and smiles being more natural to Meyer in here, in dreams. 
“It’s you we have to worry about,” he says.  
But the dream never finishes. The fire begins even inside the dream as it begins to peel back into real things. She watches him burn, and … 
The second explosive clap hurled Heather back to reality, blinking, catching sight of Lila beside her. She felt divided, her mind in two places at once. Heather hadn’t merely been daydreaming. It was something else.
Something is about to happen. You’ve seen this in a dream. 
The heavy door kept whatever had blown inside the room, but the seals around it were already melting. The edges bubbled with heat. Then she saw nothing because— 
And now the power goes out. 
— because at that moment lights died as fire consumed the backup power source inside the room, melting the wires, perhaps cracking the batteries. Soon the door itself would give way. Heather knew it would happen. She’d seen it. And Meyer had explained it — not with words, but with some sort of mind-speak in her persistent dreams:
They built the door to withstand force, Heather — even fire. But the man outside, he dropped a cherry bomb down the pipe. Then the fire has all the oxygen it needs to burn, flowing from the outside like a supply line.
And oxygen — 
And fire — 
Heather pushed against the two soft lumps she found behind her in the dark, her children, driving them across the room, shoving their protesting forms into what she suspected was the corner behind the couch. It was impossible to be sure where they were or even that she was shepherding Trevor and Lila instead of Piper and Raj. Then she heard voices, and the first of the emergency lights ticked back on. The room became a carnival of hard, contrasting edges: the light’s bright-white knife lines of black shadow. She saw her children below her, could sense Piper somewhere behind, maybe above. 
“Mom …” 
“Fire, Lila. It’s burning.” 
“Mom!” 
Heather rolled and looked over her shoulder to where her daughter was staring with terrified eyes. There was a monster crawling along the ceiling, its body made of churning, boiling black smoke. 
“Gas masks! Piper! You said there are gas masks!” 
“Will gas masks help with smoke?” 
“Stay on the floor, Trevor. We’re in some serious shit right now.” 
Heather bounded up, knowing she’d displayed terrible bedside manner but not remotely caring. The generator room door had buckled and was spilling smoke around its edges. It had been built to keep the machinery in and the people safely out. It was meant to withstand some sort of internal failure — maybe even a fire that could kill their last power supply. But it should only need to hold for a few scorching minutes because nobody — not even Meyer — had anticipated this. But Heather knew from her dreams.
They’d cut the generator’s exhaust pipe with a hacksaw. 
They’d stuck a funnel in its top, then filled it with gas. 
There had been an old but effective firecracker. 
And a match. 
With the ruptured exhaust pipe feeding from outside, the fire had plenty of what it needed to burn.
Fuel. 
Oxygen.
Meyer, his voice as clear as if he was standing beside her: I put the gasoline in a fireproof box in case it spills. Because fire would use all our oxygen.
But he hadn’t fireproofed the gas poured through a funnel, through the cut-off pipe — a new air source opened wide with a cherry bomb.
Fire would use all our oxygen. 
The door wouldn’t last forever. And although there was oxygen in the generator room, there was much more in the bunker. And with the electricity dead, fans wouldn’t do the job of bringing new air in, or clearing out the smoke. 
Something hit Heather in the chest: three gas masks, one for each. The person above her, who’d thrown the masks, was already wearing one. Raj, wearing it like a nightmare. 
But the things were merely masks without tanks. How would these help them breathe? 
Heather had no idea. Meyer had babbled on and on about his survivalist bullshit, and that’s exactly how Heather had taken it when they’d lain on warm sheets in post-coital haze: as bullshit. Did you have to turn a gas mask on? Did it somehow feed you air? Or did it clean the air? Heather had no idea.
She only knew her heart was hammering like a drum. And that the bunker, which had always felt plenty large, suddenly felt much too small. 
They would suffocate and die. 
Raj handed her something else. This he didn’t throw. A blue steel handgun. He held one of his own in his other hand. 
“Guns? Now?” 
“Put those masks on!” 
Did Raj know something she didn’t? Heather had been making merciless fun of her daughter’s baby-daddy the entire time they’d been shut in together. He pouted, he complained, he fiddled with that stupid fucking watch. The phones had been out for six weeks. Did he really think he could reach home on his secret agent wrist communicator?
But here he was now, crouched while she was prone, masked while she was bare-faced, armed while she tried to refuse the weapon. Maybe he’d be breathing after she’d choked and died. Or maybe he was clueless and had only ensured that he’d die looking like an idiot. 
A gushing sound came from the mostly closed generator room. 
The sprinklers had kicked on. Was that even a good idea? Couldn’t fire burn on top of water? It’s not like the room was filled with wood. There should really be—
The halon system, Heather. When it happens — when the fire breaks out — the halon system will do the job faster than the sprinklers.
Piper ran past. She was keeping low; black gasoline smoke was filling the upside-down pool of the ceiling from the top down. The air felt heavy and hot. The living room sprinklers would go off soon too, once it was hot enough to melt the wax plugs. If they went off too early, as a false alarm, everything would be ruined. It’s not like they could run to Walmart for more supplies, which was why Meyer had installed the— 
Halons
—the halon system in the first place. Halons, not water sprinklers. But it had to be manually activated. Pulled like a school fire alarm. The switch to activate them, he’d shown her, was accessible in three places: the foot of the stairs, the master bedroom, and— 
“Hang on!” Piper yelled. She was headed for the— 
—the control room, where she could pull the red lever and smother the fire, disrupting combustion at the molecular level without suffocating them. It was the perfect fire suppression system. It had to be activated manually because the system’s designers assumed a fire bad enough to warrant full-home suppression was the kind you’d want to run from, particularly if you were trapped in an underground bunker, and hence you’d— 
“When it happens,” Meyer had told her in her seemingly prescient dream, “use the sprinklers and the extinguishers on the walls, but don’t touch the—”
Heather bolted to her feet, making her children's still-unmasked, prone bodies jump in surprise below her. 
“Piper, don’t activate the—!” Heather began. 
But she was too late. The air filled with hissing halon gas. The crackling fire sounds in the generator room abated. 
And then from above — from the door at the top of the stairs — something clanked as the secondary locks disengaged, leaving only the drilled-through primary locks between their bunker and the outside. 
The sound of a door slamming open. 
Rushing feet on metal stairs. 
Heather gripped her gun, suddenly glad for its cold comfort.





Chapter Seven
TREVOR GLANCED at the gas mask in his lap, completely ignoring it. He turned to Lila, who looked absolutely terrified. He felt it was his responsibility to worry about her (she was his sister, after all), but right now he needed to take action. He’d been useless and stir-crazy so far, but shit was hitting the fan. He finally had a chance to prove he was the man his father had been — and still was, somewhere. 
Trevor stood and plucked the pistol from his mother’s shaking hands. 
“Hey!” 
“I got it, Mom.” 
“Give me—!” 
Everything was happening too fast. His mother was in plain sight, an ideal target for the men whose boots were now tromping down the spiral staircase. Trevor blocked her body with his. She protested again, but he’d be damned if he’d lie down and cry. People were breaking into their home? He’d live or die on his feet. 
Piper, disoriented, peeked out of the control room. She’d gone in to activate the fire extinguishers. Suddenly, the place was under siege, and Piper didn’t seem to be following whatever had happened. Her huge blue eyes were wide with shock. She was unarmed, as big a target as his mother. 
“Get back in there!” Trevor shouted. 
Piper retreated, thankfully obeying. 
Maybe ten seconds had passed. Trevor had felt the world’s shortest burst of adrenaline. He still felt keyed up and ready to kick ass, but realized now just how far his heart had climbed into his throat. His breath was quick and too shallow; he felt as if the fire had done its job and robbed the room of air. He couldn’t focus. He could barely see Raj across the room, wearing that stupid fucking gas mask, holding a gun with the safety clearly still on. 
“Raj!” 
Feet rushed down the stairs. Trevor raised his weapon and, realizing the safety gaffe himself, flicked a small lever on the gun’s side. A red dot appeared beneath the lever, and Trevor remembered something his father had taught him: Red means dead. 
He ducked, realizing too late that despite being low he was still entirely exposed to the boots now halfway down the staircase. His only chance was to get the first shot and take them by surprise. A bullet through the ankle of the lead man would do plenty. One would be hobbled, and the others would tumble down over him, making for a mix of target practice and Twister. 
He raised the gun and sighted. Tried and failed to calm his breath. Blinked. And fired. 
The bullet struck the concrete ceiling a full six feet from the staircase. Dust sifted down. 
“Gun!” yelled one of the intruders. 
“Vincent, get your ass down there!” another shouted.
Trevor swallowed, feeling his large, shocked eyes unable to close. He looked at the gun in his hands, confused by its betrayal. He didn’t have to cock it to fire again, did he? No, the slide ejected the empty and chambered a new round, cocking the pistol at the same time. His father had taught him that, too.
He raised the weapon again, but one of the men on the stairs ducked low and bared his own firearm first. The shooter’s black, muscle-covered arms were as steady as granite. A half-second beat, then the man fired. 
For a second, Trevor thought he might be dead, but the man had merely shot out the emergency light across the room and plunged them in shadow.
Light spilled from the other rooms, but the main area had become a confused gray. Trevor wanted to run, but his feet — like his gun — betrayed him. The men came forward, rushing with a sureness Trevor had to envy, spreading in a precision assault, each barely seen shadow seeming to know exactly where to go. They ran from room to room, and more lights went out. At one point, Trevor felt the gun plucked from his hand, his body unceremoniously cuffed to the ground.
“Clear!” one of the men shouted. 
“Clear!” another echoed. 
“Clear!” 
The room quieted. Trevor didn’t dare move. He was under the distinct impression that although he could see little, the invaders could see everything.
Night vision goggles, his mind told him. 
But who wore night vision goggles? Who brought generators and powered drills to an apocalypse bunker, scavenging for scraps? 
Military maybe? A special-ops team gone rogue?
It was as if the group had come here specifically to take the bunker. As if they’d known exactly what would be required … and, curiously, how to take over without killing a soul. Not a shot had been fired after the first man, squatting low, had killed the lights. 
A new set of footsteps paced casually down from above then moved to the middle of the now-quiet room.
“Get a light.”
The voice chilled Trevor’s spine. The newcomer who’d said those words spoke like someone giving a lecture, not someone who’d spent less than a minute masterminding a flawless raid. The man had a slight accent, but rather than it making him sound distinguished to Trevor’s ears, it made him sound somehow broken. 
A lantern lit. Trevor recognized it as the one Piper kept in the middle of the coffee table “just in case.” The glow was weak for the large room, but enough for Trevor to see the raiders. 
There were six of them. The man who’d spoken last was in the center, wearing a black overcoat, newly arrived only after the dirty shooting work had been completed. Trevor watched all six men remove night vision goggles, his heart pounding. His eyes caught Lila, with their mother, to one side, staring at the lead man in abject horror. As if she recognized him and sensed something horrible seconds away.
“Well then,” the tall man said. “What a fine little place you have here.” 
The man was roughly in the room’s center, a few feet from the lantern. His proximity to the only light source threw a huge shadow opposite, across Raj, who’d been knocked to the ground, guarded by a thick-looking man with curly hair and bad skin. Heather and Lila were clasping each other nearby. 
Piper was still at the control room door, but now her arm was held fast by the big black man who’d shot out the lights. She looked frail and beautiful, out of place amid this violence. She looked at Trevor, seeming suddenly helpless. All the strength she’d gained over the past months had vanished in an instant, stolen by this band of marauders. 
Trevor gave Piper a blinking nod that he hoped seemed reassuring. He looked around at the others, seeing how completely and easily they’d taken the bunker. The man above Raj was holding Raj’s gun. The others trained handguns around the room — casually, as if they thought their prisoners offered no threat. 
“What do you want?” Trevor tried to puff himself up despite his position on the floor. 
The man looked down, surprised. Piper was tossing Trevor glances with a clear meaning: Shut up, and play dead. 
But Trevor had shut up and played dead enough. He’d let his father save them from the bad men who’d occupied the house when they’d arrived. He’d got himself nabbed by Garth and had to be rescued by Piper of all people — the woman he had regular daydreams and normal dreams about saving. He’d spent many hours over the past months thinking about Piper. They were flights of fancy he’d never act upon, but the facts were clear: her man was gone, she was lonely and sad, and there was only one unencumbered male left in their corner of the world. 
“I should think what I want would be obvious,” said the tall man, his slight accent unplaceable. He paced, looking into each of the bunker’s rooms. “Not a bad place to hide, is it? And anyone who’d build such a place, we’d guessed, would have plenty of goodies to share.” He reached the armory’s open door and peered inside. He turned back and spoke again, sounding genuinely shocked. “Many goodies.”
“This place is ours,” Trevor said. 
The tall man jerked his head at the man above Trevor. “Allow him to stand.” Then, to Trevor: “What’s your name, son?” 
“Trevor.” 
“I’m Morgan.” He smiled then pointed around at the others as if they were at a tea party. “This is Dan, Vincent, and Christopher. Terrence is the other, around here somewhere. Were you the one who shot at us, coming in?” 
Trevor swallowed. Morgan’s full attention was like being X-rayed. He nodded, trying to hide his nervousness. 
Morgan nodded back. He looked at Raj, still on the floor, not trying to stand tall. “I guess it wasn’t this one, eh?” He looked at Piper and smiled in a way that Trevor definitely didn’t like. “And not that one either, though that would have been … interesting.” He turned back to Trevor, reached into the small of his back, and pulled out a semiautomatic pistol. To Trevor, it looked like a cop’s.
“Then if you are the man in charge, I have a question for you: In my shoes, what would you do with a young man who declared himself in charge — and tried, even, to kill your team?” 
The man watched Trevor. His gaze was intense, his eyes a haunting shade of green. 
“I don’t know,” Trevor said. 
Morgan smirked. “Indecision is the worst trait a leader can have.” Then he leaned in and whispered, “You must always cut off a group’s head if you want the body to follow.” 
Trevor thought to ask what that meant, but before he could Morgan rolled the gun in his grip, turning the butt to face Trevor. 
Morgan struck him very hard. Trevor thought he felt something shift and break in his nose, but there was no time to think before consciousness was gone and his unprotesting body fell to the floor.





Chapter Eight
MORGAN WATCHED THE BOY COLLAPSE. Then he let the two women — one older and one younger, both pretty — go to him. Once they had gone, four eyes glared up as Morgan slipped the gun back into his belt. He looked away from their stares, uncaring.
Lights flicked on overhead. Morgan blinked up, pleased with Terrence’s timing. 
“Let me explain how this will work,” he said, looking around at the group. “This is my home now. It seems you can accommodate guests, given all your space and supplies. We had a rough time getting in, so I feel we’ve earned our welcome. But we have a problem.” 
The younger of the women — the one with brown hair — stood from her crouch and came toward Morgan.
“You win,” she said. “Just let us go.” 
“Well, that’s the problem. For one, the kind part of me doesn’t want you to go out there, for your own good. The lawn is full of hippie campers who will drag you into sing-alongs. Beyond that, there are alien ships in the skies. Not here now, but there’s no way of knowing when they’ll return.” 
“‘Return’?” said the woman. 
“You don’t know?” Morgan laughed. “You’ve been visited. I’ve heard many stories. That’s the reason these people are here: ships have come, and they want to be taken along for the next joyride if they ever come again.” 
The women exchanged looks. Not far away, the teenage girl — possibly the daughter of the other; they looked alike — stared at Morgan with the breed of terrified awe that always made him feel happy to see. 
“But if I just toss you out,” Morgan went on, “those ships might come back. They might take more of you.” 
The woman blinked. After a moment, she hesitantly asked, “What do you mean, more of us?” 
Morgan looked at Cameron. 
“She doesn’t know,” Cameron said. 
Morgan studied the woman. “You must know. Who was he? Your father?” 
“Who was who?” She looked baffled. 
They couldn’t be this clueless; they must know that one of their own had been taken.
“The man who was taken.” 
She swallowed. “He’s my husband.” 
“Him? With you?” Morgan laughed. The hippies outside had shown them pictures when they’d still been pretending to be friendly, and the abducted man had been much older than this exotic flower. He sighed. “Well, it is what it is.”
“What’s his name?” the woman asked. “The man you’re talking about?” 
Morgan looked at Cameron. He didn’t remember. Cameron knew a lot about the abducted, being a stone’s throw from a UFO freak himself. Morgan didn’t care. There had been a crowd here, and crowds meant opportunity. They’d learned of the bunker, and from that point on their needs had become clear. Beyond that, he could care less whose property they’d just seized or what had become of him.
Cameron’s eyes ticked up. Was he nervous? The situation was under control. Morgan turned to see Christopher behind him, but the boy had no answers either. 
“Meyer Dempsey,” Cameron said. “The Meyer Dempsey.” 
The dark-haired woman stood. “Do you know who I am?” 
Cameron paused then nodded when Morgan’s eyes gave him a go-ahead. What did Morgan care? Cameron and Dan had studied this place, but guns and drills were all the research Morgan really needed. 
“You’re Heather Hawthorne.”
“How do you know me?” 
“Everyone knows you.” 
The brown-haired woman spoke up again, looking at Cameron. “What makes you say Meyer was taken? It wasn’t on the news that we saw. Or the Internet, before ours went out. So how—?” 
“Word gets around.” Cameron’s eyes flicked to Morgan then again to Christopher. Why did he seem so nervous? Nobody here cared how Cameron had come upon his information. They were much more frightened about being killed. Justifiably so, Morgan thought.
“But your fame does raise a problem,” Morgan said. “Because people do know you. A few of you anyway. We kick you into the crowd, they might go to you even if you’re good little boys and girls—” Morgan looked around the group, “And say nothing to them about us and what happened here after our drill went silent and we vanished into a closet.” 
He looked up at the sound of Terrence descending the stairs. 
“This fellow—” he pointed at Terrence, speaking to the woman, “—can lock us back in. I’m not worried about others trying to get inside. They left us alone while we were up there, and they’ll definitely leave us alone down here. And, as I said, that’s assuming they know what we did or where we went. They may think we were just breaking into a safe — an impression we intend to drive home later, when we walk out in plain sight hauling goods … then sneak back after dark. With luck, we’ll be able to hide down here as you have, mostly unseen, no matter how many new pilgrims follow the stars or the spiritual energy or whatever and tromp all over our new lawn above.” 
He nodded toward the young woman, annoyed that Cameron hadn’t provided her name. 
“But you, Mrs. Dempsey,” he said, compromising. “And you, Ms. Hawthorne. You might tell on us. And worse — because you are known and maybe even famous, certain authorities might listen if you show up and start talking.” 
Heather shook her head. “We won’t tell anyone you’re here.” 
Morgan shrugged, resettling his overcoat. This had always been the most unpleasant part of this endeavor. You could take something easily. You could even — if you had trained men like Vincent and Dan — take what you wanted without making a mess or unnecessary noise. But it was harder to settle in and play house with what you’d taken without trimming loose ends. 
“I’ll be honest with you,” he said. “You’re too big a liability to let go.” 
The younger woman shifted nervously, seeming to weigh her chances. Morgan was struck by her beauty. She had poise beyond her years — some haunting shadow that lurked behind her eyes. Something that gave her edges where a simpler woman would have none. She looked almost wild enough to try something rash, but the other men still had their guns ready, the two boys were clearly still out of commission, and the famous woman and her probable daughter looked too frightened to even think. But not this woman. 
“Let the others go,” she said. 
Morgan blinked. “Maybe you didn’t hear me.” 
“I heard you fine.” She swallowed then looked around at the others. “These three are just kids. Heather, she’s …” She looked at Heather, who said nothing. “Well, the kids need her. Especially Lila.” The woman pointed at the teen girl, and Morgan thought she might be trying to humanize her in his eyes — to give her a name and a personality so she’d be harder to think of as chattel. That kind of thing didn’t work on Morgan Matthews, but he admired her trying. 
“And who are you, other than this man’s wife?” 
“Piper. Piper Dempsey.” Then she went on. “Lila is pregnant. Just three months along. She’s going to have to have a baby six months from now, when who knows what might be happening. That’s Raj, her boyfriend. Her baby’s father.” 
Morgan watched Piper Dempsey’s big, blue liquid eyes. 
“But me?” She seemed to blink back fear. “I can stay if you need insurance.”
Morgan shook his head. “No deal.”
“The others won’t say anything to get you in trouble. Not if I’m here.” She looked at Heather again, but instead of protesting, the older woman held the girl to her chest. Whether she was being practical or a coward, Morgan couldn’t decide. 
“You’re a liability,” Morgan told her.
Piper looked at the boy, finally sitting up, his face painted in blood. He wiped it away. His eyes were hard as he listened to their sordid negotiation, but he didn’t seem quite dumb enough to try anything. 
“Maybe I’m not a liability.” She came forward and, seeming to summon intense will, reached up to straighten Morgan’s lapel. “Maybe, if you let them go, I can make it worth your while.” 
Morgan watched Piper’s big, blue eyes. She was gorgeous but not soft. Hard and determined. Fiercer, perhaps, than she herself realized. She might intend to honor her words. But she also might take it upon herself, if he agreed, to do something rash and deadly. 
He watched her, weighing his options. 
If she stayed, there would be seven people in their group: himself, five other men, and this woman. He was willing to share, but they’d have to keep her restrained like an animal. It was fine; the alternative was death. But whenever she was out, they’d need to watch themselves. Watch their guns. Watch their backs. She might try anything. 
But it could work. Maybe.
He’d already planned to thin their numbers anyway. Vincent clearly had to go. Maybe Dan, too. Accidents could be arranged. Duly trimmed, after things eventually got messy topside, their little group would be well positioned. Oh, yes. He who owns the guns owns the land. He who owns the land controls the people. And he who controls the people can have whatever he wants. 
And what’s more, the bunker had plenty of weapons. Not just handguns. Some of what he’d seen in the armory appeared to be well beyond what an ordinary citizen was permitted to have. Assault rifles, full-auto machine guns, grenades, maybe even fucking C-4 if his eyes hadn’t deceived him. Plenty of muscle. Plenty of security. Plenty of all they’d ever need to -





Chapter Nine
PIPER’S EARS echoed with the gunshot’s ringing blast. Gore was suddenly everywhere. 
Lila was covered in blood, screaming so shrilly that Piper almost wanted to plug her ears to stop the noise. Her face was dripping, her shirt red and spattered like a Rorschach. 
Piper, not far from Lila, was battling shock, fighting ringing ears that nearly muted the girl’s shrieks. But even in her shock Piper thought that Lila looked like Carrie, the girl from that old movie Meyer liked so much. The girl who’d finally had enough, and decided to fight back. 
Morgan’s body fell to the ground and slumped without ceremony. He didn’t bend his knees or announce his reasons. He simply folded and hit the carpet like meat, a golf ball-sized hole raining red from his forehead. 
Behind the body — at just enough of an angle for the bullet to miss Piper on its way out — was the young man Morgan had called Christopher, holding a gun with its barrel smoking.
Piper looked down, finding herself more gore soaked than Lila. Her entire front had been painted as if by a harried modern artist. Lumps of matter clotted the goo. She looked down and a snot-like clump of something fell to the floor. She didn’t hear it land. Her ears were baffled by the gunshot in the concrete bunker, and Lila was still holding her hands up and screaming. 
Piper was startled to realize that she was screaming too. 
“Calm down,” Christopher said. 
His gun was still up, but he was no longer pointing it. His wrist had bent, the smoking barrel now aimed at the ceiling. His other hand was out, palm toward Piper, pacifying. But she could only look down at her bare arms and hands, at the collapsed corpse at her feet. Morgan had rolled on landing and was now looking up at her, seeming to ask why this had happened. With one eye anyway. Most of the other was elsewhere — maybe in her hair. 
Piper screamed. Looked around. Screamed some more. 
Part of her expected Morgan’s other men to swarm, but they were slipping their own weapons into holsters or under waistbands. One of them — the big-armed black man — was helping Trevor to his feet. Trevor looked confounded and angry (an interesting blend) but took the man’s assistance without protest. He held himself at arm’s length, looking up at Christopher, looking at Piper, looking at Lila. 
The big man reached into his pocket and pulled out a tissue and handed it to Trevor. He looked at the tissue as if he’d never seen one before. 
Raj was up much faster, pedaling backward, his gas mask still on despite the takedown. The back of his calves struck an end table, and he tripped sideways, his hip catching the corner and knocking an errant deck of cards to the floor. He crab-shuffled away, and the man with the curly hair moved toward him, hands empty and out, seeming to offer help. But Raj was kicking, looking like a ninja knocked flat on his ass. 
Heather was still with Lila, not screaming and somehow seeming above it. She must have seen what was coming and flinched — or had used Lila as a shield, which was possible — because she showed only a few specks of blood. Now, trying to comfort Lila and not knowing how, Heather looked split: she could let Lila keep screaming, or she could embrace her and have to touch all those wet pieces of Morgan’s brains. 
“It’s okay,” said Christopher, focusing on Piper, side-stepping to match her as her knees unhinged. He held Piper’s eyes. His were brown. His hair was black and short under a stocking cap, and he had a square jaw adorned with a jet-black goatee. It occurred to Piper that if he hadn’t just blown someone’s head off, she’d probably be attracted to him. 
“I told you, no hollow points!” said a voice. 
Piper felt her mouth open, wondered if she was still screaming, and decided she wasn’t. She closed her mouth, tasting unwanted moisture, wondering if she was swallowing Morgan in a different way than she’d so recently offered. She managed to turn and saw the kid — the one with the long hair on top that swung in his face. He wasn’t really a kid, she realized. He might be around her age. And now that he wasn’t affecting his earlier vacant, crazy expression, he looked more seasoned, less insane.
“It’s fine,” Christopher told him. 
“Jesus Christ, Christopher. You’re cleaning this up since you insisted on fucking hollow points. You hear me? Every fucking drop. And you’re dragging his ass outside.” 
Christopher looked over. “Bullshit! I kill him, you guys haul him! That was the deal!” 
“If you’d used a normal slug maybe! Half his fucking head is gone, Christopher! You think I want that shit all over me?”
“Look,” Christopher continued in an eminently reasonable tone of voice, “I’ll clean up the blood. But I’m not dragging the body.”
“You’re doing it all!” 
“How is that fair, Cameron?” 
“How is you using
fucking hollow points fair, Christopher?” 
“That’s just what I had!” 
“Nobody just has those!” 
“Well, I did,” Christopher said, crossing his arms. 
Across the room, Lila slipped in a puddle of blood and almost struck the ground. The big-armed man caught her. Raj came at him, apparently meaning to protect his woman, but the big man cuffed him away. He set Lila down and turned toward Raj instantly, apologizing, mumbling that the strike had been force of habit. 
“Okay, everyone. Calm down!” Cameron said, raising his arms. 
Lila was ranting and screaming, not hearing at all. Heather was mumbling. 
Cameron put his fingers in his mouth and loudly whistled. Lila shrieked one last time and fell silent. All eyes turned to the group’s new leader. 
“It’s over,” Cameron said. “Over. Okay?” 
He looked around the room to make sure everyone planned to remain quiet then continued. 
“I’m sorry to have put you through that little bit of drama and violence, but it’s over now, okay? It was an unfortunate consequence of how we found things when we arrived.” 
Piper found her speech. It was, apparently, right where she’d left it: under her terror.
“Who are you?” she asked.
Cameron put his right hand on his chest, fingers splayed. 
“My name is Cameron Bannister.” He pointed around the room at each of the new arrivals in turn. “And as Morgan kindly informed you before losing his mind, that’s Vincent, Terrence, Christopher, and Dan.”
Piper blinked. Her eyes wanted to water, but at least she’d stopped screaming.
“It’s okay,” said Cameron, giving her a too-big smile. “We’re the good guys.”





Chapter Ten
THE DEMPSEYS WERE UPSET. Cameron could understand. 
Until a few months ago, he’d never seen a dead body — not even at a funeral, because he’d assiduously avoided them. He always gave spiritual excuses (“we should celebrate her life, not remember her earthly remains”) that hid his own fear of death. Until two months ago, he’d never seen a body in plain sight, discarded like litter. Even during the first weeks of occupation, Cameron had stayed in America’s guts, keeping to the little villages where drinking and music made people forget the skies, despite the ships. It had been easier to find those places than he’d thought. At first, there had been nothing but fear. And after a few weeks of nothing, burgs with only clouds above almost seemed to forget. 
No ships. No abductions. Might as well get back to our business. 
In retrospect, Cameron supposed he’d been rationalizing. The bands of people he’d found those first weeks — those who sometimes knew his music and always enjoyed it once he started to play — were more huddles than towns. And really, those who “got back to business” did so by living in their houses and settling into daily routines. Living and shopping, even if so many of the stores became free-for-alls. But at the time, it had seemed to Cameron that he’d found a way to stay normal. To rise above it all. To see the ships in the sky and pretend they didn’t mean what they did. 
And as he’d continued his backwater tour during those first weeks — never playing the venues Dan had booked him into but finding a park or a garage where people wanted to hear him play acoustic — Cameron told himself he was living life on his terms, refusing to be defined by events that didn’t touch him. Then he’d realized that just because there were no ships above Shepherd’s Bend, Iowa, that didn’t mean the people there weren’t vulnerable to global events. It definitely didn’t mean that Cameron Bannister was immune. 
He was human, same as anyone. And he had his own cross to bear — most of it back in Utah, from where he’d been diverted to come here — same as the Dempseys.
Cameron looked around the room as the family settled. The teen girl — that would be Lila; she looked just like the photos in his mobile folio, taken at her father’s side — was covered in spatter. Piper (she looked much better than the photos Cameron had found) looked almost as bad. That was unfortunate. Even after traveling with Vincent, Dan, and Terrence, he himself was still new to gore. If he’d been painted with another man’s brains, he’d find it hard to trust, too. But he supposed he should take it easy on Christopher. The original plan had called for Cameron to kill Morgan, and he still wasn’t entirely sure he could have done it. Just too damn human, apparently.
“Will …” Piper swallowed, then tried again. “Will you let us go?”  
Cameron held up a hand. “You misunderstand. You’re not captives. Not anymore.” 
“So we can go.” She looked at the others: Lila, Meyer’s son, Trevor, and … he didn’t know who the Indian kid was, but he’d find out soon enough. And, yes, the slippery son of a bitch really had brought his ex-wife to share the bunker with his current one. There was no question that was Heather Hawthorne in the corner. And to think: he’d laughed when Benjamin had said Cameron and his crew might run into her. Apparently, Meyer had giant balls outside the boardroom, too. 
“Of course. But there’s no need to. This is your house, not ours.” 
Piper blinked. He may as well have been speaking Chinese. 
Cameron sighed. “Christopher, give her a wet towel or something. Lila too.”
Christopher, duly chastised, entered the kitchen. The faucet ran. Good news; if the water was running as hard as it sounded, that meant the pump was probably running. Maybe there really hadn’t been too much damage. He hadn’t been entirely comfortable with the “gasoline and cherry bomb” plan, but Terrence had assured him that any bunker worth its salt would have a door between a gas generator and its supply and the rest of the living space … and that because it was so critical, it would have a good fire suppression system that would run even with the power on reserve. Cameron hadn’t been in a position to argue. He’d been pretending to be a crazy, violent kid for Morgan’s benefit — Morgan, who’d already staked his claim on the place and made himself feared prior to Cameron’s arrival. 
Christopher returned with two towels. He handed one to Piper and the other to Lila, who snatched hers like a nervous animal. Piper accepted hers with a smile and a grateful nod. If not for all the Morgan-gore on her face, neck, and clothes, she would have looked adorably shy. 
“How do you know our names?” Piper asked. 
“Have a seat. Please.” Cameron gestured toward the couch and looked around at his crew. “And you guys — put the guns down and take five. You look like a goon squad.” 
Vincent shrugged then sat. Under his impressive body and demeanor, the small wooden chair looked miniature. Christopher didn’t seem willing to go far enough to grab a chair and half sat on a cabinet against the wall. Dan remained standing because Dan — though Cameron loved him like a father — was a son of a bitch. Terrence had already crossed his arms and leaned back, doing his best James Dean. 
Piper waited for Cameron to sit in the living room’s least comfortable chair before nodding an okay to the others. The kids flanked her, staring hard at Cameron. Heather sat on the couch’s arm. The Indian kid seemed put-out as he came to the couch and found himself excluded. Pouting, he sat on the love seat alone. 
“I know your names because we came here to find you. Morgan …”  Cameron stopped, looking down at the floor’s bleeding meat, wondering if they could all ignore it for now or if someone should drag it away — or at least put down a few paper towels. “Morgan was here to take the bunker, and he’d already established himself when we showed up, so it was either fight him outright or pretend to ally with him and double-cross him later. We took the coward’s way out, but the one least likely to get anyone killed — other than Morgan anyway. But he wasn’t here because of Meyer or because of you. He wanted what was in the bunker, and you were in the way.” 
“How did you even know it was here?” Piper asked.
“Me? I assumed there had to be something below ground. Well …” Cameron shifted. That wasn’t actually true. “I was told,” he corrected, “because someone
else assumed. We found the house empty, and it didn’t make sense that Meyer would have come alone then lived in an open house without even boarding windows. But you didn’t fool Morgan for a second. He knew right away that there was more to this house than others were seeing. This house had no basement, no crawlspace … but it did have all sorts of strange, survivalist preparations in place. Windmills on the hill. A solar farm. He had everyone out there scared of him.”
“Not everyone,” Christopher said.
Cameron scratched his cheek, nodding in agreement.
“Christopher was with Morgan when we arrived, but he came to Vincent. Said he didn’t trust Morgan. They joined up on the road, but then Morgan started to get crazier. Threatening.” 
“You were looking for us,” Piper said.
Cameron nodded. 
“And that’s supposed to make us trust you. To not think you might be worth being afraid of.” 
“We don’t want to hurt you.” 
“But you know all about us. You know who this house belonged to. You knew enough about Meyer that you ‘assumed’ there’d be a bunker here. You didn’t come to take what we had, but still the best way to get in was to team up with … with him.” Piper looked at Morgan’s body, clearly disgusted. 
“I understand that this has been rough.” Whether Cameron meant today’s events or the totality of their stay in the bunker, he wasn’t sure.
“All I know,” Piper said, “is that you broke through my front door. That you blew up our generator and started a fire. And that I’m supposed to trust you just because you shot a man in the middle of my living room.”
Cameron looked helplessly up at Dan. 
“Tell her about The Nine,” Dan suggested.





Chapter Eleven
TREVOR WATCHED the man who’d killed the group’s leader: Christopher. Even wedged between his mother and Piper (and holy shit was that uncomfortable; her boob was pressed into his arm to the nipple, and even after a siege he’d managed to pop a boner), Trevor was weighing his chances. If needed, could he squeeze himself out of his tit-pressed position, leap for someone’s gun, and gain an advantage? 
Probably not. But he didn’t trust these men any more than Piper seemed to. It was awesome how obviously she wasn’t buying into a word of their bullshit. Maybe they really were the good guys, and maybe they weren’t. But after seeing one man’s brains darken the far wall, it was the kind of claim anyone would be stupid to take on faith.
“Morgan was right. Your husband was taken into one of the ships,” Cameron said.
“But how could you possibly know that?” Piper asked. 
He sighed as if deciding to omit a complicated piece of the story. “I know people who have studied this stuff all their lives. There’s a lab I’ll tell you about later, still very operational. And they have … well … resources.” Cameron looked again at the broad man with the curly hair and bad skin: Dan. “Anyway, you know about the big wave of abductions that came right after the ships arrived, right?” 
“That was our favorite TV show,” interrupted Trevor’s mother, her wiseass quips still intact after the quarrel. “Except for the part where they fucked up Moscow. That was clearly the network suits interfering with the artistry to please viewers.”
Cameron turned from Piper. “Heather, right?” 
“Dickhead, right?” Heather answered. 
“Mom …” Trevor said. 
“We know there were abductions,” Cameron turned to Piper, ignoring Trevor and his mother. “At first, they were just rumors, then they — the people I mentioned — started to receive footage from all over the world from a network of sources. But they never knew for sure about Meyer.” 
“We figure he’ll be back any minute,” Heather said. “He ran out for some smokes.” 
Cameron gave Trevor’s mother more of a smiling acknowledgement than she probably deserved then spoke to Piper. 
“According to our stats, there have been just shy of twenty thousand worldwide abductions. Some of that is government information accessed through leaked channels, some is NASA, again through leaked channels. Plenty is via an informal network of nerds that have managed to keep a primitive version of their own private Internet up and running. But there’s good reason to believe the figures are accurate, down to the person, excepting very recent activity and unreported or unobserved phenomena. But that last bit is hard to say because communications have been spotty at best, and even harder to keep an eye on since we joined Morgan and had to start playing our parts. It’s been weeks since I’ve managed to raise anything reliable about the overall state of the nation.” 
“‘Raise’?” Piper said. 
Cameron nodded. “There are still a few open communication frequencies. I can’t take credit for that; Terrence found them.” He tipped his head toward the cool black man still leaning against the wall. 
“The open frequencies are mostly noise,” Cameron went on, “but we’ve also heard what sounds like military chatter.” 
“Military!” Trevor didn’t like drawing attention to himself, but the word left him almost involuntarily. He’d forgotten about the military. In movies (even a few of his father’s films, come to think of it), the army always managed to shoot down the big, bad alien ships. The fact that they were still around and scheming felt strangely encouraging.  
Cameron nodded. “It’s highly encoded. I can’t even guess at the encryption or what they’re saying. Might not even be military. Point is, the specificity of the open frequencies tells us it’s probably intentional. The fact that most frequencies are blocked and only a few are open, I mean.” 
“‘Blocked’?” said Piper.
“By the ships,” said Terrence. Trevor looked him over. The man was dressed in fitting jeans, boots, and a black leather vest. 
“But why would a few channels be open?” 
“If I had to guess,” said Terrence in his deep, syrupy voice, “it’s to create a bottleneck. A way to force communication into a few channels so they can easily monitor it.” 
“The government?” 
“The other guys,” Terrence corrected, pointing up. 
Cameron looked at the TV. “When did your news stop broadcasting here?” 
“About six weeks ago,” Piper said. 
Cameron nodded. “Black Tuesday. It happened everywhere on the same day. But at that time, people who’d been taken were being returned, right?” 
Trevor remembered that quite plainly. That had given them hope. There had always been the possibility that Dad had walked away, that he’d fallen into a hole and died, or that he’d been killed by bandits. But there was an equal possibility that he’d been taken, and when the first abductees had begun appearing back at home — altered somehow, strange, maybe a little frightening — that had made them all think Dad might return. 
“Yes,” Piper said.
“What you may not know is that abductee returns have slowed over time. At first, it was thousands of people coming back per week, worldwide. Then hundreds then dozens. Finally, just single digits. As far as we can tell, it slowed further after Black Tuesday. Kind of like listening for your microwave popcorn to finish popping.” 
Trevor said, “What’s a microwave?” 
Heather rolled her eyes. “Kids these days.” 
“My dad had one.” Cameron smiled at Trevor, and Trevor had to remind himself that these men had yet to prove they could be trusted. “They used to be a popular way to cook food. We used to make popcorn in ours, before we watched movies. You’d put this flat bag in and set the timer for a minute. At first, the popcorn kernels would pop really fast, but eventually they’d slow down, and you’d hear a cluster of new pops, then just one or two every other second. The returning abductees were like that. Right up until three weeks ago.” 
“What happened three weeks ago?” said Piper. 
“Three weeks ago, I was on my way to Moab, Utah. Me and Dan. To the facility I told you about. A lab. I had one of the communication channels open to Moab — well, not ‘to Moab’; you can’t connect point to point anymore, so far as we can tell — but we’d agreed to use the same public frequency, knowing everyone could hear us and being careful what we said. I got this message, telling me to meet up with Vincent and Terrence and come here, to a private residence in Vail instead.” 
“But the abductions …” 
“That’s when they stopped. That’s why I came here.” 
Piper shook her head. “I don’t understand.” 
“Mrs. Dempsey—”
“Piper.” 
“Piper,” Cameron said, “it’s been three weeks since the last abductee was returned. But as it turns out, it’s not just most of them who’ve come home. As of the day I’m talking about — and this is still true today, unless something has changed in the last handful of hours — all of them had been returned. All but nine.”
Trevor looked from Cameron to Piper. He said, “Nine?”
Cameron nodded. “Nine of out twenty thousand abductees remain missing, and have been for more than a month. Meyer — your husband, your father — is one of them. And my friends in Moab feel that the missing are somehow significant, not just oversights or loose ends. They matter, Piper. Trevor. And so in our circles, we call them ‘The Nine.’”
Again, Trevor looked at Piper before focusing on Cameron, who now had every nugget of the room’s attention. “What’s so ‘significant’ about these nine people?” he asked.
“That,” said Cameron, “is what we’re here to find out.”





Chapter Twelve
“I DON’T LIKE IT,” Raj said. 
Lila was sitting at the kitchen table. It was a nice polished wood, surrounded by typical kitchen chairs. It seemed to have been modeled after the home they’d had a dozen years earlier, after her father had made his wealth but before he’d fully extricated himself from mediocrity. Just one more way her father had planned ahead to stave off the madness of confinement: a nice kitchen that was more familiar than luxurious. If Lila ignored the blood-stained floor and the complete lack of windows, she could almost imagine they were in that old house when they’d all been a family together. 
She looked at Raj. He was eating toast. Among the supplies had been a freezer full of bread — which, it turned out, thawed and toasted just fine. “What don’t you like?”
“The way your mom and Piper have just accepted these people.” 
Lila craned back in her chair and looked out into the living room. It wasn’t from the same house as the kitchen’s model, but it had become plenty familiar over her months spent living here. There were times she hated not being able to go outside, but she must have moved past anger and into acceptance, or however that stepwise grieving process was supposed to work. Life wasn’t all bad. Despite being pregnant, she was actively encouraged to lie in the tanning bed for a few minutes each day to make Vitamin D. What the hell; it was better than school.
Trevor was out there, clustered around a folding card table with their erstwhile home invaders. Vincent had rescued the table from some storage closet. The bunker had an endless supply of lockers filled with twenty garage sales’ worth of miscellany. It wasn’t hoarding, exactly, but Lila supposed the only difference was that they kept finding uses for the hoard. She’d found Mad Libs in a box in one closet with no idea where it had come from, and the only person awake when she’d found it had been Christopher. They’d filled in the absurd (and often obscene) blanks for over an hour, playing with hands over mouths to dim the sound of their laughter. 
“Oh, relax,” Lila said. 
Raj shook his head. “These people drilled through the door. They poured gas into the generator exhaust and blew it up. Then they stormed in with guns and started shooting. Trevor got his nose broken. I nearly snapped my ankle.” 
Lila rolled her eyes. They’d been through this, but Raj wouldn’t let it go. Trevor’s nose had been broken by Morgan — the man whom Christopher had handily removed from the picture and the corpse that Vincent and Dan had later dragged up the stairs, once the cameras showed a clear path, to bury in the woods. And Raj’s “nearly snapped ankle”? It had been a sprain at the most, and he’d done it to himself by tripping over that end table. Sometimes she wanted to offer to put a Big Bird Band-Aid on it and kiss the boo-boo to make it all better, which it clearly had been for days — though Raj was still affecting a limp, just to show them all how much he’d been wronged. 
“What were they supposed to do? They needed to find out about Dad.” 
“And this is how they did it.” 
“If they hadn’t taken care of Morgan, we would have had to! Or maybe we wouldn’t have been able to. Maybe he’d have come in, killed us all, and that would have been the end of it.” 
“He never would have made it inside without their help.” Raj set his toast down then walked quietly forward to peer into the living room, trying not to get caught. He lowered his voice to a whisper. “And Christopher? Who can just casually blow someone’s brains out like that? You were screaming your head off, totally covered in blood and—”
“He did what he had to do!” 
“But not by hitting him, right? He had to shoot him. In the head. Point blank. With hollow point bullets, Lila!”  
Lila rolled her eyes again, making sure he saw her this time, then took her plate and set it in the sink. The bunker even had a dishwasher. Discharge from the toilets had to go somewhere, so why not put dishwasher water into the leach bed, too? They got their water from a spring and their heat from renewable electricity. There was no reason not to live like royalty. Mole people royalty anyway. 
“Look,” Raj said, following her, “they’re here. Okay, whatever. And maybe they’re fine. But it’s been … what … a week since they barged in here? And already, look at your brother. Do you think we should get them all matching tattoos?” 
At that exact moment, she heard a voice that sounded like Christopher’s, though she couldn’t hear what he’d said. Then Trevor laughed very loud. Her brother was a bit overenthusiastic and might want to dial it down, but Lila could hardly fault him. He was managing happiness while buried in the dirt. Good for him. 
“It’s sending the wrong message,” Raj said. “They bust in here then say, ‘Oh, our bad! We’re actually awesome, and this was all a misunderstanding. Sorry about the fire, by the way. The fire we set, not Morgan. And yeah, that was our idea and not his, but we had to get in. Not that we looked for cameras or tried to talk to you first. We figured we’d shoot our way in, knowing you’d understand.’ And then we all slap our knees and go, ‘Ha ha! You’re right; that was hilarious. Remember when Christopher sprayed everyone with brains? Classic. Ah, memories.’”
“Raj …” 
“And what does Cameron spend his days doing? Piper’s just like, ‘Oh, sure, Cameron. Definitely go through all of Meyer’s computer records. Building permits? Stored blueprints? All good. What about defenses? Weaknesses? Say, how many big weapons are in that room of death, and do you mind if I browse through it? Cool. Thanks.’” 
Lila spun. Her hands were wet, and Raj was closer than she’d realized. She left wet spatters on his shirt. 
“That’s enough!”  
Raj gave her a second then shrugged in a way that suggested surrender — it was her own stupid, bitchy, hormonal funeral. “Just seems like we’re too forgiving, too fast.”
“So we should hold a grudge. For no reason. With someone who might — and yes, I know I’m ‘dumb and naive’ to believe this; I got that — be able to help us find Dad? I don’t want to have to be the one to tell you, Raj, but there’s an apocalypse afoot. Things are different now. Maybe you’d better stop holding onto all those prejudices from your youth. You know — from, like, four months ago?” 
“‘Apocalypse,’” he said, scoffing. “Everyone acts like cities are burning.” 
“Mom said Vegas was burning.” 
“Sure, Vegas. What do you expect from Vegas? But what did we see when the news was on? Just that one thing in Moscow.” 
“Moscow? Oh. I guess you’re referring to that insignificant little tiff they had over there. You know, when the entire city was obliterated.” 
“But where else has that happened? And besides, they fired first!” 
“Then it’s all good. The aliens are our friends. That’s why they took twenty thousand people. That’s why they took my dad.” 
“I’m not saying that’s not bad, but they did return most of those people.” 
Lila turned and met Raj’s eyes for a disbelieving moment. She slowly shook her head, mouth unhinged. It was one thing for him to be a shit to the five new people in the bunker — people who had all behaved like perfect gentlemen, even deferring to their own supplies rather than eating bunker food. But this was just bitchy. 
“You are unbelievable.” She turned away, headed for the living room. 
“I’m just being prudent,” Raj said, still following her. Lila wanted to swat him away like a fly. “That’s your dad’s personal shit that Piper and Heather are letting Cameron paw through.”  
Lila shook her head, not looking back or giving him the satisfaction of her response. 
“Do you think, if he were here, he’d want them looking through all that stuff? You’re betraying him. All of you. He might as well be dead for all the—” 
Lila turned. Her tongue found the corner of her cheek and she felt her eyes harden. Raj clearly hadn’t expected another confrontation, but this time he’d gone too far. 
“Why are you here, Raj?” A loaded question. Lila knew how she wanted him to answer, just so she could react in anger. She felt her heart rate increase, heavy in her chest. 
She wanted to claw his face. How dare he talk about her father? If Dad were here, she’d have to spend most of her time keeping him from ripping Raj’s head from his shoulders. He’d left before discovering her little baby secret, but the boy who’d knocked up his daughter wouldn’t have had such an easy life if he’d known. 
Her mind drifted back to their cross-country escape. Meyer had tolerated Raj, but she’d always felt his grace would only last as long as Raj remained neutral. Dad was willing to let him ride along, but he’d have dropped him without remorse the second he’d become a liability — and never had that cold fact been clearer than the freeway exit outside of Chicago, when Raj had tried to play the racist card to take them where he thought they should go. 
“I’m …” But Raj seemed unsure of how to answer. The fire had left him the minute he’d been challenged. Just like a coward. Meyer Dempsey had been a man, and he’d raised his daughter to be … well, not a man, but a woman, and to respect those who possessed all those very male traits: decisiveness. Determination. Even arrogance and stubbornness, when he knew he was right. But Raj, unlike the new guys, could only whine and complain.
“It’s a real question, Raj,” Lila sniped, feeling as if her father’s spirit had occupied her bones. She could be like him. She was the daughter of an industry titan and a sarcastic bitch. “Why are you here?” 
“What do you mean?” 
“I don’t mean literally. We all know ‘you’re here’ because you hopped into the car with Piper and Trevor in Central Park. And we know that ‘you’re here’ beyond that because we didn’t have time to detour and drop you off. I suppose you could have stayed in Jersey, but we know ‘you’re here’ because my father — who, I’ll remind you, I know better than you do — apparently decided to extend his well-prepared mercy instead of forcing you to try and make it on your own.” 
“Now hold on, Lila.” 
“And really, that all boils down to the fact that ‘you’re here’ because I wanted you to be. But even that’s not what I’m talking about.”
 Lila heard how she sounded but pushed on anyway. Like father, like daughter. She could run a boardroom with an iron fist, too, when the time came. 
“The door’s open. Why don’t you ask Vincent or Terrence to unlock it for you then just get the fuck out if you have a problem with the way things are going down?” 
Raj looked stunned. “I don’t … I mean … I’m just saying that they’re taking a lot of liberties with—”
“With my father’s house? With the house and supplies that he decided to let you share?” 
“Look, I didn’t want to fight about it or anything, I’m just saying that—”
“You’re the only one, Raj. The only one who has any problem with what’s happening here. So either we’re all idiots and we need you to protect us, or you’re the asshole. And maybe we are idiots! But listen to me: For the fiftieth time, we trust them. We even like them. And one more? We think they’re an asset, that we’re actually better off with an engineer, a big, strong military man, two guys who are good with guns, and one guy who seems to know a whole hell of a lot more about what’s going on with the aliens than any of us do.” 
She took a breath. 
“Now, maybe I’m wrong. Maybe that’s stupid. It sure doesn’t sound wrong to me, but maybe you’re right, and it is somehow. But I’m tired of arguing. Do you hear me? I’m tired of having this argument with you. Your objections have been noted. But this is how it is — and honestly, it’s none of your fucking business. This isn’t your family, and this isn’t your house! So you can stay here with us, as our guest, or you can leave!” 
Lila’s chest was heaving, as if she could feel her baby’s heart pumping double time along with hers. 
Watching Raj’s face fall, her first instinct was to apologize. A lot of what she’d said — about why he was here anyway — was untrue and clearly unfair. She’d wanted Raj with her. And he was part of the family now, bound to the Dempsey clan by unborn blood for better or worse. But he wouldn’t listen. He’d raised the same arguments day in, day out for the week their new visitors had been in the bunker. Every innocuous moment, Raj had been warning her of doing wrong, of not seeing the truth, of turning a blind eye to the ill intentions of others. 
But they didn’t have any ill intentions. Raj had been having crises the entire time they’d been in here. This was about him, not anyone else. He was maybe jealous, maybe feeling inadequate. But the truth was that Meyer would have accepted the attitudes and ethos of the new men much more easily than he’d accepted Raj … and they both knew it. 
Still, she thought Raj might retort. He might even run off and pout. But he surprised her. His jaw hardened and he said, “Fine. You’re right. I’ll keep my opinions to myself.” 
Cameron entered the kitchen then looked at Lila and Raj. They must have looked like two fighters preparing to square off. “Everyone got a minute?” he said. 
Lila turned toward Cameron. Past him, she saw that the living room had filtered into a group, as if to prepare for an announcement. Had they heard her rant? Probably some. She felt a blush but held it in. 
“What’s going on?” Lila asked. 
“It’s time for me to head out,” he said, “to try and find your father."





Chapter Thirteen
IMAGES ROLL past Heather’s line of sight. 
She understands and doesn’t understand at all. 
Meyer is beside her, but they, the two of them, are nowhere in particular. 
Like many times when they were together in this place, space doesn’t matter. There were times when they lay on couch cushions and pillows on Heather’s floor — in what was once their
house —
and times when they met the shaman in other places. It never mattered. 
For Meyer, it was about the depth of his dream. 
The dream showed him understanding. 
Like Heather almost has now. 
“It’s a beacon,” Meyer says. “But at the same time, it’s an inductive charge. A way of providing power without requiring them to keep that power source aboard.” 
He’s pointing. Heather sees the pyramid — common enough imagery for her in these dreams, which most of her mind is aware enough to know is floating through a haze of artificial reality — but this time something is different. 
She usually goes where he leads her, but for Heather it’s always been like taking a tour with Meyer as the guide. For her, it has always been about a shared experience. She’d never say it in their usual version of reality, but in the ayahuasca dreams she used to feel that the places they went — or the places he went, while she tagged along — didn’t matter as long as they traveled as one. It’s a curiously vulnerable idea for the wakened Heather, but her defenses always soften in this place. 
Except that she shouldn’t be here. Meyer is gone. And Heather — the corporeal Heather, in a bed in a room — has taken none of the medicine. 
She’s about to ask what Meyer means about beacons and power sources, but then she sees it. They’ve often visited symbolic places, her higher self somehow was aware that Meyer was traveling and she was only seeing what he wanted her to see. 
But now the image is in her. 
She’s never been to Egypt, and has no interest in the ancients or the structure of their monolithic buildings. But now she understands that there are two main passageways inside the structure itself, fluted up at an angle like vast vents, converging on a place at its heart called the Queen’s Chamber. Looking at the pyramid now, she sees the beacon Meyer means: a thin line of light emanating from one of the ascending passageways, lancing the atmosphere. Beyond it, at the beam’s end, she sees the moon. Only it isn’t a moon. It’s a large sphere, tied to the beacon, receiving the power generated in the earthbound building. 
Other images shuffle past before she can wonder.  
A hole in the ground, going down forever, booby trapped and unreachable. 
Lines of stones. Monoliths. Perfect precision from supposedly imperfect instruments. 
Primitive networks. Nodes. 
And points of power — nine of them — where dormant secrets lie hidden.
Meyer is still beside her as the images flit past. “Do you understand?”  
Heather does not, and says so. 
“But you do. You do.” 
She turns to him. None of this matters. And none of this is real. 
The days when they would lock themselves in a room with Juha and purge into buckets then travel for hours are long gone. The days of facing their darknesses before finding this place, this togetherness, this space — long gone. She’s dimly aware that she is only dreaming. But the dream is so real, so deep in its understanding. Unlike any dream she’s ever had. 
“I miss you,” she says.
Their surroundings change in an instant, as if a switch has been flipped. There are no more scenes of spiritual cliché. No pyramids, no Sphinx, no Incan ruins, no supposition, on the part of the dream, that she should imbue the old places with meaning. Now the background is hard and metallic. Lights. Panels and tables and wires. 
“Then protect it for me, Heather,” he says. “Protect what will allow me to return.”





Chapter Fourteen
HEATHER AWOKE TO A GENTLE SHAKING. Her eyes blinked away sleep’s haze, her mind slowly coming around to the realization that she’d been dreaming. She was suddenly sure that the dream was important, and she rushed to hold it close, but it was already slipping away. She’d dreamed of Meyer and a very important task he’d assigned her. But as seconds ticked by, her certainty faded. Why couldn’t it just have been a dream? 
“Mom.” 
She rolled halfway over beneath the sheets. What time was it? Living underground had shifted her perception of day and night. Clocks no longer mattered. Daytime bled through the skylights and reflectors, but the way it filtered down, never direct, made it feel like just another bulb. Lila and Trevor seemed to be settling into a circadian rhythm that was just under twenty-four hours whereas she (and Piper, Heather guessed, and who the fuck cared about Raj?) wanted to stretch hers to twenty-five or more. If any of them had been sealed away alone, time would probably pass slower for Heather than for her daughter, and in a few weeks they’d disagree on how many days (how many cycles of sleep and awake) had passed. But because they were all trapped together, their schedules blended. Heather was tired more often than she had been topside, and had solved the mismatch by joining her children’s schedules and taking naps. Like the one, she now realized, she was rousing from. 
Lila was above her. 
“Hey, baby,” Heather said. 
“Cameron needs to go.” 
“Oh. Well, goodbye, Cameron.”
“I thought you might want to hear what he had to say.” 
“Is it different from goodbye?”
Lila smiled down at her mother. She wasn’t a little girl anymore. She’d been knocked up, and despite that being a bad thing by Old World standards, this was the New World, and the pregnancy gave Lila and Heather something to bond over — while, interestingly, caring for Lila had given Heather and Piper something to bond over. So that was nice. But on the other hand, she’d been knocked up by
Raj, about which Heather was less enthusiastic. He was probably a catch by most mothers’ standards, but Heather wasn’t most mothers. 
“Come on, Mom.” 
“I’m really tired. I had a hard day of sitting around underground and watching episodes of ALF.” 
“Mom.” 
“Why didn’t Alf ever eat that fucking cat he wanted so badly? It was right there, and it’s not like Alf had much self-restraint. I’ve never understood that.” 
“I’ve never understood why you like that old show.” 
“I’m fascinated by the complex character work.” 
“Come on.” Lila tugged at her. Heather protested. But hey, she had this coming. Back when they’d all lived together, Heather had tried to drag Lila out of bed in exactly the same way every school day. Now the tables were turned, so there. 
Lila finally dropped Heather’s arm and stood. She was thin, and Heather wondered if she was imagining the tiniest of baby bumps. Probably. They were all getting fat down here. Obese at the end of the world. And to think: there were starving children in Africa. And starving crowds of looting murderer-rapists everywhere, including their front lawn. 
“Okay,” Lila said. “I tried. We’ll fill you in later.” 
“She coming?” yelled a voice. It sounded like Cameron. 
Heather yelled back: “No. You interrupted me before I could.” 
Cameron laughed. “Then by all means, finish.” 
Lila rolled her eyes. Heather ignored her. 
Heather liked Cameron. He was Piper’s age but had the seasoned feel of a much older man. He’d told them how he’d traveled with his father in the past, hitting a world’s worth of obscure destinations — and, once older, how he’d traveled to dozens more places with his band. They didn’t make much money playing obscure backwaters, but Cameron always chose experience over profit. And Dan, bless his heart, went right along. As Cameron’s agent, he worked on commission. But somehow Cameron was allowed to play all the low-paying gigs he wanted. 
“‘Night, Mom.”
“No, no, hang on. Just let me wash my face.” She shouted past Lila, through the door, into the living room. “If you’re playing Twister, wait for me!” 
“Right foot green,” said Christopher’s voice. 
Heather rolled out of bed, wondering if she was netting sleep with these naps. She’d never been a napper back before the ships’ arrival had made life socially awkward. She’d stayed up until 3 a.m., never bothering to break the pattern because she needed it for those nights she had comedy shows. Many times, she’d need to be awake earlier than eleven or noon and would eek through the morning on fumes, drinking cup after cup of highly cream-and-sugared coffee. But even on those nights of little rest, Heather refused to nap. It upset her sense of night and day enough to fatigue her. Little had changed. Naps still tricked her body into thinking day was night, and she still woke feeling like she was wearing a one-ton cloak. But what else was there to do around here besides watch old TV recordings and walk on one of the gravity treadmills?
The two larger bedrooms shared a master bathroom. Heather entered, turned on the light, and thought for a moment of how thankful she was for all of Meyer’s preparations. He hadn’t just built them a haven for what might be the end days. He’d given them a sanctuary with two full bathrooms and a Jacuzzi. If things really went to hell, that Jacuzzi might become a cistern and the bathroom a dark cave in which to store scavenged metal from topside, but for now the wind and sun continued to give them all the electricity required to run the pump. The spring or aquifer or whatever gave them water to fill the tub. So why the hell not have a hot, bubbly soak while the alien invasion went about its business outside? Meyer had been practical like that. He could afford anything, so he bought everything.
And what’s more, he’d done all of it well in advance of knowing what was coming. Damn near psychic of him, everyone agreed. It was enough to make the bunker’s residents believe in the positive power of paranoia. Although Heather, for her part, was beginning to believe Meyer hadn’t been operating as blind as it seemed at first. Nobody else had Heather’s intimate knowledge of Meyer Dempsey. Not even Piper knew him deep to the core, because she never journeyed with him, high on what he called healing. Heather even thought he might’ve had some sort of trippy vision during a few of their ayahuasca sessions that led him to—
She stopped, her hands on the sink’s edge. The mirror was in front of her, as nice as the one in her home (her old home, by now) back in LA. There was a Heather in that reflection, but for a scant moment she seemed to see right through her. 
What about those sessions? 
Something with her dream. She’d dreamt something important. Not just about Meyer, but something with him that seemed to have meaning. 
But it was gone. 
Still she blinked and ran water in the sink slowly, delicately, feeling something on the tip of her mind’s tongue. The dream was mostly gone, but one of its delicate gossamer threads seemed to still cling. If she was careful, she might not break it. If Heather kept her mind defocused — paying attention to the departing dream while not watching it closely enough to scare it away — it might yet come. If she refused to wake fully. If she let herself settle into the heavy fugue of recent sleep. 
She blinked at her reflection. Nothing.
Heather sighed, turned on the water, and was about to cup some to splash her face when she stopped, watching the water swirl down the drain. 
Plug the hole. 
She’d just wanted a splash, needed to wet her hands, and slap the sleep from her head. She didn’t need to plug the sink to do any of that. Yet the compulsion felt heavy for some reason, so she pulled up the stopper. She watched the basin fill a few inches, then turned off the water. 
Whatever you do, protect it, Heather. 
That mental voice had sounded like Meyer. Like he was right beside her in this empty bathroom.
Suddenly, intensely, Heather needed to unplug the hole. To unstopper it. To make sure it was never, ever plugged again. The new compulsion was so much heavier than the deep need to stopper the sink, which in itself had been bizarre. It was almost as if she’d plugged it just to see how obviously wrong plugging it was, how the faucet should always be allowed to run as it wished without encumbrance, and how if anyone ever blocked the damn thing, they’d all be fucked.
Still, the compulsion was so strange and so powerful that Heather forced herself to wait a beat, desperate to understand it, rather than allowing it to master her. 
Then, another beat.
But … there was nothing. 
Trevor’s voice: “Hurry up, Mom!” 
She looked up into the mirror and told her reflection, “You’re going crazy down here.” 
Heather pushed the plunger down, uncorking the drain. Water swirled away, its rotation ticking off days and minutes and hours like a timepiece. But even the sink looked wrong now, turning her sarcastic self assessment into something with barbs. Why the hell was she staring at the sink? Why was she wary of her own reflection? Why had she been so compelled to stopper the sink then drain it, as if pushed from outside? Maybe she really was going mad. Maybe they all were. 
Heather splashed her face, then used one of the towels to dry off. She felt the soft terrycloth against her skin with her eyes closed, wondering how much that one towel had cost. And to think: people were killing each other for scraps above them. 
She pulled the towel from her face, but when she did she saw that the towel looked as wrong as the sink had. It was brown, but it had been smudged and blotted with a more intense color in the strange bathroom light: red, like paint.
Heather looked down at the sink, then fell two steps back, covering her mouth to hold in a scream. 
The bowl in front of her was filled with blood. Viscous red liquid swirled down the drain, painting the basin walls behind in a murder scene.
She shut her eyes, feeling her mind unhinging. 
A few terrifying seconds passed. 
With effort, Heather opened her eyes. 
The sinks contained only water. Plain old water. The final half inch of clear liquid drained away. The sink itself was clean and unmarred. 
Trevor called again, louder. 
Heather blinked. But there was nothing wrong with the sink or the towel. There had never been anything wrong. Everything was fine, and always would be.
She sighed, then hung the clean towel on the bar beside the sink. 
“All right, all right,” she called back to Trevor, flipping off the light. 
But as Heather left the bathroom and headed in with the others, she couldn’t help but feel herself still in the dream, and that what she’d seen with Meyer — whatever it had been — was her true reality, long forgotten. 





Chapter Fifteen
“I NEED TO GO,” Cameron told the group. “I can’t do what I need to do if I stay here.” 
He was speaking to everyone, but mainly addressing Piper — announcing his intentions as if asking permission. Piper couldn’t help but feel flattered. For months, she’d been the bunker’s default leader, but it had been a chore without gratitude. She’d been responsible for everyone, yet nobody thanked her. The simple, acknowledging looks this new man had given her in the week she’d known him almost made up for it. She saw respect in those glances. Appreciation — not for himself, but for what she’d done for the others. 
“Okay,” Heather said. “Bon voyage.” 
Heather’s hair was wet and plastered to her forehead, as if she’d just washed her face. She looked bleary but fresher than Piper felt right now — than, really, Piper ever felt anymore. Heather had plunked down on the sofa beside Lila. Piper didn’t want to feel jealous and wasn’t, but still there was that small, selfish pang. She’d taken care of Lila over the last few years and had, in a way, kept her alive over the past months. Heather had done nothing. She was an absentee mother, even now that Lila was pregnant. Piper had always felt like a friend rather than a mother figure to the kids, but that feeling had flipped. Now Heather was the buddy, and Piper was the nag Heather had never needed to be. 
“I’m not an expert on this stuff,” Cameron continued. “We came here to answer a question about Meyer, but it’s too big and too sprawling. I don’t even know where to start. There’s simply too much I don’t know.” 
“Hmm,” Heather added.
Piper looked at Heather. She was phoning it in, present for the departure only because Lila had dragged her from a nap. Clearly, she couldn’t care less, slouched in her chair like a teenager. Almost a generation older than Piper yet a full generation less interested in giving a shit. 
“You said you thought you could get him back,” Piper said. It was a hope she’d been holding onto far tighter than she dared admit, even to herself. She was surrounded by people but felt like the planet’s last occupant. Meyer had cheated on her with Heather, but he’d also saved her life. Sometimes, the prospect of his return felt like the only thing that could keep her going.
“No.” Cameron shook his head emphatically. “I didn’t say that. I said I thought we could find out what happened to him. That’s different.” 
Piper kept her face neutral, hiding her disappointment.
“The ships have kept The Nine far longer than the others. The questions are why, what these people mean to them, and what the aliens are planning to do with them as part of their grand plan, if they have one. That’s the big puzzle, and it makes everyone nervous. Everywhere we know of that communication has been attempted with the ships has experienced a violent result. They showed up and hung in our skies, but it’s as if they just want to be left alone now that they’re here. But the people at the Moab facility think this — this period of waiting — is a lull before contact is finally made. But if we wait until it’s obvious what those nine people mean, their fear is that it might be too late.”
“Too late in what way?” said Lila, fear in her voice. 
“No way to be sure,” Cameron said kindly.
“But why do you need to leave?” Piper asked.
“We’ve done what we can here. Now it’s time to take what we’ve learned to smarter people who can look at the information about Meyer and the others and try to find patterns.” 
Piper said, “Why would there be patterns?” 
“There are always patterns.” Cameron looked away then sighed as if with heart-weary regret. “I didn’t always believe that was true, but turns out it usually is. See, Benjamin, the guy I mentioned runs the lab in Moab? He just so happens to be my dad. He dragged me everywhere as a kid, searching for evidence to support this fringe nutball theory called ‘Ancient Astronauts.’ It basically says that aliens have been here in the past, doing things like helping humans build pyramids and putting the big stone heads on Easter Island. I played along for a while, thinking it all seemed very exciting to explore and solve mysteries. But as I got a bit older, I decided it was stupid. Because the truth is, if you look long enough with the desire to find something, well, sure enough, you’ll find it.” 
“Like what?” 
“Like the pyramids of the Giza Plateau maybe. The Ancient Astronauts people say those three pyramids, seen from above, are lined up just like the stars in Orion’s belt. ‘It’s too perfect to be coincidence!’ they’ll say. And then they’ll point out that in the constellation of Orion, the belt draws a line right to Sirius, the brightest star in the sky. And they’ll say, ‘The Giza pyramids line up to point directly at the ancient city of Heliopolis!’ And on and on. Over and over again, people find three ancient things that line up ‘just like Orion’s belt’ and point at ‘something very important.’ But I always thought, ‘They’re only three things. You can find collections of three things anywhere.’” 
His eyes ticked toward the wall, where spatters of Morgan Matthews’s blood still stained the paint. He shouted, “Look! Those three smudges are like the stars in Orion’s belt! And hark: they’re pointing directly at the corner, which is the most important part of the wall! That proves aliens have been here!’” 
Cameron laughed then shook his head. This was much more information than any of them needed, and Piper saw his verbal meanderings for what they were: something in his past that had meaning — apparently defining meaning — to him. Watching Cameron, Piper couldn’t help her curiosity. There had been nothing but time for talking over the past week, and still they knew precious little about the group’s quietly insightful leader. Cameron had convinced Morgan he was a crazy kid, but clearly he was much more. 
“But as it turns out, all that bullshit might be true. The aliens have been here before, and it’s all very obvious once you see the patterns. Aliens and humans, recorded in trails of evidence. In a loop through time, over and over again.” 
“This is fascinating,” said Heather.
Heather’s dry voice seemed to snap Cameron out of his reverie. He scratched at his chair’s fabric. 
“The problem is I don’t know enough to see patterns about The Nine — or about a lot of it, really. My dad took me all over the world chasing flying saucers, but I was just a kid. All I have are vague memories, some surface knowledge, and a lot of what ended up being ill-informed resentment. I can’t form a pattern without knowing a lot more, and I can’t form a pattern with only one data point for reference — with only Meyer.” 
“Okay,” said Piper, knowing there was more.
Cameron nodded and looked toward the office. “I’d like your permission to copy those files and take them with me to Moab, where it might actually mean something.” 
“So you’re all going to leave us.” Lila’s eyes flicked from Cameron to Christopher and the others. “Just like that.” 
“Fine,” said Raj. Lila glared at him. 
“Actually,” Cameron said, “I can move faster if I go to Moab alone. I’ve traveled a lot, including into some crazy little backwaters around the world, and am damned good at disappearing when I need to. Keeping a low profile. So—” he looked at Raj, “—this depends on you, but if you’d like — if you’re comfortable and want to do it this way — I was thinking the guys could stay here with you.” 
Heather’s exhale was audible. It was disturbing to think how much they’d come to emotionally rely on their houseguests in the past week. These men had been frightening when they’d come in pretending for Morgan’s benefit, and they’d been frightening right up through his death. But since that time — since they’d become the people they were instead of the characters they’d been playing — they’d become friends. Terrence had already fixed a few things around the place that Piper had given up on, including the security on the bunker’s door and the induction oven. As predictable as it was, Vincent’s formidable bulk turned out to be much-needed muscle — for lifting, yes, but also for peace of mind should someone break in. Dan turned out to be a fine storyteller, having traveled far and wide with Cameron. And Christopher, just twenty-one years old, had practically become the kids’ best buddy. He chummed around with Trevor and joked with Lila. They were part of the family now, for better or worse. Only Raj didn’t seem to like the newcomers, but lately Piper had begun to feel as Heather did about Raj: he could live with what they’d decided to give him or hit the road.
“So you like that idea,” said Cameron, looking at Heather. 
“I like it,” she said, relief permeating her tone. 
“Then I’ll head out tomorrow. Just before first light. That way, I can sneak out without the people up top seeing me.” 
“It’s a long walk to Utah,” Lila said. 
“I can find a vehicle of some sort somewhere along the way. I’ll just need to be careful. The military controls the main roads. The back roads?” Cameron shrugged. “Well, everyone wants to be a kingpin and lay claim to their own piece of land these days. I don’t know how long it will take, but I’ll have a radio, and Terrence will show you how to use yours. Even the open channels are intermittent, but that way we’ll be able to stay in touch at least some of the time. I can’t share what I might learn on air, you understand — but if I learn anything about your father, I’ll do my best to come back and tell you in person.” 
“I want to go with you,” Trevor blurted. 
Heather glared at her son. Trevor’s suggestion was the height of stupidity. They were all safest in the bunker with their protectors. They’d nearly died trying to reach Vail. Heather wouldn’t let Trevor or Lila set a toe outside until the world ended or the ships left. And on that point, at least, Heather and Piper were in agreement. 
“No, you won’t go with him,” Piper said. 
Trevor’s head hung. He knew that had been coming. 
Piper looked around the group, then back at Cameron. “But I will.”





Chapter Sixteen
IT WAS 1 A.M. 
A strange afternoon acquiesced to an even stranger evening. Trevor was awake, lying on a cot in his mother’s room, hands under his head, elbows out. It was strange not being in his normal room, but Cameron’s announcement — coinciding with the realization that Vincent, Christopher, Terrence, and Dan would be staying a while — had prompted a shuffling of roles. Cameron and his crew had been bunking in the middle of the main room, some on the floor and some on cots. That had felt fine for a while, and they assured the bunker’s original inhabitants that they didn’t mind at all. 
But now that it seemed they were at least semipermanent, Trevor’s mother had launched into an uncharacteristic nesting frenzy, eager to make their underground house a proper home. She’d seemed so relieved to learn the others were staying (she’d muttered about it often enough during the past days, lamenting the idea of being “alone and vulnerable again” weighing heavy) that she was going out of her way to make them welcome. It was very un-Heather Hawthorne. She didn’t snip; she didn’t crack wise; she didn’t even make fun of Raj as he rolled his eyes over the affair. She made beds like a proper matron, washing sheets as Trevor had never really seen her do, pointing here and there assigning quarters. 
In the end, Cameron’s pack had been stocked and set near the spiral staircase. Piper’s (regrettably, to Trevor’s mind) was beside it. Cameron had fought her on the issue, but Piper had won. She knew Meyer Dempsey far better than those files knew him, and was hence a valuable asset for the people at the Moab facility. Trevor’s heart broke a little — okay, a lot — at the thought of her leaving, but Piper was right, and Cameron couldn’t argue. It was what it was, and it’s not like he could profess his love to keep her from going. 
The others had found themselves in new rooms. Trevor and Lila were with their mother as if they were five years old. Everything was settled. The only rearrangement left to make would be for Piper’s soon-to-be-vacant master bedroom. She was where she’d been for one more night. Tomorrow, the room would be taken by Vincent and Terrence, who’d split Piper’s mattress and box springs with each sleeping on one of them because, as Vincent said, “I’m not sharing sheets with this fag” before Terrence punched him. 
For now, things were as they’d been in the next room: the last modicum of normality left in their abnormal situation. Trevor was glad the others would be staying — especially Christopher, who felt like the cool older brother he’d always wanted — but the thought of Piper leaving was — as things always were for him with Piper — strangely entangled. He felt something deep and longing, along with something more primal. Between the time his dad had left and the others’ arrival, Piper had been the family’s leader. She’d kept things running. In a way, she’d kept them safe. She’d made the decisions his mother wouldn’t. Her departure left him unbalanced, without a rudder. 
He sat up on the cot, setting his feet on the carpeted floor. Sleep wasn’t coming. He wondered if anyone else was awake or if he was alone. He had limited options. He couldn’t turn on the TV, and he shouldn’t go into the living room because Raj was on the couch. Vincent and Terrence, without a room for one more night, were on the floor. 
Maybe he could read. His Vellum was in the main room, but if that was all he went out there for, he could be quiet. 
Trevor stood then walked into the bathroom. The room was long and wide — larger, probably, than your normal bunker bathroom, which was probably a coffee can that required emptying outside. But the size was perhaps justifiable because it was shared by two bedrooms. 
Trevor didn’t turn on the lights — that was the surest way to wake the others. But the bathroom was lit by small, glowing azure night lights. Necessities of underground living, where there was no star or moonlight. And, of course, for safety. These lights, dim as they were, would stay lit if the power went out. Even if the other emergency lights failed, they’d at least keep everyone from stumbling blind. 
Rather than going right to the toilet, he bent over the counter, in front of the sink, and peered into the mirror’s dark depths. As a kid, he’d heard the sleepover legend of Bloody Mary, and how if you said her name three times into a dark mirror she’d appear behind you. For years, he’d avoided mirrors in rooms filled with black. But now it felt safe, thanks to the world’s more immediate horrors. 
Trevor watched his pupils. 
Lila had come to him earlier. She’d seemed embarrassed and hadn’t agreed to tell him anything — even though she had come to him — until he’d promised not to laugh. Trevor agreed too readily. His big sister had been his best friend for a long time and (though he’d never admit it) a kind of role model. The recent awkwardness between them and the distance it came with (Trevor’s fault; he was the one who was into his stepmother) had bothered him, and he welcomed a chance to share secrets again. But then she’d asked him a strange thing. 
Trevor … do you ever … you know … hear things?
I hear a lot of things. 
Like … in your head. 
He’d looked at her funny, and she’d backpedaled immediately. 
Maybe things that just seem to be in your head. Maybe moving outside. Or … talking outside.
You’re hearing talking outside? Through the ground?
Talking or singing. Never mind. It’s nothing. 
Wait … singing? 
That had made her look hopeful. He’d merely been confused. 
Like … you’ll get a bit of a song stuck in your head. I’ve had something stuck in my head, like I’ve heard it before. 
What?
“Plug the hole.” 
Trevor almost laughed. It sounded like porn. But Lila was barely telling him this as it was, so he just shrugged. 
Never heard of it. But he had to give her something. Lila was out on a limb, and he needed to do the same or lose her trust. Her confidence. I think about Dad a lot. I guess sometimes it’s like I hear his voice. 
You hear Dad?
Trevor shrugged. The answer was no. He thought about him. But whatever made her feel better. 
Do you ever … you know … dream about him?
Dunno. I guess. 
She’d really paused hard there, as if trying to steel herself. Finally, she’d broken. 
I keep dreaming of him in a big, metal room. Like … She hesitated again. You know, like the inside of a ship. And sometimes … Lila’s eyes were wide, almost frightened. Sometimes, it’s like I’m actually awake, and I’ll look in a mirror and see the same room behind myself, just for a second, with him standing behind me. 
Hmm.
Have you ever had that dream?
Trevor shrugged again. 
I’m not crazy, if that’s what you’re thinking, she’d said, watching his eyes. It’s just a dream.
Weird.
She’d watched him for another long while. Then, abruptly, she’d said, Never mind then went straight to bed. When he’d come in an hour later, she’d been sleeping, possibly deep in haunting dreams of their father. 
Looking into the mirror, Trevor saw nothing. No metal room. No Dad. No Bloody Mary. Just the same bunker he’d lived in for a season and counting. The bunker, he sometimes thought, where he’d die. 
There was a sound from the other end of the bathroom. A sliver of light appeared, lancing the darkness in a long, vertical slice. The sound had been a switch clicking on, lighting the other room adjoining the bathroom: Piper’s.
Trevor crept forward. The door was barely ajar. Holding his breath, he put his eye to the slit. 
He saw Piper. She hadn’t been asleep after all. She must have gone into the living room while he’d been staring at the ceiling, also unable to sleep. But it was 1 a.m., and she was setting out on a long and dangerous trip in the morning. She had to get some rest. 
Through the crack, he watched her walk back to the bedroom door and push it closed. That was strange. They all slept with their doors open. It just felt safer, under the circumstances, to not close themselves off. 
Trevor’s heart hammered hard enough to hear. She’d closed the door because she was going to change for bed.
He should go. This was well past wrong. Trevor had crossed “wrong” almost a year ago, when he’d seen the liquid beauty of Piper’s eyes and the way light summer dresses clung to her body, and the strap of a messenger bag pressed her shirt against her chest, enhancing the natural swells.
If Trevor stayed where he was, he’d see them for real. Bare. Without a shirt or a bra between his eyes and her skin. 
Casually, as if unaware of her display, Piper reached down, grabbed the bottom of her shirt, and pulled it over her head. There was no ceremony or strip show splendor. A practical motion that said No big deal — and No big deal, consequently, for what came next.  
There was a creaking from behind him, in the other bedroom. Trevor glanced back, saw that the door was, of course, still closed. He’d come in here to pee. You didn’t leave the door open when you peed. 
He returned his eye to the crack. 
In the brightly lit room, Piper unzipped and stepped out of her jeans. Her legs were long and lean. Bleached of their usual color by confinement, yes, but her complexion was pale anyway, and she seemed to have used the tanning bed like the rest of them.
Trevor’s heart beat harder. 
He swallowed. 
He held his breath, afraid that exhalation would betray him. 
Her panties stayed on. She stepped into a pair of loose shorts then bent her arms behind her back to unfasten her bra. 
He should go. 
Of course he should go. 
And of course he wouldn’t. 
Piper pulled the garment away, and Trevor nearly fell into the doorframe. It was one thing to fantasize but another thing to see her breasts for real. There were no tan lines. She took her Vitamin D topless. 
Somehow that was too much. 
Piper glanced at herself in the mirror for a moment, seeming to assess her figure (Perfect, Trevor wanted to tell her), then pulled on a T-shirt. She dug her hands behind her neck and fluffed her hair out from under the collar, then applied something to her lips (lipstick? No, Chapstick) and slipped beneath the sheets. She reached for the end table and clicked off the lamp. 
Trevor was alone in the dark again, his incestuous sin committed. 
Despite his shame, a few extra minutes in the bathroom were required. 
He left the bathroom, sure that at any moment Lila and his mother would wake and see what he’d done, clear on his face like a brand. But they didn’t stir. 
He wouldn’t be able to sleep, so without pausing at the cot, he crossed to the door. 
He’d find his Vellum in the front room then come back and read by its internal light. In time, he’d have read enough to forget. But soon enough he’d remember what he’d seen of Piper — before he willingly recalled the memory — and would feel that conflict again. 
He found the light on in the kitchen. Vincent, Terrence, and Raj were sleeping where he’d expected them, but Christopher was at the kitchen table, reading a paper book by the overhead light. 
He looked up. “Can’t sleep, bro?” 
“No.” 
“Then have a seat, my friend, and let’s have ourselves a midnight jam.”





Chapter Seventeen
THEY SET out just before first light, as planned. 
Piper was more nervous than she’d expected. She’d been living in a vaguely apocalyptic world for over three months now (a calm apocalypse; as far as she could tell, if humanity had been able to ignore the ships and waning abductions, life could have gone on the same as ever), but she’d spent it mostly in a bunker. 
New York felt a lifetime ago, and the Chicago freeway melee years distant. Even their fight to take over Meyer’s Axis Mundi seemed to be someone else’s memory. The bunker was Piper’s reality. Safe. Comfortable. They couldn’t go outside, but so what? Ignore the missing father figure, and it’s another mixed family living out the American dream underground. 
The thought of opening the door and leaving willingly chilled her blood. She almost called the whole thing off. Piper had barely slept and rose hours early, finding Cameron eating his predawn breakfast. She’d joined him with a hushed good morning, and they’d eaten in silence. She’d had to bite her lip several times to trap her cowardly change of mind. It would be so easy. But if she let Cameron go off alone, he might never return. That thought barred the words from her lips. If she could make at least half of the trip (the outbound half), she’d learn what the others knew about Meyer. If one or both of them were killed on the return trip, at least she’d die knowing what there was to know. 
Cameron stole glances at her through the meal. He, too, seemed to be holding something back. Perhaps he was going to suggest she stay where it was safe to await his return. Thank God, he didn’t. Piper might have stayed.
She had to go, for everyone’s sake. Cameron knew that. His protests were gallantry. He was a thoughtful, perhaps overly polite man — opposite Meyer in many of his failings but very like her husband when it came to his strengths. Both wanted to protect them and would do as they promised, or die trying. But Cameron also wanted to do the right thing. To apologize. To ask for permission. And to keep ladies from heading out into the wild, wild West. 
But he knew the truth. Meyer’s tax receipts and email and memos to employees wouldn’t paint a complete picture. So much of what made Meyer unique was holistic, not recorded in any document. Piper knew Meyer could be sweet, though he never let the world see that side. You’d think, seeing Meyer on so many magazines covers through the years, that he enjoyed publicity. And he did when it advanced his business. But Meyer himself was (is, Piper corrected herself) a private, almost shy person. When his ambition and reserve butted heads, ambition always won. Without her there to guide the Moab facility’s investigation, the people there might never find their answer. And if Cameron was to be believed, the world might need it.
There was another reason Piper held her tongue. She was a vital, irreplaceable “Meyer data” archive, yes — but she was also alone. Lila had Raj, Trevor had Lila, Heather had Lila and Trevor. Piper was a mother in name, but at the end of the world, children clung more firmly to blood. Lila’s connection to Heather had deepened since she’d announced her pregnancy, and that was something Piper (try as she might) couldn’t relate to. And Trevor? She’d hoped confinement would heal whatever had broken between them, but it had only seemed to make things worse. He looked at her in the strangest ways and avoided her even more fervently than during the cross-country trip. The looks could have meant anything, but to Piper, they seemed to say, You aren’t needed anymore.
It broke her heart. 
And now that Cameron’s men were here, she really wasn’t needed. She’d kept the bunker running, but now Terrence had it handled. She’d done the dirty chores, but the men with their disciplined military backgrounds were happy to help. The men pulled their weight so well, in fact, that they pulled the slack left by the others. There was now officially more help than chores required. She was just another body. A loose end without a purpose and without the man she loved, taking up space. 
And there was more. 
She’d thought a lot about the life she’d ended. Garth had been a threat, no question. She had to stop him, no doubt. But couldn’t she have hit him with something? Couldn’t she have shot him in his arm or leg? But Meyer’s admonition had been loud in her ears: Don’t hesitate. She hadn’t, and it had all worked out fine. But Meyer hadn’t warned her about the nightmares. About the second-guessing and the questions. And it’s not like anyone wanted to talk to her about it. To them, Garth had been another of the bad guys — same as the bad guys Meyer himself had dispatched. Did anyone even really remember that Piper had pulled the trigger last? Or had they grouped the incident into a collection in their minds, attributed to the man of the house? 
She was a murderer. For better or worse, justified or not, Piper was a killer. If she had to stay in the bunker as a useless murderer (and she’d thought this in a logical, calculating way, not in despair), she might just kill herself. 
Better to go with Cameron, who — due to his playacting with Morgan and the journey he’d made — was maybe a murderer too. Piper lifted right out.  
After breakfast, before climbing the stairs, Cameron came up behind her with a long-sleeved T-shirt, dirty ripped jeans, and a baseball cap.
“Wear this.”
Piper looked at the clothing then up at Cameron. 
“They’re mine. I don’t mean this as that male thing where I’m implying you’ll fit into man clothes, and I’ll ask you to please not comment on the fact that I can provide clothes to a lady.” 
Piper looked at Cameron. He had a young face with longish hair parted in the middle. She’d never thought of him as small because his personality was so bold and confident, but he was barely bigger than she was, and slight of bones. He really would be able to vanish. Like a wily rodent hiding in debris rather than a clunky fat cat, like Vincent. 
“Please.” He held the clothes out to Piper. 
“Why?” 
“You need to look like a boy.” 
“I need to—” But she stopped, understanding.
“We both look young. With any luck, we can come off like a couple of gutter punks.” He pointed to his filthy face. She’d assumed that packing made him dirty — scavenging in the burned generator room, perhaps — but his grime was apparently intentional. “But it won’t work unless you tie up your hair and wear something loose and unflattering.” 
“‘Unflattering,’” she repeated. 
He shrugged. “You’re too pretty. Do you think you can be uglier?” 
The question was disarming, sarcastic, just the tension breaker she needed. “I’ll try. But … you know.” And she batted her long lashes. 
“Do you have sunglasses?” 
“I hear Terrence has a pair or two.” 
“Yes, but they all look like he’s about to accept his Grammy.” 
“I have a pair that have been rolling around in my purse without a case. They’re so scratched, they’re useless.” 
“Perfect.” 
Piper carried the clothes into her bedroom to change. On the way, Trevor — up early like the rest of them, to say goodbye — followed her with his eyes. Like he hated her and was glad she was leaving. 
Piper emerged, and Cameron declared her transformed. She’d pinned her hair back, managing to squeeze the cap atop it in a way that didn’t look odd, though she did have to pin the hat in place, too. She’d put on her tightest sports bra then donned the shirt. The clothing was loose with a masculine cut that hid her gender. She had the sunglasses to bury her big, blue eyes and a pair of Meyer’s reading glasses for use when the sun wasn’t shining. When they were outside, she could roll in the dirt. And Cameron promised to give her a few “man tips,” because she still had a feminine gait.  
But still, he smiled through his assessment, and for the first time in a long while Piper felt purpose. Uglying herself had been like a makeover in reverse, and it pleased Cameron plenty. Soon she might be able to help the cause against the aliens … if it turned out there was a reason to oppose their silent, still-mostly quiet presence around the planet. 
And as thin as the hope felt, Piper might see her Meyer again. 
They said their farewells, keeping them brief and choosing “see you soon” over “goodbye.” Cameron said it was about 250 miles to Moab. He joked that once they found a Corvette as their chariot, they could be there in three hours. 
After the door had closed behind them and they’d made it to the trees without attracting undue notice, Piper told Cameron that she needed to pee. He made a joke about learning to pee like a man then gave her privacy. He told Piper to keep the gun in her hand, safety off.
Out of sight, she leaned against a tree and let herself cry. 
Just for a few minutes. 
Because Piper was a man now, and real men don’t cry.





Chapter Eighteen
THEY RAN into the roadblock an hour after sunset, and the dead cop sixty seconds later. 
The roadblock had the look of something official — orange-and-white crowd-control barriers alongside a few big orange-and-white rain barrels. Stacked sandbags created a semipermanent blockage. There was a pair of cop cars behind them, parked opposite so the drivers’ windows would line up. But there were no cops in the cars. The officers, it turned out, were all in the ditch. 
Cameron saw the first body a few seconds before Piper but didn’t try to hide it. He held hands up to stop her then put a finger in front of his lips and pointed. It was a disturbing/kind gesture that covered both disturbing and kind at once, like how a cat will bring its owners mouse organs as a gift. He was showing her bodies, yes — but he hadn’t insulted Piper by implying she couldn’t handle it. They were out in the real world now. No need to play coy.
Despite that, her first instinct was to gape. Not to scream, but gape. She held her lips shut. She’d seen this before. She’d even done this before, right down to dealing death. 
Cameron patted the air, squatting in the ditch. Piper mimicked him, lowering her body and keeping her eyes on his. He pointed toward the barricade, now above their line of sight. 
Piper shrugged, not understanding. 
“There’s someone behind the car,” he whispered. 
“I didn’t see anyone,” she whispered back. 
“Just one person. Go ahead and look. Do it slowly.” 
She looked at him for confirmation. Did he really want her to raise her head and look? Did he think she might not trust him? Meyer would never say such a thing if it were him with her instead of Cameron. Meyer loved and trusted Piper and wanted her to feel empowered, but in times of crisis he was in charge, and she — along with anyone else who came for the ride — needed to do as they were told, no questions asked. 
After a moment, she rose slightly, very aware of her hat, thinking it might give her away before her eyes were high enough to see what was coming. Still, she saw nothing. 
“Look at the wheels,” Cameron whispered. 
Piper did. Under the car’s body, visible past exhaust pipes and struts and springs, she saw someone’s lower half, sitting on the road, back to the car. She squatted again. 
“Did you see him?” 
“How do you know it’s a man?” Piper asked. 
“Okay, I don’t. Did you see her?”  
In spite of the situation, Piper smiled. “I saw her.” 
“I don’t think it’s really a woman,” Cameron said.
“You don’t, huh?” 
“No. I know this is an unfair and sexist generalization, but women don’t kill cops nearly as often as men do.” He pointed at the first corpse. There were another two farther down. How had she missed them?
“How do you know that person killed them?” 
“There’s blood all over his pants.” 
Piper would have to take Cameron’s word for it. She hadn’t noticed. How had he? They’d barely seen a flash, and the car was a good fifty feet away. His eyes were sharp, and he had, apparently, been paying greater attention.
Piper made to stand again, wanting to see what else she’d missed, lollygagging along while he’d been watching for snakes in the grass. “Are there …” She paused, curiosity pressing. “Are there more?” 
“I don’t know. I didn’t see any. And maybe I’m wrong on my read. Maybe that person didn’t kill these guys. Maybe they were already dead when he showed up. But I’d bet he dragged them away, at least. And now he’s camping up there. Hanging out.” He made his voice lower than it already was. “Best to assume guilty until proved innocent.”
Piper touched her gun, pre-congratulating herself on having what it took to survive in this cruel new world. Cameron shook his head and pointed back the way they’d come. 
Staying low, they headed past the roadblock, staying in the trees until Piper could see the full side of the person who either killed at least three policemen or feng shui’d their arrangement. She turned every few seconds, wondering when they might make their move. 
“What do you keep looking at?”  
“Just seeing if our cop killer is far enough back yet.”
“Far enough back for what?” 
“To sneak up on him.” 
“Why would we sneak up on him?” Cameron asked. 
Piper realized they weren’t walking around the roadblock to get a better angle. They just needed to get around the roadblock. 
Cameron gave her a smile that was just short of patronizing. Pitying maybe. Piper didn’t like it. Not because of anything Cameron was doing, but because it made her feel like a liability. He’d said he wanted to travel alone because he could move quickly and stay out of sight. That was already becoming easy to believe. It would be a lot harder if he was dragging a klutz behind him. 
“What’s the first rule of survival?” Cameron said.
“‘Trust no one’? ‘Don’t do your business too near where you eat’?” 
Cameron shook his head. “‘Survive.’ That’s it. That’s all you need to keep in mind. Don’t think about specific survival tactics. Always see if you can step back and veer right to the big questions: ‘How do I survive this situation?’ ‘How do I get to where I need to be without getting harmed?’ ‘How do I find enough food?’” He pointed at the roadblock. “‘How do I get past something that might be dangerous?’ Did you assume we’d fight?”
Piper nodded sheepishly. It was stupid. The road was wide open, and the culvert and woods were seemingly empty. The idea that she’d seen that single person as someone they’d need to “go through” was idiotic, but she’d thought it, all right. She’d been so focused on doing what was necessary (fighting as needed) that she’d missed the obvious way out (simply going around). That kind of thinking would get them killed. 
“We need to get from here to Moab. Any way works.” Cameron looked around: up at the sky, at the open mountain road to the woods’ side, and at the mountains all around them. “It’s hard to believe there’s anything threatening out here. But Vincent, Terrence, Dan, and I ran into some sticky situations on our way to your place. Nobody seems to know what to do. It’s worse because nobody knows what’s been done.” 
He tapped the small radio fixed to his belt. “Even if we believe everything we hear on the open frequencies, which we shouldn’t, we have to assume it’s being monitored and that people might be talking in code or doublespeak. Best treat it all as rumor. The people who have returned after being abducted?” He looked a bit uncomfortable, as if just remembering why Piper was here. “They’re … strange, some of them. They come back spouting warnings. Really cuckoo stuff, about the ships being on some sort of countdown to the end of the world. Others are vacant, like they’ve lost something. There are a few, I guess, who are coherent, and I’ve heard one or two spouting off on what passes for drive time radio shows these days.” 
He laughed. Apparently, it was hardly an apt comparison. 
“Those people describe almost a kind of summit with the aliens, saying they’re here to urge us forward as a species. They go gray on specifics, and some people think they’re hiding a plan that they think most people won’t be okay with, but that they’re somehow ‘high minded’ enough to understand. But everyone seems to know about a few ‘incidents,’ say, where fringe nut groups have shot at the shuttles or motherships or tried to approach them in helicopters or small planes. The ships don’t refuse. They just incinerate. And sometimes, they’ll decimate the land below. Then the confusion brings out all the crazies — maybe crazies; there’s no way to tell if their reports are accurate or the same old bullshit — and you’ll hear about classic stuff: bright lights zooming around in people’s houses like ghosts or probes; beams of light in the night; all sorts of close encounters; cattle mutilations and things like that.” 
Piper felt cold. It was bright out, and the air was barely chill, but Cameron’s story made her feel like a little girl cowering in bed, waiting for the boogeyman to come out of the closet. 
“People are scared,” Cameron said. “Maybe they’re scared of real things, like someone being taken from their house or fearing being taken themselves — unlike those nuts around your place, who want to be taken and think shuttles will return just because they’ve gone there a few times before.” 
Piper almost interrupted him. A few times before? She’d thought there had just been the one shuttle, come to take Meyer. The idea that there had been other alien visitations during their time underground was unsettling, as if the very ground might not hold her. 
“And maybe,” Cameron continued, “the things they’re scared of aren’t real at all. But it doesn’t matter. Fear is fear, and it’s contagious. No matter how peaceful things may seem out here sometimes, no one’s our friend. It would probably be better for everyone if the alien ships went ahead and attacked us if they’re going to, rather than waiting and hovering first. Everyone’s afraid, but nobody knows what they’re afraid of. Which means they’re scared of everything, just to be safe. Afraid of us, for instance. Like bees. My dad used to say, when I was terrified of being stung, that the bee was more scared of me than I was of it. But see, that didn’t mean it wouldn’t sting me, even if it didn’t want to. Because it was afraid.”
Cameron nodded toward the man leaning against the police car, still visible behind them. “It’s always better to run than to confront. It’s always better to avoid people than engage them.” 
“What if someone we see might be able to help us?” 
“Always better to avoid people than engage them. The more we’re alone, the safer we are. And there’s no such thing as cowardice or fighting dirty. If we get into a bad situation, we run. We turn our yellow tails and haul ass, courage be damned. You need to kick someone in the balls, you do it. Eye jabbing, hair pulling, backstabbing? All fine. The goal is only to survive, nothing fancier than that. I learned that all the hard way growing up.” 
It was a curious statement. She’d learned nothing substantive about Cameron’s past in the previous week other than that his father had hauled him around the planet on an alien scavenger hunt. Had he lived on the street during one of their stops? Had he been in a gang back home? Piper knew he was worldly and that he’d seen much more of the globe than he had at the foot of his father. Nothing more, though she was curious. 
“How did you — ?” she began.
That’s when the screaming started.





Chapter Nineteen
LILA GRIPPED HER ABDOMEN, clenched her teeth, and held her breath for a long, frightening moment. Then the pain in her gut finally subsided for long enough to exhale. She did, then sat where she’d plopped: on the toilet, its lid closed. She didn’t have any business in here now, but with the shared bedrooms, the can was literally the only private place.
Her pain had mostly receded, but still she waited through cycles of breath, her hands still almost superstitiously over her stomach. She lifted her shirt a few inches and looked down at her belly, as if her unborn fetus might tell her all was well. Everything down there was still pretty flat. She’d been told she had a good body, and for now it still was. 
Lila stood, moving slowly as if she might re-upset whatever had just gone (temporarily) wrong. But there was nothing, same as before. Except for what felt like an intense gas pain. Maybe it had been a gas pain. It wasn’t like she’d done this pregnancy thing before. And it wasn’t like she’d thought to download a copy of What to Expect When You’re Expecting. Her mother would have, had Lila confessed before the Internet fizzled. Or rather, Piper would have. Her mother probably would have downloaded 101 Jokes About Pregnant Women’s Vaginas or something. 
Lila crossed to the sink and splashed water on her face. 
She wished Piper hadn’t left. 
Lila was seventeen, and Piper was twenty-nine. The age difference was enough to make them a perfect hybrid of mother/daughter and sister/sister. Piper hadn’t ever been pregnant, but she’d lived enough life to have adult perspective (and the perspective of a really cool adult, too; Piper’s clothing line had been a hit before Dad announced their engagement, and Lila had been over the moon to inherit such a hip stepmom), yet not so much life that she’d forgotten what it was like to be a kid. She’d helped Lila and Trevor with schoolwork when they’d asked, but always with rolled eyes as if to say, Yeah, school sucks. 
If the world hadn’t gone wacky, Lila had always imagined Piper would have been the first person she’d tell about the baby. She’d have told Piper before Raj if it wouldn’t have been so wrong to do so. Piper would have seen the joy and downplayed the rough times ahead because that’s how Piper was. How Piper is, Lila corrected. 
Maybe she should tell her mother about the pains she’d been having. 
The idea felt awful. Her mother loved her, but Heather Hawthorne was also (and there was no easy way to put this) an asshole. If Mom found the pains troublesome, she’d fret and demand that everyone lay down their lives to head out and summon a doctor or at least some books that Meyer hadn’t thought to stock. Or if, on the other hand, Mom found the pains to be nothing, Lila would have to endure jokes for weeks. 
Ordinarily, Lila and Trevor only spent a few weeks a year with their mother. Right around the time in each visit when Heather’s quirkiness soured toward obnoxious, it was time to hop on a plane. But since they’d been in the bunker, everyone was approaching an overdose. It was like getting an X-ray. One or two were fine, but nobody set up an X-ray machine in the corner of their living room and left it on. 
Lila, is that sausage giving you gas? 
And then she’d point to Raj’s crotch.
Lila, you look uncomfortable. Is your stomach still bothering you? Did you swallow something spicy and ethnic that disagreed with you?
And then she’d point to Raj’s crotch. 
And Raj — in her mental theater now but in reality as well — just kept taking the abuse. Only now was it dawning on Lila how strange that was. Raj wasn’t supposed to come on this cross-country errand, but he’d been in the right place at the right time, and Lila had insisted they not leave him behind. Since then, a normal family would have accepted him. It had been over a month since she’d told her mothers about the baby, and the shock had passed fairly quickly. It was hard to stay mad at a girl for getting knocked up when only a concrete wall separated you from crazies and an armada of alien ships. But as easily as her family had accepted the baby, it still hadn’t accepted Raj. 
That made Lila feel bad. She suddenly wanted to do something nice for Raj. She’d apologized for the incident in the kitchen, taking care to not apologize for her line-in-the-sand insistence that he stop bitching and accept their collective decisions. After that, they’d returned to quasi-normal, and in the few moments they could manage — in the middle of the night, quietly and quickly in the bathroom — they’d remained occasionally intimate. But something had changed. Not just between her and Raj, but in the bunker as a whole. 
The arrival of the new group and the departure of Cameron and Piper had, she supposed, made everyone realize there was still an accessible outside world. For the past months, they’d grown used to the idea that the rest of their planet was a poisoned, unreachable place. But now, staying felt like a decision. And after all this time underground, Lila wanted to decide something different.
She felt pent up, claustrophobic, restless. She’d watched enough old shows on the juke. She’d even watched her father’s shows — even stored episodes of the web series he liked so much, about the super-Internet of the future. She’d played cards, read books (both paper and on Vellum), done puzzles, run on the treadmill, lain in the UV bed for a few minutes even though she suspected that might be a terrible idea for a pregnant girl, stacked cans in the pantry, arranged cups from smallest to largest, and counted the kitchen floor tiles. In a way, the addition of new bunker mates made things palatable (Christopher felt like any of her and Trevor’s friends despite the murder), but in another way it made things harder to know they could go outside … but shouldn’t. 
Maybe Cameron really would be able to work out her father’s riddle. Maybe, together with Piper, they could bring Daddy home. She was a bit nervous about how he might be changed after his experience but desperately longed for him back either way. She didn’t want to hope. But it was something to consider — a possible light at the end of the tunnel, even if distant and probably unlikely.
And that was good because if Lila didn’t focus on something, she might go crazy.
Really, she was headed there already.
It wasn’t fair. She had these issues with the baby to contend with 
(you could tell your mother)
but on top of all of that, 
(you should, because something’s wrong, not with me but with the air, this place, what’s coming) 
confinement was giving her crazy dreams. Snippets of something (dialogue from a movie? Lyrics of a song? Something someone had once told her?) kept getting lodged in Lila’s head, and she couldn’t place it. If they’d still had the web, she’d have Googled plug the hole and a few other choice phrases,
(network nodes brains)
but she didn’t. So she had to be content not knowing where she’d heard those things before, why she kept hearing them now, or if she’d maybe never heard them at all and was just losing her fucking mind. 
A cavern, deep in the ground, with a platform broken away along the walls every ten feet down, deeper than anyone had ever been. Rising water. A hidden place, a secret left behind.
It all mingled with something Lila knew she’d seen somewhere before — an image from a paper book in a used bookstore, showing cave explorers kneeling around a rather ordinary patch of wet rock, looking at the camera with expressions that were more weary than jubilant. The photo, apparently, showed the “bottom of the world” — the deepest navigable cave in existence. The idea had intrigued her, and she’d thumbed through the pages, skimming the story. Apparently, the journey to reach the world’s bottom had been incredibly dangerous and terrifying. So why had the explorers risked their lives to reach it? For the same reason mountain climbers climbed in the opposite direction: because it’s there. 
And that’s sort of where they were, or what it felt like, sitting on the bottom of the world. Maybe they were safe from the ships (although they’d managed to get Dad anyway), but this place was its own kind of death. Its own sort of torture. First, she’d clearly seen Morgan Matthews in her mind and anticipated his arrival. Then, in a flash before it had happened for real, she’d imagined Christopher putting a bullet in Morgan’s head. Now she kept thinking about Piper and Cameron, picturing them not alone, but with three new companions. Why was she so sure that those things had happened, whatever they were? None of it was real. They’d managed a brief chat with Cameron on the radio just an hour ago, and he’d said nothing of others or strange barriers. The signal came and went, leaving them with no idea when they might chat again. 
Morgan, outside, trying to enter. 
Endless rows of stones.
Piper and Cameron, plus three. 
The bottom of the world — both recollection in pictures and something else, something she’d never seen. The book’s descriptions of spelunking had made Lila feel boxed in just reading them, but the dream/thought/vision of the wet hole with its broken platforms every ten feet was worse. It didn’t feel like a deep pit, whatever it was. It felt like a descent into Hell, with something unthinkable hidden at the bottom, stored since 
(the last time)
forever. 
Lila looked up into the mirror. She was okay. For now anyway. If the pains came back, she’d tell her mother. If they didn’t, then no big deal. And while she was at it, maybe she could ask Mom about — 
Lila’s hands flew to her abdomen. She couldn’t breathe. Everything was tight, constricting, muscle tugging bone hard enough to snap it. She fell to one knee then the other. She saw her own shocked expression in the mirror for a second before she fell to the ground, rolling backward, racking her head against the tile floor. Her eyes squeezed shut. This pain was so much worse. So much harder. So much — 
It stopped as quickly as it had started. 
It’s all beginning. 
Hearing the voice — more feeling than actual words — Lila looked down. Her clenching hands had opened, no longer holding her midsection. Her palms were on her sides, fingers now standing straight out like a jazz hands parody of surrender. 
But she’d noticed something. Something that chilled her, as obvious as it suddenly was.
In the pain’s aftermath, it now seemed clear where those hints and whispers and visions and mental voices were coming from. 
Not from her head. 
From her stomach.





Chapter Twenty
THE SCREAMER WAS A WOMAN.
Piper chased the sound without thinking. Years of running in Central Park made it easy to cross the distance and leave Cameron in the dust. 
Years of running in Central Park had also (and this occurred to Piper once she heard a new volley of screams and knew she was close) bred a specific reaction to screaming. The sound elicited alarm, yes, but sympathy was Piper’s stronger response. She’d never witnessed a mugging or a rape in progress, but she’d heard enough warnings (and was human enough) to recognize one when she heard it. 
There were two basic ways to answer something like that. You could call the police on your cell, sure, but how long would it take for the cops to arrive? People screamed to draw attention. To get help. And help, if it was worth anything, didn’t stand idly by waiting for the men and women in blue.
Piper stopped when she saw them. There were six people in the clearing: three men, two women, and a small boy, maybe four years old. If there was any chance of inaction, it vanished the second she saw the kid. Free to run, he went nowhere. The kid sat at the struggling group’s edge, canted down on one knee. He was crying, watching in horror as three assailants — two men and a woman — pummeled what had to be his parents with a series of strikes and punches.
“Let’s go,” Cameron said, arriving beside her. 
She could hear his shallow breath and see him in the corner of her eye without turning from the melee. The attackers had guns, hanging uselessly from straps or, in the case of the rough-looking woman, tucked into waistbands. They were using their fists and what looked like a board to do their work, and the work itself was sadistic. If they wanted to rob people, why not point their guns and demand they hand over what they had? Although they must already have done it; there were two extra packs near the crying child. Why didn’t they go? 
“We have to help,” Piper said. 
“There are three of them.” 
She turned to look at Cameron, anger flaring. “I can count.” 
“The idea is to avoid conflict.”
Piper gave him a hard look then reached for her gun. Staring him straight in the eye, she raised it overhead. And fired. 
Activity in the clearing froze as if someone pressed pause. Piper lowered her gun and leveled it at the others. 
“Jesus, Piper,” Cameron muttered. He had a rifle and a handgun, but it was the rifle he reluctantly raised, taking aim. Then, seeing that they were already hip deep and might as well power through, shouted to the others below. “Get away from them!” 
Both men raised their hands, stepping back. But the woman didn’t hesitate. She reached for her own weapon and fired almost blindly. The shot struck the dirt a dozen feet below their position on a small rise. Her aim was to shock, and Piper, as brave as she’d felt a half second earlier, felt herself collapse. She was a crumpled heap in plain sight. Cameron had ducked behind a tree.
“Run!” he yelled at her. “Back the way we came!” 
That got her moving. Piper came up far enough to raise her gun, aware that she was presenting a rather large and obvious target. The weapon’s weight bothered her. She’d fired a gun twice in her life, once point blank. She had no idea how to hit her target. 
But she fired anyway, knowing that Cameron’s alternative was both more survival oriented and, to her, reprehensible. Sure, they could escape. But then she’d have to avoid mirrors for the rest of her life; facing herself would be impossible, knowing she’d left a family to die.
The shot went predictably wide. Piper had no idea where it landed, but her slug didn’t hit any of the six people below. She’d have to be more careful and make sure she didn’t hit any innocents. 
Cameron racked off another two shots. He also hit nothing, but Piper suspected he wasn’t trying. One of the men had circled around to where the kid was but hadn’t — as she’d feared — snatched the boy to use as a hostage or shield. Instead, he’d taken the two backpacks and was already moving toward the others, away from Piper and Cameron. They had what they needed and were apparently content to call it a draw. All three assailants ran, one of the men turning to fire one last time, for cover. 
Then it was over. 
“Let’s go.” Cameron looked at Piper, annoyed. 
But the woman was already running up the hill toward them, her face a mess of tears. The man seemed shocked. He’d taken a worse beating and, from a distance, seemed bloody. They’d roughed him up. Maybe because they’d had intentions with the woman and hadn’t wanted to damage the merchandise. Even in her jeans and filthy T-shirt she looked pretty. 
“Thank you!” She fell at Piper’s feet. Either they were hurt or exhausted. Or maybe she’d been overcome with fear and adrenaline. Looking down at the woman, watching her cry and paw her way back up, Piper felt something bruise inside. Her eyes traveled to the man below, gathering the wailing child into his arms, and that bruised spot broke open. 
“Are you all right?” Piper asked. 
She sniffed. “Thank you! Oh my God, if you hadn’t been there, they’d have …” She looked back at the man then traded glances between Piper and Cameron and the rest of her family until all five of them were huddled together at the rise’s top. The clearing below was littered with scraps and refuse, as if they’d been attacked mid-picnic. 
“Thank you,” said the man, more composed. His face was bloody indeed, but it wasn’t as bad as it had looked from above. They must have hit him near the forehead — maybe with the board or branch or whatever it was — and lacerated the capillary-dense area that made wounds seem worse than they were. A little cleanup, and that part of him would be fine. But he was also heavily bruised, and his nose was askew enough that Piper wondered if he’d been born that way, or if it had just been broken. 
“What happened?” Piper asked. 
“They surprised us,” said the man. “Like an ambush. Must’ve seen us coming, then hid around that little area and waited. They had guns, so we all just raised our hands and said they could take what they wanted.” 
“Did you have guns?” said Cameron. 
The man shook his head. “I’m not a fan of guns.” Then he laughed, despite his obvious pain. “At least, I wasn’t. I became a convert after we learned about the ships. But I didn’t own any, and the stores were all stripped straight away. We ran across …” He lowered his voice, as if to keep his next words from the boy, who he handed off to his mother. “We ran across some bodies. Pretty early. They had guns, so we took them. But later we ran into some other people and …” He shrugged, as if to say, Easy come, easy go. 
“Have you just been out here walking?” Cameron asked. “Where are you trying to go?”
“We’ve been staying at my mother’s. She has a ski lodge.” He reset. “Had a ski lodge. We live in Denver.” He swallowed, and the shambling, pained way his throat moved made Piper cringe. “Used to anyway. But Denver …” He inhaled as if steeling himself. 
“We came from New York.” Piper nodded. Of course Denver would have been a zoo, and anyone with a nearby ski lodge would want to get away. 
The man nodded then looked at Cameron. “Did you drive?” 
“Just me,” said Piper. “Me and my family.” 
The man looked at Cameron, seeming to decide not to ask how they were traveling together if they hadn’t started off that way. Cameron didn’t answer or volunteer his place of origin. His body language was closed and stiff. Piper did most of the talking. Cameron, it seemed, wanted to keep moving. 
“Anyway,” the man said, “we came up here. It wasn’t a bad trip. Problem was, everyone else in Denver had the same idea.” 
Piper looked at Cameron. She and Meyer hadn’t noticed many people headed into the mountains from Denver unless she counted the roadblock that had freed them of the car they, in turn, had stolen from the man bunkered in the dealership. Again: easy come, easy go. 
The man shrugged again. “I was able to hold down the homestead for a while, but we were finally ‘evicted’ three days ago. We heard there’s a community up this way.” 
“A ‘community’?” said Piper. 
“Almost like a commune. A wanderer — one of the few who didn’t want to attack us and take the supplies we managed to get away with — told us he heard about it on the radio. And I know how that sounds, but—”
“There are still broadcasts on some frequencies.” 
Piper noticed the way Cameron actively hid the radio on his belt when he said it, and that he didn’t volunteer the obvious: that the “commune” he and this wanderer had heard about was almost certainly her home. 
The man seemed to realize something then wiped his hand on his pants. He stuck it out toward Cameron. “I’m Mike. Mike Nelson.”
Cameron shook it. “Cameron.” 
The hand jabbed at Piper. She shook it. “Piper.” 
“This is my wife, Rachel.” He smiled a kindergarten smile, as if they were meeting casually and he hadn’t been robbed and beaten nearly to death. “And this is Charlie. Say hi, Charlie.” 
“Hi,” the boy squeaked, hiding his face against his mother’s side. 
“Well,” Cameron said, nodding. “Good luck, Mike.” 
Piper shot him a look. 
Cameron pointed. “The place you’re looking for is that way.”
Piper grabbed his arm and whispered, “We can’t just leave them.” 
Cameron looked at the family. Their faces had fallen. 
“They don’t have any supplies.” 
“It’s only a few hours. They’ll make it.” 
“They don’t have any guns.” 
“Excuse me?” said Mike. 
They turned. 
“I don’t mean to impose, but I was kind of hoping we could stay with you. At least until we figure out where we’re going.” 
Cameron pointed again. “Follow the setting sun.” 
“But I’m not exactly an outdoorsman,” Mike protested. “I figured I could get us there, but we’re kind of …” He looked helplessly at his wife. 
Rachel came forward, Charlie hiding behind her legs. “They took everything we had. Food, water …” 
“It’s not far,” Cameron said. 
“ … and if they come back …” 
“I don’t think they’ll come back.”
Piper’s eyes stayed on the boy. She kept seeing the way they’d found him, on one knee as if knocked down or fallen, crying, branded with the image of his family’s beating, probably minutes from enduring the sight of his father’s murder and his mother’s rape.
“We have to help them,” Piper said. 
“We can’t spare the supplies.”
“We’ll find a way to get our own. There’s a stream back there.” Mike pointed. “And if we don’t have far to go, we won’t need food just yet.”
“Then how are we supposed to help y—” 
“Please. You have guns.” Rachel looked toward where the bandits had fled, giving a shiver. “At least let us walk with you for a bit.” 
“We’re going in the opposite direction.” 
“We’ll go that way, then,” Mike said. “Maybe those people left my mom’s place. Probably did, actually; I heard them say they were headed somewhere else, somewhere east. There will be stores left. Mom was a hoarder.” 
“I’m sorry,” said Cameron. 
“We won’t slow you down,” Mike said. 
“They won’t slow us down,” Piper echoed, holding Cameron’s sleeve. 
“They will,” he whispered. “A family with a kid? We’ll be a huge target. What’s the first rule of survival, Piper?” 
“Please?” Rachel said. 
“Please … Cameron,” Mike said. 
“Pweese,” said Charlie, the kid.
Piper put her hand on Cameron’s shoulder. “Just a day or two. Same course. We go where we were going anyway, and they follow or find another way.”
Cameron took a long, slow inhale then exhaled. “Fine. They can follow us along Route 24, but we lose them when we start following 70 West. I want to see if we can get a car at some point, and we aren’t getting one with a baby seat.” He glanced back at the family then at Piper. “Agreed?” 
Piper nodded. 
“But I don’t like this at all. At all.” 
“Noted.” Piper tried to bat her eyes at Cameron to smooth his edges, but her battered sunglasses muffled her charms. 
“If they get us killed, it’s on you.” 
But Piper didn’t think that would happen. 
Almost certainly not.





Chapter Twenty-One
“KID,” said Vincent, still laughing and clapping Trevor on the back. “You’ve got a lot to learn about playing cards. He stood, and Trevor could’ve sworn he heard the chair breathe a sigh of relief. They’d been playing cards for three hours, and Trevor felt like he knew less than when he started. 
“Sorry,” Trevor said. 
Christopher shook his head. “You fucker.” 
Trevor looked across the table. He liked the casual way the guys swore around him. Nobody would think a man Trevor’s age didn’t know those words, but it was different when others assumed he did and treated him like an equal instead of a kid. He’d been getting annoyed looks from his mother and sister for what felt like months, and those looks clearly painted him as a moody teenager with delusions of persecution. Well, the shoe was on the other foot now. No longer was he a lone man around a bunch of girls (Raj didn’t count). Trevor finally had guys to treat him like one of their own. 
He could accept Christopher’s jab as genuine, or he could be a man and say something pointlessly vulgar. Because that’s how this crew worked. Insults were good. They bonded people. 
Instead of demurring or apologizing again for losing his team the card game, Trevor said the wisest thing he could think of: “Fucked your mom.” 
Christopher threw a dish towel.
Trevor, smiling, gathered the cards. 
Christopher said, “Hey,” and Trevor looked up. 
Christopher tossed his chin toward Raj, reading on the couch. 
“He doesn’t like me, I don’t think.” 
Trevor shrugged. “He doesn’t like any of you.” 
“And?” 
“Whatever,” said Trevor. “That’s his problem.” 
Christopher looked from Raj to Lila sitting on the overstuffed chair at the far side of the living room. Trevor followed his gaze. Lila looked tired. Very tired. Her eyes were dark circles. She’d been staying in the room later and later in the mornings. But judging by the movements he heard through the door in the mornings, he didn’t think she was sleeping any more during the day than at night. 
Lila was quieter, too. She’d stopped talking to Trevor almost entirely, and a small part of him felt positive it was because she knew he’d watched Piper changing her clothes and was disgusted with him. That seemed impossible, but no other explanation made sense. She’d vanished into the bedroom for several hours just this morning, this time with their mother. Trevor hadn’t liked that. He’d made eye contact with Lila as she’d been pulling Mom aside, and he’d made eye contact with them both when they’d emerged from the bedroom much later. Nobody said anything, but Trevor knew accusation when he saw it. They were probably deciding what to do with him. 
Was ogling your stepmother grounds for being kicked out of the bunker? Probably not, but Trevor’s gut clenched at the thought that Lila might know and doubly at the notion that she’d spent the morning discussing his deviance with their mother. Was Mom working up the courage to confront him? She wasn’t in the living room now. Was that even something Heather was capable of doing — talking to her son about inappropriate, incestuous boobs? What would that conversation be like? It would either be hard because she’d be disappointed and chiding … or it’d be even harder because she’d be inappropriate and flip about the whole thing. She might joke about whether or not he’d want to see her naked, his biological mother. Or she might draw comparisons and gross analogies suitable for her crass standup act. For instance: Just because you didn’t come out of a pussy doesn’t mean it’s okay to want to enter it now.
But Christopher knew none of this. And honestly, maybe Lila and Mom didn’t know about it either. In fact, they probably didn’t. How could they know he’d peeped that night, with the door having been closed? How could they know that he thought about what he’d seen all the time, when he spent a bit too long in the bathroom and came out relaxed?
“I’m not sure I understand them as a couple,” said Christopher. 
Trevor shrugged. 
“I mean, he’s … I guess he’s fine, when he’ll talk to me. Seems like a nice enough guy. And smart. Maybe as smart as Terrence. If he’d stop being so …” Christopher trailed off. “Sorry.” 
“What?” Trevor asked. 
“We’re guests here.” 
“Well, so is Raj.” 
“But I mean, he was here before us.” 
“It’s cool, Chris. You can say Raj is kind of an ass sometimes.” Trevor smiled. 
“I don’t mean it like that. Your sister just seems … well, it’s hard for me to see them together.” 
Trevor looked back. They really were an odd couple. Before the world had gone to shit, he’d wondered at things Lila said about Raj. She couched everything and played like nothing was a big deal, but she was Trevor’s sister, and they’d once been close enough for Lila to shamefully admit to having made a buck or two pirating her own father’s films in advance of their release. Trevor could read her and knew she was a bit gaga over Raj — or had been, at least, before they’d all been locked in the madhouse together. And Trevor, accordingly, had tried to imagine them married, with Raj as a brother-in-law. It was okay, he supposed. But there were way cooler brothers-in-law than Raj. 
“It’s hard,” Trevor agreed. 
Christopher chewed the inside of his cheek.
“Do you think think he misses them?” 
Trevor didn’t understand. But when he followed Christopher’s gaze, he saw Raj fiddling with his watch phone thing. He seemed to think that if he fiddled enough, he’d be able to call home. If home still existed.
“His family?” Trevor asked. 
“Yeah.” 
“Dunno.” 
“You’re lucky to have yours.” 
Trevor shrugged. He supposed so. 
“I lost mine. I guess that’s why I ended up with Morgan for a bit. Not that I was ever really in with him. You know. Just … kind of … needed someone. Or whatever.” Christopher seemed embarrassed. But it was true that he was tight with Vincent and Terrence and Dan. He’d seemed tight with Cameron, too. Like a brother. 
Maybe there was some hurt there, but he didn’t ask Christopher for more. His family might have been killed, or he might have literally lost them, like Raj had lost track of his. He might have a mother and father still out there somewhere. Maybe a wife. He was young to be married and didn’t wear a ring, but stranger things had happened. Trevor didn’t want to know. This was all kind of a bummer. 
“You like her, don’t you?” Trevor asked. 
“Who?” 
“Lila.” 
“No.” But yeah, he clearly did. 
“You know she’s pregnant. With Raj’s kid.” 
“Yeah, of course,” Christopher said. “So?” 
“I’m just saying.”
Before Christopher could respond to Trevor’s just-saying, a muted thud banged from above. Christopher stopped with his mouth about to open, and his eyes ticked around. Following them, Trevor realized that everyone had stopped to trade glances. Except Vincent, who seemed not to have noticed. 
Terrence’s head poked out of the control room. He was wearing another pair of large sunglasses. Again, Trevor wondered how he could see what he was doing. 
“Vincent!” he shouted. “Get your ass in here!” 
Vincent was poking around in the storage pantry. “Just a minute,” he said.
“Not in a minute. You need to see this. Now!”





Chapter Twenty-Two
CAMERON WOKE FROM A DREAMLESS SLEEP.  
The previous night, he’d tossed and turned. They’d needed to wake early enough to be out the door before dawn, and time to prepare before that. He’d set his alarm for 4 a.m., and his body had seemed unable to settle in light of the early deadline.  
This must have been his body making up for the shortfall. There had been no tossing and turning. No waking, not even to take a leak. He’d felt secure as they’d nodded off, and that had probably helped. Piper had proposed someone staying up to guard, but it seemed unnecessary. By the time they stumbled upon the barn, they hadn’t seen anyone for hours. Animals were still inside — six horses they might pick from and try to ride in the morning. They’d been obviously hungry and a bit malnourished, which told Cameron that nobody had been tending to them for maybe a week. The house had been freshly burned, the tang of smoke still clinging to the nearby brush. The barn, he had to assume, had been abandoned. 
Nobody would bother them. The world hadn’t turned entirely upside down. As far as Benjamin and Charlie (Charlie Cook, not four-year-old Charlie Nelson) had told him and as far as he’d heard on the airwaves, there were entire sections of the country that had returned to civility. Few cities had stayed in riots or disorder. Many towns had normal power and were still playing by the rules. They probably even stopped at crosswalks in those places. Maybe Scouts still helped old ladies cross the street. 
They were in the mountains. Yes, there were a few marauding gangs. But what barrel didn’t have its bad apples? Cameron had certainly been in worse places. Americans acting like a single roving gang was cause for alarm — reason for ceasing life and holing up with your guns permanently drawn. But Cameron had wandered Mexico, South America, Israel, the Balkans, and the Middle East. Kingpins and warlords had controlled land even before the ships had come. Sometimes, people got killed. Sometimes, it happened often. And yet life, for most, simply went on. 
They’d slept without a guard, and well. 
The barn was quiet. He was the first one up. He’d thought he might be. If Piper and the Nelsons could get to sleep, odds were they’d stay there. Piper had suffered as fitful a previous night as Cameron and would be coming off an adrenaline spike. Mike, Rachel, and little Charlie had lived through something traumatic. The adults should sleep like the dead, in desperate need of recovery. 
But Charlie surprised him. Some kids could sleep through anything, but others would be understandably nervous with an unstable life as described by Mike and Rachel. Cameron hadn’t wanted to talk to any of them, but once the die had been cast, his distance had seemed overly rude. He’d made it clear they’d part ways tomorrow or the next day, and Mike kept assuring them — almost preemptively — that they’d be splitting off before nearing the highway. Fine. A day’s compassion might not hurt them after all. 
Rolling over on his ratty horse blanket, Cameron found himself tangled in his rifle strap. He’d slept with it on because flouting caution would be stupid. Reminding him of the same point, Cameron felt a crick in his back. Because dammit, he must’ve slept on his damned pistol, too. 
He pulled the gun from his waistband, thinking that was stupid, and that rounds in the chamber or not, spending a night atop your firearm was asking for a bad back in the morning. 
Piper was beside him, on her own blanket, curled into a comma with her back to Cameron. Her pistol was in her pants too, but at least right now she wasn’t sleeping on it. Maybe only one of them had learned a lesson. 
He sat up and stretched. Damn, was he stiff. He’d been in a bed or cot (he’d hit both, plus the couch, in rotation) for too long. On the way to Meyer’s compound, they’d slept on just about everything. He was out of practice after just a week. Soft. Even when they’d been playacting their way into Morgan’s graces as hoods, taking Christopher’s temperature to find his loyalties, they’d slept on the ground, padded with coats stolen from the other people camping under the stars around the house, yes … but ground nonetheless. 
He smacked his parched lips, needing to take a leak. 
One thing at a time. It was rare for Cameron to sleep so soundly, rarer still to sleep like the dead with a goddamned gun under his back and around his shoulders. His body was used to drinking and peeing at least once per night, trading old moisture for new. 
He reached for his backpack in the dimly lit barn and struck hay. 
He reached again. Grabbed hay. 
He turned. Rummaging in shadow, his searching hands discovering nothing. Given that his eyes had been closed, they were as adjusted as they were going to get. He swore inside his head. What he wouldn’t give for a lamp or a switch to flick. 
Without bothering to unclip it, Cameron found the small metal flashlight on his belt and turned its end. A tiny flood of bright white light washed the hay. 
Just hay. His backpack was gone. 
Piper must have woken in the middle of the night and moved it, wanting to fish out a water bottle without waking him. 
He knelt tall then shined the flashlight momentarily on Piper, taking a guilty moment to appreciate her sleeping face and form. She was definitely ballsy. Ballsier, in fact, than she probably gave herself credit for. He’d been mad when she’d run toward the scream, for sure. He’d been even angrier (and not a little unnerved) when she’d fired that shot into the air to break up the one-sided fight in the clearing below. And he’d been absolutely furious when she’d bullied him into allowing the man, woman, and child to glom onto their group. Cameron was all about saving people, but dammit, that could get them both killed. 
But the same things that were infuriating and stubborn made Piper noble. Attractive even. Cameron liked strong women. And her strength, too, was surprising. Benjamin and Charlie (again: not little Charlie, he thought with a smile) had given Cameron a full profile of Meyer Dempsey. The man was arrogant, pushy, narcissistic to an almost clinical degree — a force to be reckoned with both in business and life. He’d studied all the public, still-accessible information the facility and world still had to offer about Meyer. At least as much as they’d been able to send to his cell before the network’s most protected data channels had died. Heather Hawthorne made sense with Meyer. She was brash but damaged, meaning they’d butt heads, even though behind the scenes she’d always submit to his way of doing things. Their inevitable divorce made even more sense, as did the fact that he’d dominated his way into custody of the kids.
But Piper? Little was known about Meyer’s second wife — and of that little, Moab had sent him almost nothing. He’d gone in blind on the younger Mrs. Dempsey. He’d formed his own guesses about who she’d be. She’d have to be much more submissive than Heather. To put it mildly, such a woman — meeting Meyer after he’d achieved megalithic status, being groomed through his own companies and support — would have to be a dishrag. A pretty, obedient doormat. 
But Piper wasn’t like that at all. 
Cameron moved the flashlight past her to shine on the hay beyond and saw something that filled him with terror and rage. 
His teeth gritted. His heart thrummed. His fists clenched. 
“Piper,” he said, barely containing his fury. “Wake up.” 
She blinked her big eyes. Her big, innocent, naive, accidentally sabotaging eyes. 
“Good morning.” 
Her smile vanished when she saw Cameron’s expression. 
“What?” She rolled, finding something amiss, patting the empty hay beside her, still flattened by the impression of a horse blanket. 
“Where are Mike, Rachel, and Charlie?” 
“They’re gone, Piper,” Cameron said, trying hard to keep himself from shouting, “and they stole everything we had.”





Chapter Twenty-Three
TERRENCE CALLED FOR VINCENT, but everyone came.
Lila hadn’t heard the whole story of how the troupe had come together, but she’d gathered that Vincent and Terrence had been in the military together — in what capacity or branch she didn’t know. But it didn’t take a story to see that Vincent and Terrence were their own thing. Of the four men in the bunker, Terrence and Vincent paired off most often, always with an unspoken understanding between them and plans brewing under the surface. If they ever had to fight their way out of here, the battle would follow a clear order: Terrence would tell them what to do; Vincent would take the lead and make sure it got done. Dan was big but clearly not military. And Christopher? He was almost out of place. He must’ve had a rough past and struck Lila as a lost soul. He’d do what he was told, or what felt right. 
But despite only calling for his right-hand man, Terrence’s urgency had summoned half the bunker’s occupants before Lila so much as rose from the couch. The little control room was overpacked — spilling into the living room’s corner like a popular bakery at opening.
Heather looked over. She seemed almost as tired as Lila felt. 
“Don’t get up,” she said. 
But Lila had already risen and was moving forward. Heather rose behind her, following like a woman in a trance. 
Inside her head — more a fearful echo than anything present — Lila could still hear the voice that had come after she’d doubled up in the bathroom. She didn’t want to look down. Voices came from other people. If you were creative, voices might come from inside your mind. And if you were crazy, they could come from everywhere. But under no circumstances did voices come from your stomach. That didn’t make sense, stir-crazy or not. 
And still she heard it. 
A suggestion, like a command: 
Plug the hole.
And a promise:
It’s all beginning. 
But which hole should she plug? Where? The need to know was urgent. Lila felt sure that if she didn’t do what the voice seemed to be telling her, something awful was going to happen. And what was beginning? 
Too many questions to ponder, each making Lila feel more unhinged than the one before it. She didn’t even want to think about it. In order to consider the notion that she’d seen this coming (the way she’d seen Morgan Matthews), Lila would have to admit she was seeing visions and hearing voices. She’d have to admit that the more she considered it, the thinker, dreamer, and speaker of those thoughts and voices wasn’t Lila herself. No. Ever since coming out of the bathroom feeling as weak as she must have looked (judging by her mother’s reaction), she’d started to entertain the idea that there was actually someone else talking to her. And that someone was … 
No. That was too insane. Too ready for the rubber room. 
She might as well say that she’d been getting personal messages from Jesus, or hanging out with Shakespeare’s ghost. Forget what anyone else might think. If she started believing things like that, Lila herself would think she was crazy. Supposedly, if you worried that you were nuts, that meant you couldn’t be. But it wasn’t a rule of thumb Lila was willing to test. 
She could barely see through the clutch of taller bodies. Terrence and Vincent were at the front, pointing at the monitoring screen and talking low, pinching and swiping to magnify and swap views. She couldn’t hear all of what they were saying from back here, but snippets came to Lila like scraps of sheared-away fabric: 
“ … camera six, on the utility pole, if you can …”
“ … a fire? Maybe one of them spilled …”
“ … not a fire. You felt it. Well, the rest of us felt it, and …” 
“ … back there, though — isn’t there a way to see …” 
“ … all of them, and what the hell would …”
Trevor appeared at Lila’s side looking downright insulted. She’d seen him rush into the room just behind Vincent, but he’d been squeezed backward and out. Now the four original members of Cameron’s group were front and center, making a scrum, mumbling and pointing. Raj was somehow up there, too. The room wasn’t much more than a closet; it barely fit three comfortably, and they’d jammed five tight like sardines. Trevor had been ejected, and they probably didn’t even know they’d pushed him out. 
“What’s going on up there, Trevor?” Lila’s mother asked from behind them. She’d wanted to ask the same thing, but speaking had been hard for the last few hours. She’d barely had the strength to tell Mom about the abdominal pains and hadn’t told her the rest. It scared her to say the words, in the way it would scare her to ask a doctor about a new lump in her breast. People got diseases all the time. Could they get mental diseases, too? If the bunker still had the Internet, she would’ve already spent way too much time on WebMD, deciding just how terribly ill she was. 
Hearing voices? Check.
Feeling paranoia? Check. 
Disorientation? Confusion? Increasing difficulty separating reality from fantasy? Triple check. 
Well, then, congratulations, Delilah Dempsey — our diagnosis is that you’re shit out of your mind. 
“Something on the cameras.” 
A lump rose in her throat. What felt like a bubble popped in the back of her mouth; she practically gasped. “Is it Dad?” 
“I don’t think so.” 
Heather grabbed Trevor’s arm. “You’re saying it might be?” 
“Why would Dad make the walls shake like that?” 
“Trevor!” 
“Look … ow! I don’t know, Mom. Let go! That hurts.” 
Lila kept hold of Trevor’s arm. She watched her, seeing the same stupid, vacant-eyed optimism in her mother’s eyes that Lila had to admit she felt in her own. Who was this woman? She was never serious, never not making crass jokes and talking about penises. But right now she looked frazzled and lost. Like Lila felt. 
“Is it Meyer?” Heather shouted. 
Vincent turned back. “Everyone sit down.” 
“Answer me!” 
“I don’t know.” 
It was the same answer as Trevor’s. But that didn’t make sense. Saying he didn’t know while looking right at the monitor (after Terrence had called him over, urgent and perhaps even panicked) made less sense than seeing just about anything. Of course he knew. She wished he’d just say something outright absurd instead of pretending he didn’t know. 
The sun just set in the middle of the day, Lila. Everyone topside has stripped naked and painted themselves blue, Lila. Fetuses can talk, Lila. 
But he wasn’t going to budge. He turned back to the monitor. Lila was about to object when her mother stuck her outstretched arms between Trevor and Dan then pushed. She wasn’t subtle. She would either get through or squeeze herself to death, so Dan rolled out of the room, and Heather rolled in. Lila followed, staying in her mother’s wake like a race car drafting off the leader’s slipstream. 
Lila glanced back and saw that the others were all out in the living room, including Raj, whom she almost wanted to wave apologetically to. They were letting Lila and Heather stay where they wanted. Because all men knew to stay away from crazy women. 
“Is it Meyer?”  
This time, Terrence turned, his face unreadable. “I don’t think so, Ms. Hawthorne.”
“How can you not know?” 
He tapped the monitor, stepping aside and reaching to allow the women to see. Lila saw the front lawn from maybe twenty feet up, angled down, where the hippies had made their shanty town. The shanties were still there, but there were no people at all.
Terrence narrated, his voice like a mission commander delivering a brief.  
“You’re seeing the east lawn. There’s not much to do down here, so I’ve counted their tents and bivouacs a few times. In this shot alone, there’s almost forty. And there’s more here—” He changed the shot with a finger: more camping setups but again no people. He touched the screen a few more times, scrolling through empty views. “And here and here and here. All told, guessing at an average of two people per setup, I guess we have maybe four hundred campers up top. But now look at this.” 
He touched the screen again. This time it showed a multiview — the topside cameras all visible at once, as thumbnails. He found the one he wanted and tapped it to expand. The new view filled the monitor — the first he’d pulled up so far with anyone in it — perhaps a dozen people apparently at the rear of a larger crowd, on one side of the screen, jockeying for position in the same way Heather and Lila had jockeyed inside the control room.
“So what?” said Heather. 
“What are they looking at?” Lila asked. 
Terrence nodded at Lila and ignored her mother. “That’s the question.” 
“You don’t know?” 
Terrence shook his head. “A minute ago. Did you feel that thud?” 
Lila nodded. 
“Right after it happened, people on the monitors started running. Actually running. Not walking but stopping what they were doing and hauling ass toward … toward whatever it is. But there are no cameras over there.” 
“Why not?” 
“It’s off the property. There’s a small open area to the side of the lake. See here?”
It took her a minute to reorient. After he’d shown her the shanties, Lila assumed she was looking at something right around the house. But this was down by the lake, maybe forty or fifty yards away. And the ground had shaken in here? It had felt like a boulder tipping and falling. 
“Why are there no cameras out there?” 
Lila looked over at her. It was strange how seeing her mother lose it made Lila feel better about her own sanity. 
“It’s too far, Mom.” 
She reached forward anyway, jabbing and swiping at the screen. Images changed more rapidly than anyone — including the woman supposedly looking for something in them — could follow. 
“Heather …” said Vincent. 
“We have to go out there.” 
“What?” Vincent shook his head. “No way.” 
“What if he’s come home?” 
“If he has, he’ll come this way. We’ll see him.” 
“What if he’s hurt?” 
“Mom,” Lila said. 
Heather turned to Terrence. She looked almost panicked, hysterical. “Why are all these people here? You guys seem to have all the answers. So why the fuck has everyone camped on our front lawn?” 
“I don’t have a cl—” 
“Oh, but you knew right where the fucking flying saucers had gone, didn’t you? Knew exactly who they’d picked up. And they just kept coming back, didn’t they? You’ve got your radios and someone’s telling you shit, and you come in here like some sort of assault force and—”
Vincent held up his hands. “Cameron told you all we know.” 
“But how? How do you know?” Heather jabbed her accusing finger at the screen. “And how can you not know what’s going on out there?” 
“There are no cameras that show—”
“How can you not want to know? You’re the big, bad men, here to protect us with your guns!” 
“It’s not that simple. After Morgan and the rest of our group ‘left’ and never came back, they’ve been rotating through shifts in the house. A regular commune. Right there in the kitchen, there’s a—”
“It might be him! We have to see!”
Heather was having none of it. They’d been down here for more than a quarter year, and day by day nothing changed. Safe but trapped. To Lila, it felt like the joke might be on them. The hundreds-strong community above wasn’t fighting and killing and stealing from each other. Meyer had nicknamed this place something reminiscent of a spiritual oasis, and that’s the way everyone topside was treating it. Lila and Heather had chatted often, wondering at what point staying in the bunker made sense. The ships might hover forever. They might be stuck here, like in that old alien ghetto movie about South Africa her dad had liked so much. And if the world paused where it was, never getting better or worse, did it make sense to hide forever? 
This felt like the final straw. Mom had been keyed up for a few days. She seemed almost desperate to leave the bunker. She also seemed afraid — worried that something here was vulnerable and that if they weren’t careful, whatever it was might be taken or harmed. How those two things went together, Lila had no idea. Heather hadn’t liked hearing about her strange pains either and seemed to sense something troubling Lila’s mind even if she hadn’t admitted to the craziest of her crazy feelings. 
She said that Lila needed a doctor and that they had to get out and go. Lila’s baby couldn’t be born in the bunker. Not in this fucked-up place, were her exact words.
Vincent watched her, his expression neutral. 
Heather’s face twisted and she pushed her way out of the control room, marching toward the spiral staircase.
“Heather!” Dan shouted after her. 
She didn’t turn. “You don’t want to go? Fine. But I’m going, and my kids are going with me. We’re going!” 
“Mom!” Trevor yelled. Lila watched her younger brother with jealousy as he shuffled after her. Trevor was at home here — more now, in fact, than at the beginning. Unless he was hiding it well, he wasn’t suffering any of what Lila or their mother was. No visions. No hallucinations. No overheard snippets of conversation or song. No growing certainty that something was off — and that they weren’t on solid bedrock as it sometimes felt but were somehow suspended above a pit like a distressed damsel in a classic film.
She was up the stairs in a determined flash. Lila was below, looking up, seeing her mother through the metal lattice staircase. 
Terrence came to Lila’s side. “Ms. Hawthorne …” 
“Open it. Open the door, and let me out.”  
“Come down, Heather,” Vincent said. 
“Come on down, Mom,” Trevor echoed. 
Heather banged on the door with her fists. “Open the goddamned door, Terrence!”
“It’s too dangerous,” Vincent said. 
“I don’t give a shit if you think it’s dangerous! Let me out! We can’t just assume it’s nothing when the entire goddamned fucking shit-ass hippie colony ran down there the second something happened by the lake, and instead just sit here with our thumbs up our asses watching TV and—” 
There was another thud. 
And another. 
And another.
“What the fuck is going on out there?” She screeched from above. But now — unbelievably, for the caustic Heather Hawthorne — Lila thought she could hear tears in her mother’s voice. 
“It’s all beginning,” someone said. 
It took Lila a minute to realize the voice was hers.





Chapter Twenty-Four
MORNING BROKE BEHIND THEM, painting Cameron’s back and his horses’s rear in an amber spotlight. Piper followed behind on her mount, westbound with the highway distantly visible to the north, obediently mute. She’d need to let Cameron cool down. Only then should she attempt conversation again. Until then, he’d only shout. Not that she could blame him.
He’d been furious after realizing their gear was missing. Piper had been furious too, but she hadn’t been allowed to indulge her rage before Cameron started stalking around the barn, ranting and kicking hay. She found herself pinned between the worst of both worlds: angry and made to feel stupid on one hand, the butt of impotent anger on the other. She was betrayer and betrayed, caught in the middle, unable to move. 
Cameron — twenty yards ahead, his back seeming to scowl — was sulking. The worst thing was Piper thought he had a right. He hadn’t wanted to bring the family along with them, but she’d insisted. Because they were people, and people had to stick together. They were a mother, a father, and a small boy. And what was more, Piper and Cameron had saved their lives. How could they be any harm? How could allowing them to tag along for an afternoon possibly cause any problems? 
She’d thought Cameron was being callous, rude, uncaring. Of course they had to help. They had supplies, and the family had none. How could Cameron argue? He’d watched their backpacks get carried off with his own eyes. He’d shot at the bandits himself. They weren’t being asked to take these people on their word, swallowing a story of high risk on the mountain trail. They’d been there. 
The old saying was that the life you saved was your responsibility forever. Piper wasn’t willing to go that far, but she’d surely felt they could give the Nelsons twenty-four hours.
That simple act of mercy had cost them too much. Maybe everything. 
All of their water. 
All of their food.
All of their extra clothes.
And a bunch of gear that Cameron and his men had relied on to reach Vail in the first place. Right down to compasses, cooking gear, a pair of the night vision goggles they’d used when claiming the bunker, matches, a water purification kit … everything. 
Cameron had wanted to leave the family to their own devices, and that had struck Piper as so, so wrong. But in the end, he’d been right. They’d woken in the middle of the night and stolen both backpacks, leaving them less than the Nelsons themselves would have had if they’d walked away as Cameron had wanted. They were left with what was in their pockets or on their bodies, including their guns. 
Piper had been thinking about that last bit while saddling two of the barn’s horses and riding away from the rising sun. If one of the guns had been in the packs or laid to the side, would Mike and Rachel have left them sleeping? Or would they have covered their tracks further — and more permanently — just in case the two looted travelers decided to track their robbers and retrieve what they’d stolen?
Surely not. But if this morning had proved anything to Piper, it was that everything really had changed. Maybe there were towns out there where business had returned to normal in the absence of alien activity. But now you could be robbed by anyone. Piper didn’t want to find out if the same was true of being shot in the back. 
It was all her fault. 
She rode behind him for miles, doing her time in her moving dunce corner. He slowed as the sun climbed. Piper slowed to stay behind, embarrassed and ashamed. Finally, he stopped entirely, turning in his seat to face her for the first time since they’d set off that morning. 
“Are you getting thirsty?” 
At first, she didn’t answer. It sounded like mockery. They had no water. The nice family they’d saved from rape and death had stolen every drop. 
“Are you?” he repeated. 
Maybe it was a serious question. “Yes.” 
“I hear something this way. Come on.” 
Piper looked back through the trees, watching the highway vanish as they headed farther south. She didn’t want to ask Cameron what he had in mind, but after a while she heard it too: the muffled babble of a stream. 
When they reached the small waterway, Cameron dismounted and looked around. 
“What are you looking for?” 
“A way to tie my horse.” 
“You don’t think she’ll stick around?” 
“I’d rather not leave it to chance.” He was still looking, slapping his hands on his thighs. His medium-length brown hair kept falling in his face. He didn’t look nearly as young as she’d first taken him to be, back when she’d thought him one of Morgan’s bad guys. He had to be midtwenties, maybe late twenties. How had he made himself seem barely eighteen? It had been something surprisingly convincing in his manner. She wanted to ask him if he’d ever taken acting classes but was still too gun shy about her mistake, and the question felt too familiar. 
“Guess we should have brought some ropes.” Piper fished into the dusty canvas shopping bag she’d found in the barn and tied to her saddle, pulled out a blue and white rope with a clip on the end, and handed it to Cameron. 
He met her eyes. A small smile turned up the corner of his mouth. And just like that, Piper realized it was over. She was forgiven. He took the rope, secured his horse, then held out his hand to help Piper dismount and secured her horse to the same tree as his with a second rope. Both animals were close enough to drink the water.
“What else you have in there?” He nodded toward the bag. They weren’t speaking when she’d loaded it. 
“Some treats.” 
“Anything that’s not for the horses?” 
“I tried the water spigot, but it wasn’t working.” 
“Probably had city water. I don’t know that I’d trust it anyway.” Cameron knelt beside the stream. 
“You trust that?” 
He smiled up at her. “It’s literally a mountain stream.” 
“But …” She gestured. “Dirt. Rocks. Moss and stuff.” 
“The moss is on the bank. The water is moving too quickly to stagnate. You’ll get some dirt, I’m sure.” He scooped up a double handful. “But think about it. This is what Coors brags about using for their beer.” He took a sip. 
“What if you get parasites?” 
“Good enough for them.” Cameron nodded toward the drinking horses. “Besides, whatever’s in here,” he took another sip, “is better than dying of thirst.” 
Piper knelt, dipped her cupped hands into the water, and lifted them to her lips. She drank. It was cool and fresh, different than the water she was used to. She was a nature girl now. Soon she’d be milking cows and drinking raw milk from the teat. 
“I guess we’ll find out,” she said. 
After they’d had their fill, Cameron stood and tipped his chin toward the west. 
“I’ve been thinking.” He patted his horse’s side. “We have two great rides right here. Maybe we don’t need a car after all.” 
“You want to ride the whole way?” 
He nodded. “I didn’t want to say so earlier because it seemed depressing while we were on foot, but I’d thought that from the beginning. We had a car — ‘we’ meaning me, Dan, Vincent, and Terrence — on our way to your place, coming down from the Dakotas. Sometime after we diverted away from Moab and toward Vail, we started running into military blockades. Kind of like that one we saw yesterday morning but much bigger. At first, it was just one, and we turned around and retraced our steps. But then we hit another and detoured again. It became apparent pretty quickly that they had a method to their madness, and sure enough we started to pick up what sounded like military chatter on one of the open frequencies. They were using some sort of a code, and as good as we are, none of us are able to crack military codes, but to me it confirmed what we’d been seeing.” 
“What?” 
“Cordoning off. Maybe even quarantining, though I doubt it’s that. Likely just making a bigger effort to control the roads.” 
“Control or block?” Piper asked. 
“We were carrying a bunch of weapons and didn’t want to find out. Besides, there was no real guarantee that any of them were military. Another thing we’d heard a lot about and run into a time or two were … how to put it? ‘Land grabs,’ I guess. The real estate version of looting. Vincent and Terrence are good with maps and hiding. Dan and I are good at following directions—”
“So you aren’t in charge? I thought you were the leader.”
“It’s complicated,” said Cameron, moving on. “We never got stopped, but we saw a lot of people in Jeeps and pickups with a lot more guns than we had, on patrol. Fewer pro blockades. One guy had strung up razor wire. Regardless, between the military and … ‘people staking their claims,’ I suppose … we started to realize the roads were no longer a smart place to be. But we were close enough by then, so we ditched the car and walked the rest of the way.”
“I thought we’d be driving. ‘In Moab by nightfall’ and all that.” 
“It was a possibility. But not one I ever really liked. Best-case scenario might have been motorcycles because they can get around most of the roadblocks, so if they’re unmanned it’s easy. Problem is, once you get past one barrier, you might have just gone into something. Like into someone’s land, in the middle of a circle of roadblocks. So really, if we’re wishing, I’d say ATVs would have topped my Christmas list for this trip. So we could cut through the brush.” 
“ATVs,” Piper echoed. 
“Or even snowmobiles, which will run on dirt in a pinch if you don’t mind destroying the works with sticks and stuff. I’ll bet a lot of these places up in the mountains have snowmobiles.” He looked around, but there were no houses to be seen, then patted the horse again. “But even ATVs and snowmobiles don’t have a horse’s advantage.” 
“They’re quiet.” 
“They’re also good on uneven terrain and don’t require gas.” Cameron patted the horse’s neck then looked toward its rump. “Though they do tend to emit gas.” 
He untied his line then mounted the horse and coiled the rope around the saddle horn. Piper, following his lead, did the same. 
She looked west then turned to ask what was on his mind. Cameron answered as if he’d known the question was coming. 
“I’d guess it’ll take us a week.”
“A week.”
He nodded. “Best get started.” He nudged the animal’s side, and the horse started walking.
Piper’s mind drifted with the animal’s motion. She kept thinking of Lila, Trevor, Raj, and Heather. She’d left them alone with Cameron’s men. Even if everything went perfectly, a there-and-back trip would take half a month. That assumed they didn’t run into delays or problems, and it didn’t account for the time they spent at the lab Cameron kept mentioning but hadn’t yet fully described. She might be gone a month, and she’d led them to believe it would only be days.
Maybe that was fine. Maybe that made it easier to go — and really, she did need to. The men would know it wouldn’t be a few days. Cameron’s explanation sounded thought out, and he’d spent a lot of time talking to Vincent and Terrence before they’d left, poring over maps that were now in the Nelsons’ possession. They’d know. Maybe they’d already broken the news, telling the others not to expect their return for a lot longer than anticipated. 
Cameron still had the radio. She might even be able to tell them herself, if they could manage to secure a signal and squeeze a few words into the crowded common frequencies. 
Still, Piper couldn’t help but wonder if it mattered. In that missing month, Trevor would do fine, judging by the cold shoulder he’d been giving her for forever. Lila would cross into her second trimester. Maybe she’d be showing when Piper returned. She’d like that. It would let her pretend she’d have some sort of a role in the family, even though Meyer’s absence made that connection more tenuous than it already was. 
Cameron stopped his horse. Piper, after a minute, stopped hers. 
“Do you hear something?” she said, thinking of the tales he’d told of land grabs and controlled territories. She waited, listening for the crack of a stepped-on twig. 
“No,” he said. “But I see something.” 
He pointed. 
And she saw.





Chapter Twenty-Five
LILA WAS SITTING in the control room, flipping between views, pinching in and out to magnify one unhelpful scene after another. After the banging had stopped and her mother finally exhausted herself yelling at Vincent, banging on his muscled chest before stomping off to bed, the whole bunker settled into quiet. Now it was dark. 
“See anything?” 
Lila turned. Raj was behind her, holding his telephone watch in one hand.
“Almost. I found a shot from the kitchen where you could see out the window and there was … something. But it got dark, and nobody seems to be down there with lanterns.” Lila nodded at his watch. “Any luck on your end?” 
Raj shrugged and re-strapped the watch to his wrist. “Thing is useless. Maybe I should just get used to the fact that I’m here with you forever.” 
Lila noticed two things Raj didn’t mention. The first was that for all Raj’s certainty that the watch was useless and that he’d never be able to use it to reach his family, he still put it back on. The second was that “I’m here with you forever” sounded resigned rather than cheery. Perhaps the alien invasion had plucked the bloom from their rose. 
“You want to sit down?” she said. 
“I was thinking I’d go to bed.” 
“It’d be nice if we could spend some time together.” Lila wasn’t sure if she meant it. He’d been the apple of her eyes before this all started, but she wasn’t as in love with the man he’d proved himself to be. Raj had his moments of bravado, like when he’d slapped on a gas mask and prepared to battle their home invaders, but it was always misplaced and ended so poorly. Mostly, Raj complained. He’d been doing a lot less since Lila yelled at him, but hadn’t stopped. And Lila didn’t feel as bad about having shouted at him as she supposed she should, especially considering his baby inside her.
“Maybe you could come in, and we could spend some time together in the room.” 
Lila looked up at him. He couldn’t possibly be thinking what she thought he was. But he was staring with a double meaning on his face, eyebrows slightly raised. 
“What do you think?”
Yep. He really was thinking that. 
“You’re kidding.” 
“Why would I be kidding?” 
“Because I share a room with my mom. And you share a room with Dan. And both are already asleep.” 
“Exactly. Your mom is out.” He ticked his head toward the staircase as if to add, exhausted after her crazy little tantrum. He might even be right; she’d gone in looking defeated and drugged. If only HBO could see their great comedienne now.
“I’m not having sex with you in a cot beside my sleeping mother.” 
“The shower then.” 
Lila rolled her eyes. “Good night, Raj.” 
He watched her for a minute then his face fell and he walked out, sulking. A moment later, his bedroom door slammed too loudly. 
Lila returned her attention to the screen. It was pointless; if Terrence with all his tech knowledge hadn’t been able to pull a decent image from the surveillance feeds, she sure wouldn’t be able to. But the thudding noises had been loud enough that it seemed impossible to believe whatever had made them wasn’t visible somewhere. But no, she couldn’t see a thing. They’d watched the people topside scramble like ants until the light faded. 
The cameras only showed evidence of people headed toward something out of sight. If they wanted to see what those people saw, they’d have to exit the bunker. But Terrence and Vincent wouldn’t let them. It was something Raj had, earlier in the day, seemed dangerously close to bitching about. He was holding it in, and probably thought he deserved sex for being a good boy and doing as she’d asked. 
There was a knock behind her. 
“Go to bed! I’m not going to scr—”
But it was Christopher, not Raj. 
“You’re not going to what?” 
Lila had been about to say she wasn’t going to screw him in the shower. She turned away, feeling her cheeks burn. “Nothing. I thought you were Raj.” 
Christopher sat with a mischievous smile — all teeth and charming green eyes. “Okay. What aren’t you going to do with Raj?” 
“Nothing.”
Christopher made a tsk-tsk sound. “Well. Isn’t dating you full of perks?” 
“Shut up, Christopher.” 
“The guys usually call me Christopher. I kind of like it when you call me Chris.” 
They’d been through this before. He was flirty. It was inappropriate, but he seemed to delight in her squirming. The only way to face him was head on. 
“Fine, Chris.” 
He swiveled in the chair. “What did you mean, before, about how it’s ‘all beginning’?”
“I wasn’t thinking straight. I don’t know.” 
“When there were all those big booming noises. You said, ‘It’s all beginning,’ and it was like you knew something.” 
“Well, I don’t.” And boy didn’t she. Lila didn’t know all sorts of things. Like, for instance, whether or not she was losing her mind.
“Did you have that talk with Vincent?” 
“Forget it.” Christopher shook his head. “He says no one leaves the bunker.” 
“Did you tell him that this is my dad’s house?” 
“I did. He said your dad turned over control to Piper, and that Piper gave her blessing for Vincent to be in charge while she’s gone. He said you’re welcome to fight him for the leader role.” 
“That’s not funny. He can’t tell us what to do.” 
“You’re right.” Christopher nodded. “And if you really, really force it, he’ll cave. I know he will. Right now, he thinks he’s saving you from yourself. Your mom, too. He thinks you’re being emotional, not thinking straight. Get a good night’s sleep, get the crazy out of your eyes, and talk to him tomorrow. If you still really, truly want to risk going up there and getting us all killed, he may step out of the way, no problem.” 
“How does it get us all killed?” 
Christopher nodded toward the screen. The monitors had resumed their normal rotation, and now showed the sleepy, lantern-lit shantytown. The lanterns would die soon enough. There were only so many batteries left in the world, and Lila kind of doubted that Energizer and Duracell were cranking them out the same way they had half a year ago. 
“They seem pretty quiet, don’t they?” 
Lila shrugged. 
“They were when we were with Morgan. A big, old vegetarian convention. But they’re all waiting for something. And I’d bet they’re afraid. Maybe some of them are getting cold feet. A lot of them have guns. And if they see that the door off the kitchen isn’t just a safe but that there’s actually a bunker down here filled with food and water and electricity and—” 
“You don’t know they’d force their way in.” 
“I don’t know they’ll try to force their way in,” Christopher agreed. “But I do know that you can’t be sure they won’t.” 
Lila sighed and shook her head at the screen. “It could be something about Dad.” 
“How?” 
“I don’t know. Cameron said this place was special, but he didn’t know why. Or whoever he talked to didn’t know. He also said that Dad was special. And that the ships came here. Don’t you think he’d want to know?” 
“Call him. Tell him to come back and look.” 
She’d already tried. But Lila didn’t feel like telling Christopher. She felt unhinged. Dad was still missing and didn’t know he had a grandchild on the way. Raj was no help. If Mom kept unraveling, Lila might end up raising this child by herself. She didn’t know the first thing about babies and had no way to find out what she needed to know. She’d have to deliver here, without a doctor. And worse, she was having phantom pains she’d only told her mother about (her crazy mother, maybe) and suspected — and yes, she knew how nuts it sounded — that her baby was somehow communicating with her. Warning her that something needed to be done … or undone. Showing her the future or what might someday be. 
Lila buried her face in her hands. 
“Hey …” Christopher planted his hand on her shoulder. 
“Do you know what today is?”  
“I could get a cal—” 
“It’s my birthday.” Lila looked up, her vision blurred. She tried on a wry smile. “Not exactly the way I saw spending my eighteenth: underground, afraid, alone.” 
“You’re not alone.” 
“I’m more alone than you think.” 
Christopher put his hand on Lila’s. 
“Well. I’m here anyway.”
Lila tried to laugh, but it came out as a half sob. She corrected, snorted, wiped her nose with the back of her hand. She was such a disgusting mess. 
“Where’s my birthday present?” she said, hoping to waste seconds. She wished he’d go away — not because she wanted Christopher gone, but because she needed to be alone. 
But why was she asking questions if she wanted him to leave?
“If it weren’t so late, I’d bake you a cake.” 
Lila laughed again. “Hardly seems like a cake-baking world anymore. Maybe you should give me a gun. Maybe for your present, you could shoot your way through the crowd to get me outside.” 
She looked up. Maybe that hadn’t been funny. 
“I killed the bad guy for you. Does that count?” 
The terrible thing was, it kind of did. Lila remembered screaming with Piper. The spatter of blood — one more threat leaving the world. Christopher behind the trigger. It was more than anyone else had done, other than her father and Piper. Certainly more than Raj. 
Lila nodded. Christopher leaned closer. She answered his sarcasm, her voice stupidly serious, almost quiet. “That was very romantic.” 
He reached out with his foot and closed the control room door. Lila found she didn’t mind. There was, it turned out, one place in here where two people could be alone. 
His hands on hers felt strong. Safe. She just wanted it all to be over. She wanted to stop worrying. To stop being pulled in a dozen directions. To stop feeling so constantly unsure. She wanted someone else to make her decisions for a while. To make the ground stop shaking beneath her, both literally and figuratively. To give her some solidity and substance. To be her rock, at least for a little while. 
For just a little while. 
“Happy birthday, Delilah Dempsey.” 
And for a little while, Lila forgot all her troubles, all her worries.





Chapter Twenty-Six
CAMERON STOPPED his horse shy of the first huge gray mass. To Piper, he looked afraid. 
They’d been on the edge of a large clearing when they’d stopped to take their drink. Once back atop their horses, it had been easy to see down the gently sloping hill and into the clearing. 
First they’d seen one stone. Then another, maybe twenty feet past it. 
And after moving past a few intervening trees, they’d seen the rest: two long lines of huge stones bisecting the clearing. The lines were parallel with fifty feet or so between them. The stones themselves were taller than broad — rock fingers, not squat round boulders.
“I’ve never seen anything like it,” Piper said. 
“I have.”
Cameron hopped off his horse. He uncoiled the braided rope and tied his mount to one of the last trees before woods gave way to grass and slowly walked forward, as if in a trance.
Piper had lost a lot of her bearings but thought the freeway was still somewhere to her right and they were facing west, directly through this clearing. They’d just stopped, and if they were truly facing a week of travel, she wanted to keep moving. But fascinating geology was apparently, for Cameron, worth stopping for. Maybe he’d take their picture to share online if the network ever returned. 
Piper reluctantly hopped down, tied off, and came to Cameron’s side. 
“Should we keep moving?” 
“Have you ever been here?” he asked, not looking toward her. “Meyer’s house isn’t that far, but it’s not like there are any roads. Did you ever hike through this area?” 
“I’d never been to Colorado at all before we came to the ranch.” 
Cameron moved slowly forward. He ran his hand along the surface of one rock then knelt at its base. He dragged his fingers along the dirt at its foot where the ground was buckled, like a bunched-up carpet. Grass bulged in odd lumps in a rough circle around all of the stones’ bases as far as Piper could see. 
“Why?” she asked, watching him.
“I was wondering if it’s always been here.” 
“There are all sorts of weird rock things around here.” 
Cameron continued to play in the dirt. Looking at the wavelike rings of raised grass at the bottom. 
“These were placed here recently.” He stood. “All of them.” 
“Okay.”
“It doesn’t bother you?” 
“A bunch of rocks? No. They don’t bother me.” 
Cameron ran his hand along the stone. “This is granite. It’s probably three hundred tons.” 
“You know a lot about rock weights.” 
“I’ve seen them before, I told you.” He backed away then looked up at Piper. “We need to go around.” 
“Around?” She looked to the right and left, watching the line of rocks stretch to the clearing’s edge and beyond. The line of stone went as far as she could see. “Don’t be silly. It’s clear here, and you can walk right between them.” 
Shaking his head, Cameron pointed to the rippled ground. “You see that? They’d tip over if they weren’t half buried, so there’s as much stone below ground as above. But there’s no loose dirt, and the ground looks almost broken. Like … well, like they were just pounded in.”
Piper wasn’t buying it. Maybe there was a fault line here or something. She vaguely remembered hearing that just as some faults in the Earth’s crust made big cracks, other overlaps of the tectonic plates made mountains. They were in the mountains, places where rock erupted upward. It was much easier to believe that these rocks had risen like jagged teeth than that someone had dragged them here, into the middle of the woods, where there wasn’t much room for cranes or heavy equipment. Strange-looking for sure, but nature was full of logic-defying crap.
“Fascinating,” said Piper. “Ready to move on?” 
“We need to go around. Come on.” Cameron remounted his horse and began moving parallel to the stones. The clearing was large, but he nudged his horse to a canter and made it in under a minute. Piper followed, and they found themselves where the trees resumed. But the rock lines didn’t stop. They continued into the woods, now wedged between trees, their positioning precise in the clearing, but their newness now obvious. Tree roots, driven down by the stone’s force, erupted around their edges, creating giant, gaping soil caves around a few. 
“Come on,” said Cameron, continuing to ride parallel to the stones. 
Now that they were inside the woods, the air was cooler and darker, the rising sun dampened by the leaves above. Piper felt her skin crawling and felt stupid. Cameron’s mood and the stone formation’s oddity blended to give her the creeps. But that wasn’t reasonable. Someone had wedged a bunch of enormous stone spears into the dirt, driving through tree roots as big around as her thighs … and, in at least one case, directly through a fallen tree, splintering the trunk into a mess of pale-brown splinters around the planted stone. So what?
“Dead end.” Cameron pointed to where the path descended into a treacherous valley. They wouldn’t be going down there. But, Piper saw, the stones did. Evenly spaced in twin rows all the way down and back up the other side, out of sight. He nodded. “We’ll have to try the other way.” 
“This is ridiculous, Cameron. Let’s just …” 
Piper moved to steer her horse between the stones. 
Cameron raised his hand to protest and opened his mouth to yell — the way a parent might shout at a child about to run headlong into a busy street. But Cameron barely managed a yelp, because her horse balked before he could yell, whinnying and rearing onto her hind legs. It wasn’t much more than a frightened hop, and Piper managed to stay on, but the horse continued to whine and protest even after she’d bent forward and clutched the animal’s neck. She watched its big, brown eyes dart toward the stones, terrified. 
“Easy, girl!” Piper ran her hand along the horse’s neck as it pranced back from the stones. 
The danger passed, Cameron lowered his hands. 
“The other way,” he repeated. 
Piper turned the horse with some difficulty; her mount only moved after she allowed enough distance from the stones. Cameron followed. 
“When I was a kid,” he said, “my dad dragged me all over the world. All these crazy places where there were all sorts of funny things to look at. Like Göbekli Tepe in Turkey, where a shepherd found a rock sticking out of the dirt one day and decided to dig and ended up unearthing the first corner of some sort of huge underground city that appears to have been deliberately buried: stone megaliths much fancier than these and elaborate sculptures of animals, all precisely carved something like twelve thousand years ago. Twice as long ago as we’d previously believed human civilization existed. But there were so many more places like that. That’s where I spent my childhood: trotting the globe, looking at rocks.” 
Piper turned to the massive stones. Now that they were back in the sun, they just seemed like rocks. But she couldn’t help recall the horse’s panicked eye, the animal’s obvious terror. 
“There are stone circles everywhere — ‘stone henges’ all over Europe in addition to the famous Stonehenge in England. Sacsayhuamán in Peru, where enormous stones are arranged like Tetris blocks, so precisely fitted, without mortar to hold them together, that you couldn’t slide a piece of paper between them. But what this makes me think of most,” Cameron pointed at the rocks as they rode past, “is Carnac, in France.” 
“Carnac,” Piper repeated, with no idea what he meant. 
“Enormous granite megaliths, just like these. Several hundred tons each, standing upright in long rows. They’re dated between 4,500 and 2,500 BC, toward the end of the Stone Age, so we’re talking about cavemen doing the work.” 
“So they lined up rocks. Terrifying.” 
“Not terrifying,” said Cameron, refusing the bait, “but strange. First, how did they move stones that large? They’d be hard to move today. Local legend says that giants built it. Beings with strength enough that moving the stones was easy. But that’s not even the most amazing part. The stones seem to be placed randomly, but they’re not. The rows are all exactly 2,860 meters long, and 1,430 meters across the whole formation at the end. A one-to-two ratio, in a right triangle. When you see it from above, it’s obvious. Understanding of the Pythagorean theorem thousands of years before Pythagorus was born. And also, it’s one of the only man-made sites that can be seen from space.” 
“Convenient.” With part of Piper’s mind, she thought it ironic that her skepticism about some sort of “aliens did it” theory was intact even after aliens had invaded the planet and stolen her husband. Maybe it was repression. It almost had to be. There was no question the rocks beside her hadn’t been placed by nature. And there was no question they hadn’t been placed recently from above, with enormous force. 
Cameron nodded. “That’s what I used to think. The problem with so much of the stuff I was dragged around the planet to see is that nobody started with the evidence. They started with the theory to explain the evidence. That’s not the way science is supposed to work. You’re supposed to make a hypothesis then try to disprove the theory. You’re not supposed to decide on something you want to believe then search for substantiation. Because you can find patterns in everything.” 
“Like Orion’s belt,” said Piper, remembering what he’d said back in the bunker. 
“Right.” He nodded forward. “This way.” 
They reentered the woods, this time on the opposite end of the clearing. But after a few minutes, they confronted an impassable valley — probably the same one, curving around from side to side like a horseshoe. 
Cameron swore. 
“Finding another way around will cost us hours.”
“They’re just rocks,” Piper said. “The horses may be afraid of rocks, but I’m not. We can blindfold them and lead them through.”
“But that’s just it. I don’t think they are just rocks anymore.” 
“‘Anymore?” Piper wasn’t sure what she was hearing. If the huge gray slabs beside them weren’t rocks, what were they? Sock puppets?
Cameron moved his mount toward Piper then clipped a line to the horse’s bridle and tossed it to her. 
“Hold this for a sec.” He hopped down then stood beside Piper and her horse, not approaching. 
“People who visit Carnac,” he said, “say they can feel energy there. You know, like crystal weirdos who say that vibrations in the crystals heal them and stuff. But at Carnac, it almost seems legit. The Earth has its own magnetic field — a good thing, since that’s what keeps the solar wind from blowing our atmosphere away like it supposedly did on Mars — and that field is caused by our spinning metallic core. Metal.” He walked forward and slapped his hand against the closest stone. “Like the metals that make up these stone megaliths.”
Cameron looked back at Piper. “Anything containing a ferromagnetic metal — iron, nickel, cobalt, even lodestone —can be magnetized to some degree. There’s a discernible magnetic field at Carnac. You can measure it. It’s as if something long ago polarized then froze them that way. It’s subtle but there. And that’s probably what tourists claim they can feel. But my dad’s lab in Moab? One of their theories is that aliens have — and have always had — plans for our planet that span the globe. Meaning they see Earth as one giant entity. If you wanted do that, you’d need a way to mark certain spots — the same way surgeons draw lines on patients with marker before making the first cuts. One of the way aliens might mark those spots — as well as gathering all sorts of unseen information, right down to — maybe — thoughts and bioenergy … well, let’s just say that electromagnetism is a much, much stronger force than we usually give it credit for, and a hell of a lot stronger than gravity.” 
“But you said there are natural magnets all over the place.”
“Look at your zipper.”
Piper was wearing a pullover with a zipper down the center. The zipper tab wasn’t lying down like it was supposed to. It was standing straight up, pointing at the line of rocks. 
Cameron reached to his side, pulled out his knife concealed in a leg sheath, and touched it to the stone’s surface. He let go. The knife, which had a heavy wooden-inlay handle, hung where he’d placed it. Then he tugged with substantial effort and restowed the blade.
“They’re as strong as industrial magnets,” he said. “The kind that will erase your credit cards if you hold them too close.”
“We’re not credit cards. They won’t do anything to us.”
Cameron’s eyes followed the line of stones to the right and left, their demarcation possibly heading off into infinity. They had to go west, and there might not be any practical way to get around in the time they had. 
“I hope you’re right,” he said, “because it looks like we’re about to find out.”





Chapter Twenty-Seven
HEATHER STOOD in a field surrounded by a wide ring of trees, her feet bare on wet grass. She hadn’t been here a moment ago and realized without surprise that she was dreaming. 
But this wasn’t like her normal dreams. Normally, Heather’s dreams were hazy and indistinct, with obvious plots and storylines but no true clarity. She never stopped in dreams to decide whether or not they made sense (they didn’t), and she never experienced any senses other than sight and sound. But the sensation of the grass between her bare toes was distinct. She thought, I’ve missed this. She’d lived in Los Angeles for most of her life, more concrete than grass. She’d never been much of a barefoot girl. But three months in an underground bunker could change a person, make them long for things they’d never cared about before. 
In front of her, barely meriting notice in the bizarre “of course” way of dreams, was a double line of enormous gray stones. 
“They crossed a line today,” Meyer said. 
Heather took Meyer’s hand as he stood beside her. He clasped it for a second then let it drop. It wasn’t a rebuke or rude, but his meaning was clear. He wasn’t here for affection. Probably because the “they” he was referring to, visible just ahead, included Piper. His current wife, whereas Heather — always special to him, a great friend and fellow psychedelic voyager — was his wife in the past. 
Heather watched Piper and Cameron step between the stones. They had horses for some reason, and they’d both taken off overshirts and wrapped them over the horses’ eyes to blind them. They were leading their mounts along between the stones as well, but not without difficulty. 
Heather turned to look at Meyer. He was the same man as always, but that in itself was strange. He’d left presumably in his pajamas, but he was beside her in one of his finer suits. Looking down, she saw that his feet were also bare.
“Am I dreaming?” 
“Would you like a mirror, so you can make fun of yourself for asking?” 
“I have to ask.” 
“Why? Because this makes sense otherwise?” 
Well, yes, she thought. It was perfectly realistic so long as Heather ignored the fact that nothing within it was possible. She distinctly remembered going to bed exhausted, realizing that for once she wasn’t going to get her way. She knew the door had been super-locked somehow (a necessary alteration to the mechanism since the main lock had been destroyed when their new visitors drilled their way in) and that she couldn’t leave without Terrence’s help. She also didn’t know where she was. It wasn’t the house. If this vision was true (and that itself didn’t make sense), Piper and Cameron had to be halfway to Utah by now, but here she was with them. Apparently invisible. 
“It’s not like when I normally dream of you.” 
Meyer laughed. “I think we both know those weren’t dreams.” 
“I meant before now. Even before you were …” Heather didn’t want to offend him, even in a dream or whatever this was. But she didn’t know another way to say it. “ … taken.”
“‘Taken’ is different from ‘went,’” he said, watching the spot where Piper and Cameron had vanished. He sighed. “Now they can see them.” 
“Who?” 
Meyer turned to face Heather, handsome as always. It had been a long time since she’d been with him. A long, stressful time with no release save her occasional interlude with the shower massager. 
“Even back then, they weren’t dreams. We traveled.” 
Heather laughed. Meyer always said such stupid shit. They’d lay on the floor after drinking Juha’s medicine and purging, and she always saw the worst things for a while thereafter — her soul purging its evil along with her body, according to Juha. But afterward it was a trip. Kinda groovy but nothing otherworldly. Meyer, for all his normal, businesslike stoicism, claimed his experience was different. Metaphysical in a way readers of his Forbes magazine profiles would mock. Meyer always said he went other places. Heather played along, mocking him only lightly, because she’d never really stopped loving him, even after she’d learned to hate the parts of him that lived on the abrasive surface. 
“You never believed it. But you didn’t need to, for it to do its job.” 
Heather didn’t feel like having this conversation. It wasn’t fun without the drugs. 
“Is this real?” Then, remembering she’d recently asked if this was a dream, Heather clarified: “Did this really happen? Am I tripping on a journey right now?” 
“How could you travel without the medicine?” 
“I’m seeing you, aren’t I?” Heather narrowed her eyes. Everything was so detailed. She was having to work hard to remind herself that she was dreaming, strange as everything felt. She’d felt connected to Meyer since he’d left, and she’d seen him in the same trippy ayahuasca she remembered. But this was different. When Heather woke up, she’d probably feel the same sense of fractured reality. 
“You’ve seen me plenty of times before.” Meyer’s voice was almost mocking. She was being tested, led, encouraged to say what he wanted to hear. 
Meyer surprised her. 
“Talk to Lila,” he said, now taking her hands. “Talk to our daughter.”
“Talk to Lila?” 
“She’s in trouble.” 
“She’s pregnant.” 
“That’s not what I meant.” 
“She told me today. Some sort of pains. If I can get her out and take her to a doctor, maybe—”
“That’s not what I meant either.” 
 “You’re not the only one who’s being led.” That made Heather think of Lila’s heavy, tired eyes. The way she’d looked desperately soul weary and unhappy. The way Heather had felt quite sure that Lila, despite her candor about the problems she’d felt with her baby, was holding something back. Keeping secrets.
“Is something wrong with her baby?” 
“You’re not safe here,” Meyer said. 
“It’s this place. Something is wrong with this place.” She meant the bunker, not the field where they found themselves. But Meyer would understand. Because this had to be a dream, and he was part of her. 
“That’s the way it seems. But it’s not.” 
“The drain—” 
“You’ll want to try to stop what’s coming — to block their way to what’s below,” he said, “but you shouldn’t. You must protect it. Make sure the way remains open, not closed.” 
Heather was about to ask Meyer what he meant, but Piper and Cameron surfaced on the far side of the stones, safe and sound. Of course they were safe and sound. All they’d done was to walk between some giant rocks, no different from stepping between buildings on the streets of New York.
“Now they can see them.” Meyer turned his serious eyes on Heather. “Same as they’ll be able to see Lila. Same as they’ve been able to see you and me all along.”
“What do you — ?” 
But Meyer was gone. 
The field in front of Heather began to fragment and split, its stark reality suddenly falling apart, cracking as if the whole thing had been a backdrop. Chunks crumbled and dropped away as if into a black pit beyond. 
Heather bolted upright in bed, sure that something was wrong even before the cacophony hit her ears. 
Some sort of alarm in the bunker was braying loud enough to wake the dead.





Chapter Twenty-Eight
PIPER STOPPED. Cameron instantly followed. They were back on their horses, pulling back on the reins with such perfect synchronicity, they were practically limbs sharing a body. 
“Why did you stop?” 
“Why did you stop?” 
“I just got a feeling,” Cameron said.  
Piper looked to the north, toward what she assumed was Route 70 snaking westward into Utah. They hadn’t had a compass since last night, but even during the middle of the day she’d felt a better-than-usual sense of direction. Maybe they were way off course and she was oblivious. She’d find out soon enough. Either the sun, now past its apex, would continue to set toward what she thought was west, or they’d end up having looped back to the double line of monoliths. 
Piper hoped not. It would mean they’d gone the wrong way, yes, but that wasn’t why she didn’t want to see them again. Maybe it was Cameron’s sense of doom infecting her, but she’d felt far more uneasy passing between those big rocks than she’d had any right to. They were only boulders — but she’d sworn she could feel something between their rows, pressing inward like a force field. The horses, even blindfolded, hadn’t wanted to pass. 
He’d had a feeling. Ridiculous. If their positions were reversed, he’d already be laughing at her. But they’d both stopped, and neither seemed to know why. 
“Let’s cut south,” Cameron said. 
So they did. Piper kept looking back over her shoulder, feeling like they might be followed. But they hadn’t neared a road in a while, and they hadn’t seen or heard people for much longer. The terrain was mountainous, turning their trusty mounts into surprisingly adept trail guides. It would be hard for anyone to approach them unseen. 
They reached a ravine. The trail wanted to nudge them west again, so far as Piper could tell. They curved and followed it. After a few minutes, as the ravine fell to their left, the trail drifted from true west toward northeast, the sun looking like it wanted to slip down in front of Piper’s left shoulder rather than straight ahead. 
There were three trees to the path’s side. Piper stopped, watching them. 
“What?” 
“Something’s wrong.” 
Cameron looked like he might contradict her but then turned forward. 
“Something with those trees. I can’t tell what. Just … something.” He turned to Piper. “They’re just trees. How can something be wrong with trees?” 
Piper didn’t know, but there was definitely something wrong. It wasn’t dark. There were few shadows. Even the most talented storyteller couldn’t spin a yarn about this haunted forest and the monsters lurking in its nooks and crannies, because it didn’t look haunted in the least. It seemed charming, beautiful, peaceful. Their surroundings were open and inviting. Well lit and welcoming. Yet Piper couldn’t shake the feeling that something was impossibly wrong. 
“Go up and check,” Piper said. 
Cameron didn’t move. He was watching the trees as if waiting for them to spring. But they weren’t even old and gnarled. No splintered branches or knots like strange faces. They were straight, smooth, young, intact. Their branches didn’t weave into frightening shapes. 
“You can feel it, too.”
Cameron nodded. “Same as before.”
“What is it? What’s wrong?” 
“I don’t know. 
Piper only knew that she wanted to back away. She didn’t want to look at those trees anymore. Or have them behind her. It was as if she could see someone nailed to the trunks, their body bleeding and twisted. There should be something macabre ahead to justify this creeping dread — the feeling Cameron shared, judging by his face — but there simply wasn’t. 
“Did you see someone hiding behind them?” Cameron asked. 
“There’s nowhere to hide.” 
“Did we see them earlier? Maybe we made a loop by mistake.” 
“Do you think you’d forget that ravine?” Piper gestured. But he already knew they hadn’t seen the trees before. Because again: They were just trees. Not an enemy’s hiding place or an altar of human sacrifice. Just ordinary trees she’d have felt foolish to fear passing … if Cameron didn’t clearly feel the same irrational way. 
“We could go down there.” He nodded toward the ravine. Its sides were sloped but not terribly steep. Still, a stupid choice with a perfectly good path straight ahead. Piper was glad he’d made the suggestion. She would have insisted if he hadn’t. 
“Okay.” 
Cameron dismounted. He led the horse, walking slowly downward, choosing his footing. Piper carefully followed. It took them ten minutes to reach the bottom, and the only place to stand and walk, once down, was in the middle of a shallow stream running through the ravine’s beating heart. 
Cameron looked up. “That was stupid.” 
“Do you want to go back up?” 
He shook his head. “You?” 
“No.” Piper looked up. Chill still filled her. “I don’t know what that was all about. Have you ever had anything like that happen?” 
“Yeah. A half hour earlier, when we turned south in the first place.” 
Piper nodded slowly. “I guess we’d better hurry to your Utah ranch. Before we both go crazy.” 
Cameron tried to laugh but barely managed. 
They walked the creekbed floored in stone. 
“Cameron,” said Piper.
Cameron looked over. 
“Does the word ‘Andreus’ mean anything to you?” 
“I feel like it does.” He shook his head. “Can’t place it. What is it?” 
“I was hoping you’d know.”
Cameron smiled. “I guess it’s too late on that whole ‘before we both go crazy’ thing.” 
“No, no. I heard it in a movie or something. I can even sort of picture the scene. It was …” She struggled to grasp the slippery image, wondering why it had been jarred loose now of all times. But once noticed, Piper realized that the word and scene had been playing in her mind for a while, like barely heard background music. “ … something kind of … macabre? … I feel like it was one of those scenes that Meyer would have thought was cool, but I’d have hidden my face in my hands. Something gross. Like torture porn.” She tilted her head, still chasing the memory. “Why would I have watched something like that?” 
“I’ve seen it too. And I don’t watch many movies.” 
“Did you see it in a theater, do you think?” 
“I don’t know. Probably not.” 
“I wonder if it was one of Meyer’s movies. His studio’s, I mean. But they don’t go into stuff like that. Not that I’ve seen?” Every thought wanted to end in a question mark. Piper couldn’t figure it out. And she didn’t know why it was bothering her — especially now, of all times. 
Cameron said, “There was a man with a cowboy hat. A hat too small for his head, like a stupid little thing. I remember being afraid of that guy.” 
“So you were a kid.” 
“I don’t know.” He scratched his head. “I watched even fewer movies growing up. Maybe it was something I saw or that my dad told me about? It feels very ‘warlord.’ Like some powerful guy torturing and … sacrificing? We went to a lot of places where they still do stuff like that.” 
“But then why would I remember it?” Piper furrowed her brow. 
The picture was coming clearer. She remembered the man with the hat, too. A dumb look — it should have been laughable. But she hadn’t wanted to laugh at this man whenever she’d seen him. In a movie. Although now she was getting goose bumps and could see the scene with a memory’s clarity. As if it were something she’d witnessed. Something that scarred her. The man with his hat. Who’d carried a machete on his hip. Who told a group of stern-faced guards what to do. The guards were worse than the man. She distinctly remembered a scene (memory) wherein one of the hat-man’s dissenters or enemies had earned his wrath, and the guards had tied a rope to each of that man’s arms and legs. The other ends of the ropes had been fastened to the backs of plow horses, and the horses had been whipped in four different directions. 
Piper remembered that part very vividly now that the memory of what she’d seen on screen (witnessed in person) was getting clearer. The man’s arms had come off first. Then he’d bled out and died, ruining all the hat-man’s fun. 
“I remember something really hideous,” Cameron said, seeming to think. “About someone being … drawn and quartered? And you’re right, there were people chanting that word. ‘Andreus.’ Like a cheer. Or an anthem.” He shook his head, disgusted. “I’ve never seen a movie like that. I never would see—” 
A gunshot crashed through the quiet. 
Piper and Cameron looked up, halting in their tracks. The stream had its own music, and the horses’ footsteps had vanished into its flow. But they’d been talking. The ravine wasn’t all that deep. Ground level was maybe five feet above their heads. 
“Get down!” Cameron whispered. 
Heart beating hard, Piper dismounted. Cameron led his horse toward the steeper embankment. He leaned back, trying to stay out of sight. More gunshots echoed above. 
Piper heard two sets. Someone near the bank above and a second round of reports, farther off. Two people in a gunfight. Piper’s head swam, suddenly sure that whoever was above would be interested in knowing there were a pair of people below, hearing everything. Being where they shouldn’t be, nearly seeing what they shouldn’t see. 
She heard a great, inarticulate cry. A sound like animals stampeding — with human voices. The far-off shooter fired twice more in rapid succession, but Piper could sense their panic. He or she was being chased by a horde, and there weren’t enough bullets to end them all.
Cameron’s eyes were on Piper’s. The sound of water combined with the shouting above would drown anything out. But his eyes were wide and round, flicking between Piper and the ravine. His lips didn’t move. Yet distinctly, she heard him say, We’d have walked right into that.
There was no question. If they’d stayed on their current path, they’d have ended up in the melee. They couldn’t have hidden if they’d wanted to. Their horses were too big to miss. 
There are hundreds of them, Piper thought. Not only because she could hear the tumult of shouts as the large group chased the runner, but because she’d seen this before. Quite clearly. In something like a memory. 
Cameron nodded.
From above, there were more shots. More struggle. Whoever was being chased 
(Simon, his name is Simon, and he should have kept his mouth shut)
(traitor liar greedy little shit, get back here)
(go around. I should run around to the far side, but then what if they think I’m running too)
(HAIL Andreus!)
Piper closed her eyes. Tilted her head down. Put her fingers to her temples. Words and high emotions were now a live show instead of a movie. She could sense Cameron beside her, probably watching with concern, but he wouldn’t ask what was wrong because 
(oh my God, we’d have walked right into that what if we’d done that. I’d have been responsible, all my fault)
because he surely had his own problems. And because she was sure he knew damned well what was wrong with her; no need to waste breath, risk drawing attention. 
The sounds came closer, the runner driven back around, funneled along the ravine’s lip and back into his pursuers like draining water. There was no easy way down into the ravine
(unless he jumps)
(Simon, you shit, you’d better not jump, you coward, you greedy fucker)
but he wouldn’t jump because it was still a good fifteen-foot drop with rocks at the bottom, and if he broke his leg and they fell on him, he’d be done. 
Piper squeezed her eyes tighter shut. She was having problems keeping her bearings and remembering where she was. Was she running from the others? Was she chasing Simon? 
No, she was down here, in the ravine, praying they’d stay hidden. 
A single gunshot almost directly above preceded a voice: “I surrender. Take me back to the stockade.”
Then: “I’ll go quietly.” 
Then: “Donna. Help me out, Donna.” 
Donna, whoever she was, didn’t or couldn’t help. 
Piper gasped at the sound then again when something struck the stream behind them. 
A head. Just a head, no body attached. 
A new voice above: “You two. Drag the body.” 
Then: “You. Go get the head.” 
Loose rock spilled down twenty tense seconds later. Maybe two dozen yards back, where the slope into the ravine was shallower. A tangle of roots gnarled behind Piper and Cameron, but not enough to shield two people and their horses.
Cameron climbed into his saddle so fast he nearly spilled over. He didn’t need to tell Piper to do the same. “Go!” he hissed. 
The group was headed away, apparently dragging a headless body. The sound of the stream, if they were lucky, might drown their hoofbeats.
Still, Piper saw the man descending the bank before she turned forward and kicked her mount. She saw his head turn and heard him shout.





Chapter Twenty-Nine
“GODDAMMIT, TURN
THAT
OFF!” 
“I’m trying. Hang on.” 
“FASTER, TERRENCE!” 
“Almost. Almost.” 
“JESUS FUCKING—”
Vincent stopped midsentence. Trevor, watching, thought he looked almost comical. Vincent slept in boxers and a sleeveless white tee. He didn’t have a hair on his head, and his frame was intimidating. Yet he managed to look like a flustered old man with his hair in tousles, wearing a flapping white nightgown: utterly baffled, standing in the room’s center with his legs wide as if bracing for something. His eyes were wide, his hands out. His last words had come out after the alarm had ceased its blaring, and in the quiet, they were shockingly loud. 
“Is it off?” 
“Do you hear it, Vincent?” Terrence asked. 
“Permanently off.” 
“I silenced it. But don’t worry; I’ll keep an eye on it.” 
“‘Keep an eye on it?’” 
“In case it wants to go off again,” Terrence explained. 
Dan emerged from the bedroom, rubbing his face with his palm. Dan had the old man thing going on even more than Vincent. He was probably in his fifties, by Trevor’s estimation, and his hair was going gray at the temples, curly and too long, sticking up like a rat’s nest. 
“The fuck was that about?” 
“Environmental alarm,” Terrence said. 
“Environmental? What, did someone forget to recycle?” 
“Why would it go off again?” Vincent demanded. 
“It won’t. I’m watching it.” 
“But if you didn’t watch it.” 
“Well, sure.” 
“Sure what?” Vincent sounded stressed and furious. They’d all been woken from a dead sleep. All but Lila. She was already in the control room, wedged up against one wall. It looked like she’d stepped aside to let Terrence in. He stood scrolling through menus and checking monitors in the small space. Why had she been out here so late? She looked almost guilty. Maybe she’d caused the alarm. She or Christopher, who was outside the room but looked like he’d fucked something up as well. Trevor looked toward him, but his eyes flicked away. 
“It’ll go off again if I don’t watch it,” Terrence said matter-of-factly, as if this had been no big, loud, panic-inducing deal. 
“What happened?” Dan said. 
Heather sprinted from her room. Trevor had come out the moment the alarm began to blare but had cast sidelong glances at the bed and other cot beforehand. His mom had been sleeping, twitching, seeming to miss the whole thing. Lila’s cot had been empty. 
“What’s going on?” she demanded. 
“Get in line if you want that question answered,” Dan mumbled.
“It was an environmental alarm,” said Terrence, his voice patient. 
“Where did it go off?” 
“Where the fuck do you think it went off, Vincent?” Terrence answered. 
“Topside! Did it go off in the house?”
“I have no—” Terrence stopped midsentence and turned back to the controls, tapping screens, scrolling frantically. 
“What’s the big deal if it went off in the house?” Terrence was talking to Christopher, but Christopher was looking at Raj, who, ironically, seemed the most composed. 
“He’s thinking it gave us away,” Raj said. 
“Won’t they just assume it’s a house alarm?” 
“Maybe.” Raj shrugged. “But then again, the house has been open for months. And supposedly, the house doesn’t have any power.” 
“Wouldn’t an alarm have batteries?” 
“It was only down here,” Terrence said to Vincent. 
“Yes, it would have batteries,” Raj told Trevor, rubbing his face and yawning. “But Vincent hasn’t figured out that the alarm not going off in the house is a bad thing.” 
Vincent’s head snapped toward Raj. He looked like he was about to say something, but Terrence seemed to get whatever Raj was saying immediately. He was staring at the monitor feeds, tapping and zooming. 
“Shit.” 
“What?” Vincent said. 
“Shit. Shit motherfucker.” 
“What?” 
“They heard it.”  
“What did they hear?”
Terrence swallowed. “The vents. The skylights.” 
“What the hell are you talking about?” 
Terrence pointed at the monitoring screen. Vincent crowded in to look. Trevor pressed in behind him, Heather at his side. They were packed enough that he noticed his mother shivering. How could she be cold?  
The screen was expanded to show the east lawn. The people camping there were moving slowly forward. Trevor was reminded of encroaching zombies. 
“What are they looking at?” Heather asked. 
“They heard it!” Vincent snapped. “The alarm. The goddamned alarm!” 
“You said it didn’t go off up top,” Christopher said. 
“Exactly.” All heads turned toward Raj, and he took a half second before speaking to bask in his earned attention. “An alarm going off up there might be strange, but whatever. There’s no power. An alarm would have a battery. Going off somewhere else, just loud enough to be heard from an unknown place? That’s much more interesting.”
“Where is this shot?” said Vincent. 
“East.” 
He reached forward and flicked through screens. “They’re all looking. Every camera. So they can’t tell where it came from.” 
“Maybe they’ll figure it out,” Raj said. 
Vincent ignored him. “The door is concealed. Locked. They can’t get in.” 
“But now, maybe, they know there’s something here. Another place, with an alarm.” 
“We knew there was a bunker,” Vincent said. 
“But you were also trying to get in here alone, while keeping the others at arm’s distance. What did you suggest you were doing, if not breaking into a bunker hidden under the house? Did you let them think you were cracking a safe?” 
“Nobody’s getting in here.” 
“I’m not so sure.” Raj pointed at the screen. Some of the people were getting closer to the cameras in their various locations, looking up, pointing. “They must all be hungry. They’re clearly scared. They used to wander around, but now they’re clustered. Since those big thumps, they’ve seemed scared shitless to me. Desperate maybe.” 
Lila shook her head. “You’re not helping, Raj.” 
“Maybe we should go up,” he said. “Plant something. Even if it’s just a rumor. 
“How exactly would that work?” Christopher asked. 
“Got it,” said Terrence, who’d been tapping around on another screen. “Auxiliary vent, south. Where is that?” 
Trevor pointed. “That’s south.” 
“I meant the vent.” 
“Hey, Terrence, how about you just explain what the shit you’re talking about?” Vincent waved around. “Tell this fine group what’s going on, before everyone loses it?” 
Terrence sighed then looked around the group, Trevor first. “Okay. Look. We’re in a sealed room. Sealed by design; that’s what it’s here for — to keep the outside out and the inside in. But we need air. I’ll bet your dad has some liquid oxygen around here somewhere, based on the diversity of crazy shit he has stowed in that back room. Emergency use only, and very, very flammable. Dangerous if it’s used wrong, for sure. We’re all breathing outside air. Of course. Nothing wrong out there. So there’s vents. A bunch of them; I’d need to study the schematics to have any idea where they all come up. And they’re designed for redundancy. But we can’t just sit down here and let gravity bring us air, because we’re also filling this place with carbon dioxide. Slowly, but we’re doing it sure as anything. CO2 is as toxic as oxygen.” 
“Oxygen is toxic?” said Trevor. 
“Corrosive, actually. That’s where rust comes from. But again: whatever. This isn’t a space mission; we’re just underground. We need recirculating air. Like a furnace, even if it’s not heating or cooling, though I’m sure the getup here is doing that, too. Problem is, you block too many inputs or outputs from that system, and it loses efficiency. We could choke to death on our exhales.” 
Lila looked white, hand near her mouth. 
“No worries, little girl,” said Terrence, using an expression only he could have pulled off. “There are failsafes aplenty. Your daddy thought of everything. Or his designers did anyway. We suggested blocking your vents to Morgan as a way to force you out — don’t worry; we wouldn’t have done it; just needed him to think we would — but there were problems. First, you all dying didn’t help. We needed you to work with us, whether you wanted to or not. But the second reason was simpler: we couldn’t find them all.” 
“So …” Lila said. 
“I doubt anyone’s going to do enough damage to us without trying — or even with trying — to make us suffocate. But they can do shit like this.” He tapped one of the screens, which showed a collection of tents like anywhere else on the grounds. Seeing it, Trevor thought of how, if these were the last days, the hippies had somehow managed to be the only ones able to mind their manners.  
“See that big red tent there?” Terrence said. 
Lila nodded. 
“See that shed it’s up against?” 
She nodded again. 
“Okay. Now look closely.” 
Lila did. After a moment, Terrence pointed at part of the screen as a hint. 
“The tent material is sticking to the shed?” 
Terrence nodded. “I’d guess that’s Auxiliary Vent South. He’s blocked it. No big deal, ordinarily, but shit, look at this place.” He tapped another of the thumbnails, and they saw the house from above, presumably from a camera in a tree farther up one of the hills, looking down onto the grounds. The lawn was packed, almost edge to edge. A few curious pilgrims coming to Meyer Dempsey’s Axis Mundi in hopes of being taken or meeting their celestial comrades had turned into a city, clotting the place and, apparently, taxing the bunker’s breathing. 
“There’s no way they’ve blocked even half of the ins and outs,” Terrence went on. “If I’d designed this place, I’d have put a few up high — especially outvents, where the breeze would draft gasses out without a fan. I’d have put ins on the most typically windward walls. Stuff like that. There’s probably a few out in the woods, hidden under shit. So no worries for us. But the alarm, which is watching things more closely, feels different.” He tapped the console. 
Dan looked at Terrence, Heather, Vincent. “So the alarm went off because, what, the pressure got too low or high or something?” 
Terrence nodded. 
Trevor pushed closer. On the screens, many of the people who’d come forward at the screaming alarm were wandering away. 
“They’re letting it go.”
“Yeah,” said Vincent, turning toward Trevor. “But they’ll keep wondering. I’ll bet we get some more curious explorations in the next few days. Especially now that they seem to be avoiding the alcove near the lake. Whatever’s over there makes them uncomfortable. And I’ll bet they like the idea of being safe and protected a lot more than they used to.” 
“And,” Terrence added, “the vents are still blocked. Give them time, and they’ll block more, and I’ll have to practically sit on the alarm to keep it from going off every ten minutes.” 
Trevor waited for more, but the room had gone quiet. A proposition seemed to have been set on the table, but Trevor wasn’t catching it. 
“So what do we do?” Lila finally asked. 
“We go up,” said Vincent. “And clear the decks.”





Chapter Thirty
SHIT. 
Cameron remembered the danger as if from a long-forgotten movie, never seen. The knowledge was simply there. He knew it in the way he knew his head was on his shoulders. 
Footing in the creekbed was unsure. Cameron didn’t have much experience with horses, but movies and books said you shot them when they broke legs. Stakes were higher now; if the horses faltered, they’d all be shot — two people and two mounts. Maybe the horses could gallop full-ass over the slippery wet rocks, but Cameron wasn’t willing to risk it. 
They were trapped. It would take time for the Andreus warriors to run back and inform Nicholas that there were intruders on their land who hadn’t paid tolls in chattel or blood. It would be tricky to get ATVs and maybe even motorcycles down the slope into the ravine. But if they’d managed to descend on horses, the warriors would follow fine. Then, when they came from behind with their superior speed — driven to their quarry as if sliding down a funnel — the warriors would easily overtake them.
Cameron looked at Piper. A thought — clearly hers, inflected with her voice — hit him. 
We have to leave the horses. We have to run. 
A vision, as if from his own imagination: dismounting, grabbing their bags and gear from the horses’ packs, then climbing the dirt walls, clinging to rocks and roots. Maybe, if they needed a boost, standing atop a horse’s back if the animal could be made to stand still. The two of them running, now on flat land, maybe making for the highway. Flagging down a car. Finding a savior. Watching as the sun was eclipsed from above, looking up, seeing the enormous form of one of the alien motherships, hearing it talking, watching it — 
It wouldn’t work. He shoved aside the paranoia, focused on reality. 
There weren’t any motherships around here, but there were plenty of folks like those behind them. Cameron and the others had run into a few land posses on their way to Vail, but he’d had Vincent with him then. Vincent was a little crazy. A lot crazy. He had a way of turning impossible situations into wins simply because he was too stubborn for failure. He fought like an idiot. His remorseless tactics were cold, logical, almost perfect. 
Even if they found the road, they probably wouldn’t find a car. The roads were controlled. That’s why they were sticking to the woods, following their shadows but never the roads themselves. Cameron had seen the folly of sticking to known paths in a dozen war-torn lands visited with his father, and the experience was reinforced shortly after the ships appeared on the Astral app. 
They surely couldn’t climb up and out, crossing the flat land on foot. If their pursuers had half a mind, they’d split into two groups. One would follow them into the crevasse like water down a river. The other would stay high, riding along and barring escape. They’d be much slower on foot — as easy to catch as Runaway Simon. 
It won’t work. 
“Why can’t we climb out and run?” 
Even with his mount at a nervous canter, Cameron’s heart tripping a rhythm almost as fast as the hooves, he paused at the question, thinking it odd. It was how he’d respond, if he’d done it aloud. Piper wouldn’t be asking if they weren’t somehow sharing thoughts — if she hadn’t heard him say her idea wouldn’t work. But that was impossible, so she’d included the supposition in the question, in case she was as crazy as Cameron. 
“They’ll see the horses. They’ll know right where we stopped.”
Now that she’d spoken, going back inside his head felt wrong. Not just illogical but ridiculous. Of course they hadn’t been hearing each other speak without words. Of course they hadn’t seen and heard through the eyes and ears of the Andreus warriors above. And of course they hadn’t detoured — twice — before seeing that severed head, as if they’d known the future. 
“The horses will keep going!” Piper shouted back. Beneath her, the horse slipped and nearly spilled, causing her to grasp its neck for balance. The animal stayed upright and recovered, delaying their decision another few seconds. 
“They’re exhausted! They’ll stop, and those people will know right where we—” 
Piper’s head snapped back. She rode looking the wrong way, hands turning white as she gripped the reins too hard. 
“They’re down here now. With us,” she said. 
“And up top.” 
“Their own horses.” 
“Four-wheelers.” 
“And a truck up top, filled with—”
“You have a gun too!” She seemed to realize something and reached back. “And so do I!” 
Two guns against dozens. Cameron and Piper weren’t Vincent. They’d be turned to pulp. Decapitated. Their heads would probably be mounted on pikes as a warning: this land was spoken for, and none may enter. 
 He shook his head. No. They could defend themselves with guns, but only in the way honeybees used their stingers as a final defense: a last resort to do some damage before their inevitable deaths. 
They couldn’t go up. 
They couldn’t keep going straight. 
And given the fact that they were already at the ravine floor, they sure as hell couldn’t consider the final direction and go dow —
Or maybe they could. 
They’re close, Piper said inside his mind.
And then, frighteningly, seeing through the minds of those behind them: We’re close. 
But could their pursuers hear Cameron’s and Piper’s thoughts, as impossible as that was? His plan wouldn’t work for a second if so. If they kept running through the ravine, they’d be caught. If they climbed to the right, they’d be caught. If they climbed to the left, they might buy themselves a minute or two. But in all likelihood, the Republic of Andreus would have sentries on that side as well. 
It might work, and it might not. But they were running out of seconds to try. 
A clock ran down inside Cameron’s mind, its second hand too fast, its sweep too urgent. They had to do it now. And there were still the horses to consider — the horses which, left to their own devices, would rather rest than continue to run.
“I’m sorry, girl,” he whispered down the horse’s neck, “but they’ll take it out when they catch you.” And maybe, if there was any justice in the world, get themselves kicked in the process. 
Cameron kept a few things in his pockets at all times. And despite the fact that he hadn’t been home for nearly half a year, old habits died hard. He reached into his pocket and pulled out the small key ring to his Chicago apartment: thumb lock and deadbolt. And a small mailbox key, for mail he was never in one place for long enough to receive. 
He removed a key from the ring, gripping with his legs and trying desperately not to fall off as his mount moved beneath him. He reached back and shoved the key between the saddle and the horse’s back, point down. 
The horse whinnied, bucked, tossed its head. 
Piper didn’t need to be told what to do. She held her hand out to catch Cameron’s keys. She did the same, seating the key far enough underneath the saddle so it wouldn’t slip out or flip down flat. 
Go. Now!
A nearly synchronous jump. Piper spun to one side and dropped, but Cameron was too hurried; he fell as much backward as sideways and caught a hoof to the chest as the horses ran on, kicking up, fighting the strange new pain under their saddles. Riderless, they might turn and run back the way they’d come, but Cameron didn’t think so. The ravine was narrow. The only way to run from the spikes was forward. 
Reeling, his breath kicked from his chest, Cameron still managed to drag himself to the small creek’s side. Piper was already there as he wheezed forward, trying not to clutch his chest and what might be a broken rib so he could dig. Piper was already shredding the root-strewn embankment, dragging autumn’s leaves and spring’s moss down in giant disgusting handfuls. 
They didn’t speak. Time was gone.
With the loose detritus cleared away, they made themselves tiny, tucking legs and arms, retracting their necks like turtles. They dragged the filth back atop themselves, becoming one with the fetid earth. 
It took too long. Precious seconds. Cameron could hear his own heartbeat in his ears. He dragged in painful fits of breath, feeling suffocated as he melted into his blanket of moist leaves. Then it was done, and they waited. And waited. 
The sound of engines. ATVs shambling through the creekbed. 
The engines grew louder. 
They couldn’t run now if they wanted to. They’d never reach their guns, pressed against the embankment as they were. 
Waiting was all they had. 





Chapter Thirty-One
LILA HADN’T BEEN SLEEPING WELL. She woke from a dream of Piper barely rested, feeling as if she’d been running for hours at Piper’s side instead of sleeping in the middle of …
… but who cared what time it was? Who cared if it was day or night? Who cared if the bunker was real or if that pleasure belonged to her visions? She knew all the answers but didn’t care. Maybe it was all real. Maybe none of it was. Lila wasn’t the only one coming apart. Her mother seemed just as threadbare. Jumping at the same shadows. 
Trevor had finally grown himself a pair, but he’d become a different person since Piper’s departure. Almost as if he’d been waiting for the cat to go so the mice could play. He spent all his time with Cameron’s men (if they were, indeed, still Cameron’s men; Lila couldn’t remember if her dream showed Cameron dying or if he’d lived … or if it mattered since that was fake and the bunker was real), playing cards and shooting the shit. Sometimes, Lila wanted to point out that he wasn’t a rough and tough commando but was still a teenage boy. 
Lila rolled onto her side, head throbbing through a moment of vertigo.
Lila tried to find her center. 
You’re in a concrete box. 
You’re almost halfway through a pregnancy. 
With some sort of demon baby maybe. 
You’re hearing and seeing things. Oh, and feeling deadly abdominal cramps.
Your baby-daddy has been a drama queen and asshole since he got here. 
And Christopher … 
Oh, right. 
Lila really shouldn’t have done that. She was eighteen now — officially an adult, old enough to know better. But that, too, was a joke. Her mother still let hormones pull her strings. Their parents didn’t think Trevor or Lila knew they were still hooking up despite Piper, but neither was stupid. Dad talks to Mom on the phone all the time? Dad plans his trips around Mom’s time in LA? Mom seems to know a lot more about this place — about Dad’s so-called Axis Mundi — than an ex-wife should? Check, check, and double check. Lila, if she’d been forbidden to see Raj, could have covered her tracks better. 
But despite being eighteen — despite knowing better — she’d done it anyway. Not it, exactly. Not that. The broom closet wasn’t exactly the most romantic spot for that kind of encounter. But they’d made out plenty, and she’d had her top half off with her somewhat-enlarged boobs practically kissing the open air. Anyone could have come in and seen … and when that alarm had gone off, Vincent damned well almost had. She’d still been finagling her bra into place through her shirt by the time Vincent stormed into the living room, then toward the control room. Her nipples ached throughout most of the ensuing discussion. It was odd and inappropriate, and Lila had felt sure she was responding poorly to the situation. She should have been focusing on their air intake problem and whatever Vincent had in mind to “clear the decks.” Maybe she could have managed to be either excited or afraid at the prospect of heading up top, doing exactly what her mother had wanted ever since the ground thumping started. 
But all she’d been able to think of was how she was still tingling — having some sort of boobs-and-body version of what Raj described as blue balls, when he’d been trying to guilt her into relieving his pressure with “at least a handjob.”
Raj. 
Yeah, that was a problem times two. First, Raj himself had become a fifth wheel. If they were topside, she’d probably have broken up with him by now. It would be fine; she’d thought she’d loved him, but unity had a way of driving people apart. Maybe it wasn’t a fair test, but three months trapped in a post-apocalyptic bunker had brought out everything about Raj she’d only had a peek at before. He sulked. He complained. He was stubborn to the point of idiocy, like how he obsessed over futilely trying to contact his parents. He was a drama queen and a prima donna. And although Lila knew it was a sexist thought (or maybe a reverse-sexist thought?), she suspected her biggest problem with Raj was simply that he wouldn’t man up.
Look at Trevor. Her brother had manned up so much, it was almost embarrassing in the other direction. He practically walked bowlegged now, to allow room for his enormous balls. 
Vincent, Dan, Terrence, Christopher — those four had come through hell without blinking. And what’s more, they sorta came through it to save the Dempseys. It was easy to be impressed. 
Lila shouldn’t have hooked up with Christopher. But she was pregnant. Her hormones were out of control, and her boyfriend was whining around in prissy little circles. It was hard to blame herself, no matter how guilty she felt. 
Lila sat up on the cot, specifically avoiding a glance at the clock because buying into “surface time” would only raise her hopes. She hadn’t paid attention to the last few attempts to contact Cameron and Piper for the same reason, and would plug her ears and say LA-LA-LA this morning if anyone tried. The dream was still too fresh. Probably more of that whole “going crazy” thing. The dream probably didn’t mean she was seeing real things from Piper’s yesterday. The fact that she’d woken around the time Piper and Cameron had—
(Got out of a car? Off horses? It was something like that.) 
Whatever they’d done anyway. But seeing things didn’t make them real. It wasn’t like Lila could see the future, or already had. Lucky guesses. 
And her baby was not talking to her. That was some rubber room shit right there. 
With the last thought circling her mind, Lila looked defiantly down at her midsection, curling her back to properly stare. Lila had been a terror to her mother from time to time, and she supposed her baby would, once it graduated from uterus to diapers to mouthing off, be a terror to Lila. But that was years away, and she’d be damned if this kid would disobey her before it was even born. 
There were no pains. No strange thoughts. Maybe those things would stay away if she kept her eye on the ball. If they did, Lila thought she might take back what she’d told Mom about the pains. She’d shared out of fear — but rather than getting her some much-needed motherly support, the news frightened Mom, too. Now she was afraid of the pains and terrified that her mother would lose her head and do something stupid, like charging upstairs and demanding to be let outside. Like she’d already done. 
Lila rubbed her belly. Yes. Maybe things would be quiet. And if they were, maybe she could forget about it. Maybe it had been gas. Or false contractions. She’d heard that could happen. 
And the voices? The visions? The way she’d felt all caught up and blurted something about “it’s all beginning” without meaning to? The snippets of sound and songs? The expressions she’d never heard that ran around inside her head regardless? The seemingly psychic dreams — especially the one where she was descending a fathomless pit, underwater, headed toward some glowing, warbling light? That one came plenty during daytime. 
Well, all of those things were signs of being stir-crazy. Perfectly understandable.
Lila stood, wondering if she was rationalizing. 
Probably. But it might be better to rationalize and deny than admit she was nuts. They needed to get out of the bunker. And maybe, given what Vincent had said (Yesterday? Earlier today? Before she’d slept anyway), they finally would.
Lila entered the living room, her feet plodding like a zombie, and saw Raj. He seemed more chipper than he’d been in days. He turned and gave her his old smile — the one he had before all this started. The smile that had made Lila fall in love. Now, it hurt to see. She’d only gone to second base with Christopher, but she’d have gone further. Worse: as her eyes flicked to Christopher, she found that she very much wanted to. 
She smiled back at Raj as best she could, avoiding Christopher’s gaze on her second sweep of the room, trying to find something else to feign interest in. 
It wasn’t difficult. Not once she turned her head and saw what was happening in the kitchen. Lila approached the table, eliciting welcoming nods from Terrence, Dan, and her brother, who was basically one of the Big Boys now.
Lila looked down at what Terrence was sketching on a sheet of paper then at the objects on the table. But she had to be seeing this ill-conceived plan all wrong. Had to be.
“You’re kidding,” she said. 
“This is the best way.” Terrence shrugged. “We need a distraction.”





Chapter Thirty-Two
HER EYES COVERED by muck from the embankment, Piper’s world was a curtain of confusing internal images. She seemed to hear more, see more, and lose herself in the unreal desolation.
She could see her own memories.
She could see other memories, from people other than herself.
And she could see what they saw, but only in bursts. 
Piper was blind, and yet it seemed her eyes were open, seeing things she shouldn’t be able to see, ears ringing with things they shouldn’t be able to hear.
Wet soil pressed against the back of her shirt. It had taken a few minutes to soak through, but one minute split into two then expanded to five, and just as the engine noises were almost atop them, she began to feel the press of wetness all the way down to her skin. The leaves and gunk they’d spread on their fronts weren’t as insistent in their filth; Piper really only wanted to cringe from the leaves that touched her face, certain for some reason that it was crawling with maggots and worms. 
But she’d take maggots and worms from morning to night if this worked. 
Engines came in bursts. The uneven terrain was strewn with rocks, branches, and other obstacles that the horses were able to surmount at a trot or canter. The ATVs, though (Piper was sure they were on ATVs; she kept seeing flashes from one driver’s point of view, looking down at hands that weren’t hers) weren’t as nimble. They had to throttle up then back off. The going was faster than on foot, but not at full rip. 
That thought made her wonder if they’d made the right decision. Maybe the horses were faster than the ATVs, given that brains were better than engines; feet could be picked up, but wheels had to roll. Maybe they’d have been able to outrun their pursuers after all. 
Cameron’s thoughts came at her, strung together in one long, unbroken, runon jumble: if they see us i’ll run the second they do maybe they’ll chase me not see her they’ll come after me if i just keep running and she can get away yeah that could work we won’t both make it but at least one of us can and anyway it’s fine i’m ready i’m ready i’m ready … 
Piper tried to return a thought, but this was all so strange. First of all, she couldn’t be sure any of it was happening. She’d never had an ounce of psychic inkling. She’d even taken one of those ESP tests once because a college friend had picked up a deck of testing cards somewhere. She’d managed to get fewer correct than dumb luck would have allowed, which led to jokes about how Piper must be psychic after all, to so perfectly avoid the right answers.
What she managed — fighting her thumping heart, as sure as Cameron that their minutes were numbered — felt more like a daydream. She had to think in a way that seemed “open” and hope he’d pick it up. He did, and she could feel it. 
They won’t even look at us. They’ll follow the horses. 
That much seemed true. She’d glanced back while Cameron had clawed his way to the bank, gasping for air. Hoof prints where the horses had stomped outside the creekbed were deep and plain. Piper doubted their pursers were watching the banks. They’d have their eyes forward, fixed on the prize. But knowing didn’t make her feel better, and the wetness at her back felt like the cool hand of coming death. 
But if they hear us … came his next thought. 
We’re not making any noise. 
I hear you fine, said Cameron inside her head. 
Piper doubted he’d ever been psychic either. Something had changed. They’d both heard the Andreus warriors before they spoke, and seen their thoughts. They’d wanted to turn from their normal trail not once but twice. As clear as it all was to Piper, it was hard to imagine that the warriors on their ATVs wouldn’t home in on the two buried people without considering the horses. 
The engine noises would stop as if they’d meant to park in front of them all along. And then, probably without even seeing their murderers coming, Piper would feel the blade. Or maybe she’d hear Cameron die first, before her own heart was stopped. 
I’ll run. 
Don’t run. 
We shouldn’t both die. 
DON’T RUN. 
The engines came closer. Closer. Now close enough to see, around the bend, if her face hadn’t been covered in filth. It was maddening to know the men and women of the Andreus Republic (whatever that was; she only had their own thoughts to explain it) could see their hiding place, if they’d left any clothing visible, or if the leaves and gunk weren’t as opaque as she’d thought.  
Piper was suddenly sure that they’d been stupid to try this. They’d had minutes more than they’d thought. There had been more time to dig deeper, to cover themselves better. But they hadn’t, and now the warriors were surely staring right at them like an indulgent parent might stare at the obvious form of a child hiding under her covers. 
What’s this big lump on my bed? There’s clearly not a child here. 
What are those two big lumps under the leaves and dirt on the south side of the creekbed? Har-har, those two kids sure are cute, running from us, thinking they could hide under nature’s muck. 
The engines came closer. A pulse then a break. Piper could hear at least three distinct sets of revs and releases. Three ATVs. That’s all they’d sent? It didn’t seem like enough. The rest must be on foot. Probably running behind or walking. Taking their time. Looking for what the ATV party might miss. But who could miss this? Two people-shaped humps in plain sight? 
And oh shit, Piper hadn’t even considered the way they’d disturbed the muck. It wasn’t enough to be covered by leaves and grit. They’d had to rake the crap over themselves, upsetting the bank’s set-in appearance. This had been stupid, stupid, stupid. Even if they were adequately covered, followers would see their position as clearly as a freshly dug grave in an otherwise packed-down field. 
I’ll run. They’ve seen us. Wait for them to chase me. They might not stop for you. Wait for them to go then climb up as planned. Go south. They might not have anyone that way, if you’re lucky. 
But the engines were winding down. Decreasing in pitch. 
They were past. They’d gone by without seeing or hearing them. Without sensing their thoughts, in the way they were sensing each other’s. 
But they couldn’t surface even after the engines were sixty seconds distant, likely around the westerly bend in the ravine. They couldn’t even peek. Not yet. Piper stayed rigid, and felt Cameron’s mind intending the same. Because there might be more, perhaps a rear party … or maybe those on the ATVs had seen them after all, but wanted to return slowly, stealthy enough to take them by surprise. 
Piper was suddenly sure that’s exactly what they were doing. Being cruel. Killing them quickly, in an obvious way, was too easy. Not as fun as piking heads. 
A minute might have passed. Piper wasn’t sure. Then maybe another. 
Three minutes. Five? 
Time stretched. Her heartbeat: insanity. Piper had no idea how long they’d been here, silent, waiting for nothing. She couldn’t hear Cameron.
Cameron? she thought/said.
Piper didn’t know if she was doing it right. 
Maybe his throat had been silently slit by assailants. 
She’d heard him until now. Something was missing. Wrong. 
Cameron?
The engines seemed to have faded more quickly than they’d arrived. She tried to separate the sounds, but they were too far off to tell. 
Maybe one had stopped. 
The sound of water was hard to separate from other noises. Like approaching footsteps. 
Cameron? Are you still there? 
He wouldn’t have been able to scream if the man who’d stopped his ATV and crept over on foot had pierced his larynx. But still, she’d have heard him struggle. She’d have heard the strike as the machete bit his neck. If the man who’d stopped had killed Cameron by slitting his throat, surely he’d have thrashed before dying. 
Yes. She’d have heard that. Piper was blind, not deaf. If there was someone leaning over her — which there might be; her skin prickled in anticipation — it would have been hard for him to kill Cameron without alerting her. She must be imagining all of this. Getting paranoid. Fussing for nothing, winding herself up, driving herself crazy. 
It was all in her head. The ATVs had all gone on. They were safe. 
Cameron was fine; he was staying still, same as her.
So why couldn’t she hear his mind anymore?
Because he’s dead, that’s why. Hard to hear a mind that’s no longer working. And it’ll be hard to hear anything at all when the man in front of you raises his blade again and— 
Something struck Piper’s shoulder. 
Or grabbed. Something grabbed her shoulder. 
A hand. A rough hand. The lone man who’d stayed behind, meaning to drag her out before killing her, to have some fun, now that they were alone. 
Piper’s thoughts turned crimson. She wouldn’t scream. She would fight. She wouldn’t just take it. She would — 
The filth shook away, and Piper found herself looking into a man’s hard stare. 
Cameron’s hard stare. 
“I didn’t … I couldn’t …” she stammered. Then: “I thought you were …” 
The ravine was empty. Piper was still mostly in her pocket of leaves and moss and mud. Cameron was in front of her, intermittently clutching his chest where the horse had kicked him, his face streaked with browns and yellows and grays.
They were alone. 
He ticked his head up. This time, he had to speak aloud before she could hear him. 
“Climb,” he said. “Hurry. Before they come back.” 
Piper shook herself off, turned, and climbed the embankment, hearing the alteration in pitch as the distant engines changed direction.





Chapter Thirty-Three
“WE MAKE A FIRE,” Terrence said. 
“Oh, sure.” Heather shrugged. 
“In the air shaft,” Terrence continued. 
“Of course.” 
Trevor sat back in his kitchen chair. He was trying to be cool, to act like this was all very of course and what must be done will be done. But deep down, he wasn’t feeling it. He was a fifteen-year-old kid, not yet legal to drive the caravan out of this post-apocalyptic hell. Though exceptions would probably be made. Alien invasion and all. 
“Forgive me for asking,” said Heather, “but isn’t the air shaft where … oh, I don’t know … where our air comes from?”
“Astute.” Raj had already voiced his objections. Lila had argued with him for a while, which Trevor had found surprising. First of all, Raj wanted to go up top to scope the situation, and this was a way to do it. And second, Lila and Raj had been bickering a lot. Lila was, really, being kind of a bitch. She seemed to take sides against Raj just to do it. Trevor suspected she did it even when she kind of agreed with him. 
She must be having her period. Except, wait. No, she wasn’t having that. But other things were surely afoot, making her crazier than usual. Raj wasn’t the only manifestation of Lila’s new attitudes. Trevor worried about her more than he wanted to. 
“It’s the exhaust.” Terrence looked at Heather. “If we set the fire far enough in, it should draft out.“
“If,” Raj said. 
Lila shook her head, looking at her mother and Raj. “What’s wrong with you two? I thought you wanted to go outside.” 
“I do.” Heather said, although she’d surrendered much of her urgency over the last day. She wasn’t ranting about how the thumping might herald Meyer Dempsey’s return. 
“This is the way,” Terrence said. 
“Setting a fire. Maybe you don’t remember the fire we had before. The one that almost killed us? Oh, wait. No, of course you don’t. Because you were outside, having set it.” 
“That was always controlled,” Terrence said. “We knew the smoke would vent, and that it wouldn’t burn long because the halon fire-suppression system would—”
“Oh yes.” Heather touched her chin in mock thought. “That’s how you planned to burst in here. By tricking us into trying to save ourselves after almost burning us to death.” 
“We’re fine, Mom,” said Lila, looking at Christopher. 
“So you think this is a good idea?” 
“I think it’s the only way.” 
Raj said, “Because you have such an extensive engineering background?”
“I don’t need engineering to understand how fire works, Raj!” 
“Look,” Vincent said. “We can’t go out the front door anymore. There are too many people up there. And I don’t care how much of Meyer’s artillery we take — I’m not willing to go up top just to shoot our way through the crowds. I’m not too big on killing people who don’t deserve it. But asking them nicely won’t keep people from shoving their way down here when they realize what’s under the house, and while I’m a hospitable guy, I don’t think any of us want to share with huddled masses that might number half a thousand.” 
He looked around the group, waiting to see if anyone would argue. Nobody did. They’d discussed this at length. There was no way to pop the door and walk out, even in the dead of night. That had worked a few weeks ago and had worked to dispose of Morgan’s body and create a false “the bad guys left” trail. But it wouldn’t work now. Topside growth had been exponential. It was as if everyone was telling their friends, and their friends were telling friends. What they were all coming for or waiting on, Trevor didn’t understand. His father’s assertion that the place was his center in the world shouldn’t make it magical for anyone else, and it didn’t seem likely that the alien ships were going to keep returning on repeat. To Trevor, the hippies’ mood above was a kind of group psychosis, not unlike the emperor’s new clothes. 
“So there’s only one option, and that’s to create a distraction,” Vincent continued. “But it’s kind of a Catch-22. We can’t go up there to create a distraction because that means going through the same door they need to be distracted from.” 
Raj raised his hand. “I have a question.” 
Reluctantly, seeming to know he was taking bait, Vincent said, “Yes?”
“Can anyone explain why a man paranoid enough to stockpile fucking gas masks and plastic explosives,” he pointed at the heavy door to the arsenal, “wouldn’t think to give his hidey hole a second entrance? Isn’t that the first rule in the paranoid rulebook: Never get backed into a corner?”
“Nice way to talk about the guy who saved your ass,” Heather said.
Raj ignored her and raised his eyebrows at Vincent. 
Terrence answered. “The second exit is the air shaft. It’s six-six in height and comes out in a little toolshed on the far edge of the property, back into the woods a bit. But they’ve clustered around its end, too. If we eliminate the grates and go out that way, we’ll be seen just the same. And from what I can tell, it’ll be a bitch to carry stuff out that way. You have to climb rungs set into the sides of a vertical shaft. We have that option in an emergency, but right now we need a distraction.” 
“And a fire is how we do it,” Heather said. 
“Yes.” Vincent crossed his big arms and nodded slowly. “There’s no fire suppression in the vent itself. We can set the fire far into it, keep the fuel wet to make it smolder more than burn. We’ll make smoke. The fire will produce smoke that the corridor’s natural outdraft will waft up the chute, through the shed, without flowing back into the bunker — as long as it doesn’t burn too hot. We can put a few fans in the shaft, to increase the draft.” 
“As a bonus,” Terrence said, tapping his sketch, “if we cut into the vent here, that should give us access to reach the ducts above that feed into the house. We build the fire here,” again he tapped the schematic, “and the smoke should vent up into the house as well as to the shed.” 
“I thought we wanted it to look like the shed’s on fire,” Trevor said. “To draw attention?” 
Terrence nodded, eyes buried behind his giant sunglasses. “Right. We want them going to check out the big column of smoke. And they will, because that’s what people do. Fire is dangerous, but everyone wants to watch it burn. Routing some of the smoke into the house should set off the smoke alarms. Combine some smoke in one place with smoke and alarms in another. They should make the connection and leave.” 
“But won’t they just go right back after they realize there’s no fire? And won’t the smoke give us away when they notice nothing in the house has burned? How will we get back? If we’re out there for even an hour, people will go back inside, won’t they?” 
These were the tips of Trevor’s questions. They also had no idea what they’d find when they surfaced, and Vincent had been mum on what exactly qualified as “clearing the deck.” They needed the bivouac shantytown to disperse so they’d stop clogging the bunker’s air intakes (and allow its occupants to occasionally go outside), but right now the plan was about sneaking and hiding. What came next?
But one issue at a time. 
“We go down the shaft,” Vincent answered. 
“You mean the shaft with all the smoke?” Heather asked. 
“After we’re up, Dan will douse the fire,” Terrence said. “The people camped around the shed will have found another place to hang out because all their shit will smell like smoke. We won’t be able to get back in through the house without being seen, but we should be able to sneak back in through the vent. We’ll be lighter, so the ladder won’t be a problem.” 
“What exactly are you planning to carry in the first place?” Raj sounded as if he might already know. 
“It’s no problem,” Vincent answered. “Christopher and I will carry it.” 
“That’s not what I asked.” 
“All told, the risk is low,” Terrence said, ignoring Raj. “We already know the shaft drafts pretty well, and fans in front of and behind the fire will make it draft even better. The outvents are surely concealed — we know that because no one’s come down here. The schematics show a rather large trapdoor on that end, concealed and locked with a system like the one on the main entrance. If I’m reading the plans right, air drafts out through something like two dozen smaller vents concealed to look like a primitive sort of baseboard heat system in the shed, and the chimney. It should look plenty on fire. And like I said, we can always put it out.” 
“I have a question.” Again, Raj raised his hand. “What are you planning to do when you’re up there?” 
Vincent didn’t look over at Raj. 
“Let’s get started,” he said. 





Chapter Thirty-Four
CAMERON SLEPT FEARFULLY THAT NIGHT. He didn’t show his fright to Piper, so she fell asleep beside him, exhausted more than peaceful.
They’d avoided the highway throughout the rest of the day just as before, but this time they both seemed to agree without speaking that they should avoid all other traces of humanity. Doing so was easy. The mountains and woods seemed to sprawl forever. As long as they didn’t cross Route 70 and followed the setting sun, they were heading in the right approximate direction. Cameron wasn’t worried about getting lost. He’d traveled many nameless roads in the world’s corners both with his father and alone — places where GPS was worthless and maps were suspect. When attempting a return to his father, after the networks fell silent, he’d had to revisit those skills. 
A person soon learned that the adage was true: Whatever didn’t kill you made you stronger. Literally: It seemed to take something maliciously trying to kill you to knock most people down. Those new to “surviving” as a bare-bones standard often fretted over food and clothing and small comforts like toilet paper. They’d sweat predators, infection, exposure. Those things were worth minding, of course, but in Cameron’s experience, the biggest threats were more obvious. Far more black and white. 
Today, if he had to guess, most people were finding shelter and living a stripped-down version of their old lives — perhaps a very stripped-down version, where “survival” ended up being enough. Others were living high, building their own little groups like the Andreus Republic, scavenging what they could.  Maybe a bunch were still in cities, going about their business as if little had changed — because when you got right down to brass tacks, not much had, except for the families of abductees. 
What was being done to the world today was mankind’s doing, not the aliens’.
They’d managed to evade their pursuers, who seemed to have given up after losing the trail. Those people hadn’t managed to kill them as they’d killed the runner, Simon. So now he and Piper were stronger. They were alive. Little else mattered. They’d head west, then follow 70 close enough to reach Moab. Cameron knew the way from there. 
Their eschewing of all human contact had left them light on supplies and needing shelter, but the air wasn’t overly frigid, and they’d found a spring for water. They’d survive. He’d be cold if he’d made this trip alone — burying himself under whatever he could find, but cold nonetheless. Fortunately, he’d brought a heater: Piper. And she had him for a heater as well. 
They slept without dreams.
Cameron woke before dawn. He’d passed the night in fits, unable to get comfortable even with Piper wrapped around him. The woods were filled with sounds, but still things seemed too quiet. Whatever strange connection they’d shared, it was gone. Cameron found he missed hearing her thoughts. They’d been a warm hand, soothing scars he didn’t dare show. 
Piper blinked then slowly sat up. 
“Morning,” he said.
“Is it morning?” 
Cameron pointed at the eastern horizon, which bore the barest blush of violet. In the otherwise black sky, that smear of color was almost bright. 
“That’s not morning. Wake me when the coffee is ready.” 
Cameron sighed. “We’re going to need to find transportation today.” 
“I hope you brought a bus schedule.” 
“I miss the horses. They’re faster than we are and don’t force us to eat as much to sustain our energy. And they consumed a naturally renewing source of food.” 
Piper blinked around, fighting sleep. Cameron repressed an inappropriate flash of attraction as he watched her, telling himself that it was their tight situation causing it, rather than anything genuine. 
“Can we find other horses?” 
“I’m sure we could. I just can’t help but feel we should pick up the pace.” 
“Why?” 
“Just a feeling.” 
Piper nodded. Cameron didn’t need to explain. During the previous day’s odd mental acrobatics, they’d both sensed something as indistinct as the foreboding felt while looking at the cluster of three trees. A sense of being watched — of something unseen ducked out of sight milliseconds before they spun their heads to catch its eyes upon them. During the worst of their pursuit, the sensation had been too much in the background to mind. But once in the clear, their connection had broken. It felt pressing, causing them to look back. Especially up, as if their watchers might be arriving from above. 
“We could get a car.”
“No roads.” Cameron shook his head. “Who would drive a car right now? Haven’t you ever seen any disaster movies? Everything bad happens when people try to drive.” 
“Meyer drove us from New York,” Piper said sheepishly. 
Cameron looked away. “Well. I’m sure it made sense at the time.” And hey, maybe it did. Before panic, roads were fine.” 
“What then?” 
“Those ATVs were pretty nifty. Where do you think we can get one?” 
“You aren’t worried about the noise?” 
“Actually,” Cameron said, “I was wondering where we’d find one. But now that you bring it up, yes, I’m worried about the noise. Also, I don’t suppose you know where we can find a glider plane?” 
Piper shrugged. A cute gesture — sarcastic without being pandering. 
But he should stop this.
Their banter was annoying. If two other people had been doing it and he’d been watching, he’d have told them to knock it off. No flirting with the big man’s wife. Because that’s what Meyer Dempsey was, even if nothing else: a big man. An important man. Cameron knew Benjamin was right when he saw the throngs flocking to the place of Dempsey’s abduction. Meyer wasn’t the only one who’d sensed something about that place, and even if no one in Moab knew what he’d sensed, it didn’t change the fact that he had, and had built a home there. His abduction wasn’t coincidental. The sooner they found out how or why Meyer and Vail were important, the better. 
Cameron picked up his rifle and slung it back over his shoulder, rubbing the spot on his chest that seemed to be a bruise rather than a broken rib.
“Horses then.”
Piper looked up. “What? You want to go now?” 
“Do you want to stay for the continental breakfast?” 
“But it’s barely light.” 
Cameron peeked at the bandless watch he kept in his pocket — his great-grandfather’s timepiece still ran, though he’d never bothered to make it suitable for his wrist. Before the networks fell, it always made more sense to check his phone for the time. Well, the joke was on the world. Granddaddy’s watch still had a purpose other than sentimentality after all. 
“We’ve slept nine hours.” 
“Nine hours!” Piper stretched. “I don’t believe you.” 
Cameron found himself wanting to banter back as she smiled playfully at him in the scant predawn light, but he forced himself to look away, now snugging the rifle. 
As if on cue, Piper’s stomach grumbled. 
“I guess I don’t need to remind you we don’t have any food. We could go scavenging for mushrooms, but I think it’s worth following a surface road a bit and looking for a farm. If we can find an abandoned one that had horses, they’ll probably still be in the barn. Two birds, one stone. We need transportation either way, so we can look for any leftover supplies while we’re daring to approach a man-made building. And if there’s no food in the pantry, maybe they’ll have cows. I’ll milk them to get us some calories if I have to.” Cameron shrugged. “Way I figure it, when people abandon a place, they probably don’t think much about their chores.”
“Why would you abandon a perfectly good farm?” 
Cameron didn’t want to answer. The chances that a farmer would simply leave seemed slim, but the odds that the farmer could have been killed or dragged away were plenty robust. And besides, when people panicked, many moved around. If he didn’t know better, Cameron would have thought the same about Meyer rushing his family across the country when the ships had appeared on Astral. Why not stay where he was? It made no sense. But that was humankind for you, always looking for greener grass. 
“Let’s just see what we can find,” Cameron said. 
It took them until the sun was fully up to come across the first farm’s back fence: an obvious no-go. They stayed low, Cameron wishing he had the binoculars that had been in his backpack with the rest of his gear. But even from this far they could see a pair of armed sentries. They moved on, stomachs grumbling.
The rest of the morning passed without luck. There were other houses in a cluster near the farm, but it was obvious that either the same group controlled the entire area or homeowners had held their claims. There were a few abandoned places without barns or leftover food or supplies worth taking, and a few that seemed to be out in the middle of nowhere — ancillary barns to a larger claim, perhaps. Two of these contained tractors, but Cameron laughed at the idea of taking them. Speed or stealth, tractors served neither goal. But one barn did net them a dusty old backpack and a few discarded, empty water bottles for carrying sustenance once they found it. They each also took a machete from the walls, neither commenting on the irony that they’d nearly been killed with machetes not even twenty-four hours earlier. 
On and off, Cameron pulled out his radio. The batteries would only last so long, but it turned out that power, at least for the moment, wasn’t the problem. He’d programmed the radio with open frequencies, but communication with Vail had thus far proved impossible. They could hear chatter. Ninety percent was military. But in dead spaces, Cameron tried raising the bunker, using the call signs and codes he’d worked out with Vincent before leaving, trusting Terrence’s antenna modifications in Vail to do its job. But there had been almost nothing.
“Any luck?” Piper asked as he returned the radio to his belt. 
“Lots. But I still can’t raise them. It’s strange.” 
“Do you think they’re okay?” 
Cameron hadn’t a clue. And considering the care they’d taken to ensure they’d be able to communicate, the lack of response made “they’re not okay at all” the most reasonable explanation for the silence. But he kept quiet. It could be anything: sunspots, maybe even that double line of Carnac stones they’d crossed that had scrambled their thoughts so completely. Maybe they were fine. And they’d stay that way, with Vincent and Terrence in charge. Even Dan would give his life for them. He’d damned near given his life for Cameron enough times before they’d rendezvoused with Vincent and Terrence. 
“Of course,” Cameron replied with a smile he didn’t entirely feel.
At one point, they passed a winding mountain road, looking around and ducking past at a section without traffic or residences. In the far distance was a roadblock. Piper said there was a tank among the blockade’s mess, but Cameron hadn’t been able to tell and wasn’t about to head in for a closer look. 
When the sun was high, they finally found what they were looking for. A small farm tucked back on a spur — an off-jut of a road that was itself a rutted, dirt-covered off-jut. The porch was covered with cats, and the house empty. To Cameron, it felt left rather than raided. There were no signs of intrusion. They themselves had barely found it, tucked behind two hills as it was. 
No, whoever had lived here had gone somewhere else — to find Grandma in Utah, to meet up at a bigger farm with lots of supplies, protection, and company. There was no way to tell, and Cameron didn’t care. There was mold-covered bread in the pantry. Boxes of cereal had been split open and littered the kitchen: the work of rodents, who in turn were keeping the porch cats fat and happy. 
Anything perishable had long since rotted, but there were plenty of cans, a hand-operated can opener, and even some unaffected dry goods. It was enough food that it hurt to leave, but there was only so much two people could carry. They found a pair of good backpacks and raided the house for anything portable and necessary. They drank from a spigot in the yard and filled their bottles. There was nothing in the way of survival gear, but Cameron counted them lucky, happy to at least not starve for a while. 
Once packed, they returned to the barn, where they found three horses and a goat. The goat seemed to have escaped and dragged a bag of feed to almost within the horses’ reach. The horses didn’t need it; the farmer had left them in the pasture with enough grass and water from low spots and puddles. But they’d eaten all they could reach anyway. 
Piper helped Cameron saddle two of the horses. They mounted and prepared to ride. 
At the door, Cameron, feeling a strange pang of something unarticulated, looked back at the lone horse. They’d opened the gate to let it leave, but it wasn’t going anywhere. 
“It’s stupid,” Cameron said to Piper, “but I feel bad taking two of them and leaving that horse all alone.”
Piper shrugged. “He’s got the goat.” 
Cameron looked at the goat and then the horse. 
“Horses like goats,” Piper explained. 
The goat bleated.
“Then I guess this is a win,” Cameron said. 
They left the barn and headed true west, checking the position of Route 70 first to reorient themselves before heading out in earnest, double time. 
Cameron couldn’t shake the feeling that the clock — now more than ever — was ticking. 
And he couldn’t shake the sense that they were being watched by unseen eyes, attached to strange hands with unknown intentions.





Chapter Thirty-Five
LILA WATCHED, feeling tired, while Terrence, Vincent, and Dan moved aside a large freestanding shelf at the far end of the living room and pried at what turned out to be an enormous grate. She hadn’t noticed it before, but that had surely been the intention. Her father was equal parts practical and aesthetically minded. He wore bespoke suits and bought the best things he could afford chiefly because he could afford them. It made sense that, even needing a back door to his bunker, he’d hidden it with grace. The shelf unit did a good job of hiding the vent because they were made of the same shiny silver metal, and the vent simply looked like the unit’s back. But the shelves were barely stocked, so the air flow wasn’t blocked. Form and function, perfectly married. 
But with the unit out of the way, the vent came off easily using only Vincent’s fingers. There were no bolts holding the thing in place — presumably because if you needed to flee through the vent, you wouldn’t want to be held up just because you hadn’t thought to grab a screwdriver. 
The vent’s interior looked like three-quarters of an oven’s inside. The floor was concrete, probably because the bunker itself was a big concrete shell. The walls, however, were bright, reflective silver metal, like the air ducts in her grandmother’s basement. It was tall enough for Vincent (the group’s tallest) to stand without ducking, and slightly narrower in width.
Christopher was sitting across from Lila. It had seemed okay to sit with him because when she’d first sat, Raj had been at the table too. She’d merely wanted to get some food in her before whatever happened happened. But then Raj had left, and she’d found herself alone with Christopher, their hands almost near enough to touch. 
“Should you be helping?”
Christopher shrugged. “They’ve got it.” 
Lila looked. Vincent had already sliced a hole in the roof of the thin metal twenty feet or so down the corridor-like vent and was now standing on a stepladder with his head and arms above the ceiling, his top half invisible.
Lila’s eyes ticked toward Raj’s room. It didn’t make sense for him to be in there now, so he’d be coming back out. She was just sitting at the same table where he’d left her, but she couldn’t shake an awkward feeling at the thought of Raj seeing them alone.
“You know,” said Christopher, “I can tell this is making you nervous.” 
“Oh?”
“I just want to make you feel better.” 
“Thanks,” she said. But truth be told, Lila wasn’t feeling it. Things had been hot and heavy with Christopher for a while there, and the way they’d been broken up had left her hungry for more. For half a day afterward, he’d been tossing her looks that — again — accelerated her heart and constricted her jeans in a way that had nothing to do with a slowly growing belly. 
But now she felt conflicted.
Between Vincent and Terrence’s explaining and implementing their plan, Lila had lain on the couch, and Raj had brought her two pillows: one for her head and another to prop between her legs if she chose to lie on her side. It was the simplest, nothing kind of gesture, but his offer and delivery had been somehow touching. For once, he hadn’t struck her as self-pitying. The way he’d slunk away had seemed defeated instead, and it dawned on her all at once that she’d been as big of a bitch as he’d been an asshole. She’d called him back, and he’d sat on the floor in front of her, guilt churning her gut as she’d run her hands through his dark, coarse hair, like she used to do when the world had been different. 
“Can I get you anything?” Christopher asked.  
“No. Thank you.” 
“Anything to drink?” 
“I’m good.”
He watched her for a second, his green eyes magnetic and smile charming. There was an innocence in his gaze that was hard to turn from. He’d done nothing wrong. Lila had. And worse, she kind of wanted to do it again. More than kind of. 
“How are you feeling?” he asked. 
“I’m fine.” 
“Your …” He nodded toward her stomach. “You know. How’s your … how’s he or she doing?” 
“You know?” 
But then really, how could he not know? Her mother knew; Trevor knew; Piper had known. Trevor must have said something. They were all buddy-buddy, so that seemed logical. Still, Lila felt violated. She wasn’t showing much yet, and it should be her choice to tell others matters of her own body not her brother’s. Especially when the person in question had already explored some of her body, and she’d spent time in the shower imagining him exploring the rest. 
“Yeah. Is that okay?” 
“Of course,” she lied. 
“So?” 
“Fine, I guess.” 
“Because you seem tired.” 
“Tired how?” 
Christopher shrugged. “Just tired.” 
“Bad tired?” 
“No, no.” He smiled. “Beautiful tired.” 
Lila tried to smile back.
“Look,” she said. “About the other day.” 
Christopher smiled wider. “What about it?”
Lila wanted to say that it wasn’t a good idea but couldn’t. If she said it, he’d probably stop trying to get into her pants. She hadn’t wanted Raj in her pants lately, despite the four-month package he’d deposited there, and sometimes that felt like a stubborn shortcoming, especially when thinking about Christopher. But they were all trapped here together, and it was probably a bad idea to mix business and pleasure, if that’s what it was. On the flip side: Was it really her fault that aliens had come and forced her and her boyfriend to live together? She might have dumped him by now, and could play with Christopher all she wanted. It wasn’t fair. 
“Nothing,” she said. 
Lila remembered the way Raj had brought her the pillows. The sad way he’d slunk off. The way she’d called him back. The feel of his hair between her fingers. The girlish dreams she’d had a lifetime ago, of how they’d live happily ever after with their accidental child, and damn her father’s judgments. 
“You okay?” His eyes flicked toward where Raj had vanished, then dared to lift Lila’s chin and meet her eyes. Another check of the room, and then he let her chin drop. 
“I’m fine.” 
“You’re sure?”
“Jesus, Chris, do you really think I’m this fragile?” she snapped.
Christopher blinked. 
“I’m sorry.” But she wasn’t. Lila was Meyer Dempsey’s daughter. She was strong. She didn’t need boys — any boys — to hold her upright and keep her from fainting. Or possibly swooning. 
“It’s totally fine. No worries.”
Dan passed, walking toward the vent with an armful of cloth. He looked over, nodded to his burden, and said, “Rags and shit. You don’t mind, do you?”
“Why would I mind?” Lila pulled away from Christopher. She registered a small hurt look; he’d been reaching for her hand, and she’d yanked it away. She hadn’t broken anything off with him, if there was anything to break off, but Christopher wasn’t stupid. He’d seen her moment with Raj. He couldn’t be this bad at reading emotion. 
He knew what she was thinking. And as unfair as it seemed in the moment, Lila felt another layer of guilt descend upon her. 
“They’re your rags and shit,” said Dan. 
“I don’t mind.” 
“There’s also some wood we want to use. Happens to be a broken stretcher from a painting. I rolled the painting up and left it in the storage room. I assume that’s okay too?” 
“What was the painting of?” 
“Landscape.” 
Lila shrugged. She didn’t care. Why her father had stocked his bunker with paintings in the first place was a mystery. But that was Daddy again: form always married to function. If he was going to have a place to spend the end times, it would have to be posh. 
“But the frame thing is already broken.” 
“Yeah.” 
“So you’re asking me if I care about a pile of wood shards.” 
“Yeah.” 
Lila waited to see if Dan was kidding. He kept watching her. 
“I don’t care.” 
“Thanks,” he said, heading for the vent. 
Christopher rose. He did a fair job of making the motion look casual, but Lila could tell he’d grown uncomfortable. 
“I should go help.”
“Sure,” Lila said. 
Watching him go, Lila realized she still had no idea if she wanted to be with him or break it off. Regardless, she couldn’t stifle concern. 
Christopher was going up with the others while she stayed down here, and for some strange reason, Lila couldn’t shake the feeling that after he went through the door into the house above, she’d never see him again. 





Chapter Thirty-Six
CHRISTOPHER SNUGGED his backpack straps and nodded up to Vincent standing at the top of the spiral staircase, his hand on the manual latch Terrence had installed after they’d drilled through the door’s original defenses. 
After getting the fire going with a splash of generator gas (stored away from the room they’d burned coming in; Meyer Dempsey thought of everything), Dan had laid a few of the dampened rags in the flames, being careful not to smother it. That had smoked like crazy. It smelled like old laundry … because, Christopher supposed, that’s exactly what it was. 
The fire had been going for fifteen minutes. It had only taken ten for the smoke to build to epic proportions on the surveillance screens — enough to catch the eye of the first weirdo up top and get him shouting to the others. Terrence had been right that some people had set their wacky shanties around the shed, but they all seemed to gather on the lawn with the others during the days. What they all did to pass the time while waiting for the second coming of E.T. Jesus, Christopher couldn’t imagine. Sing “Kumbaya,” probably. Shake maracas. Bang tambourines. Wear tie-dye headbands. Shit like that.
Once the hippies had seen the smoke, the crowds had moved off the lawn and toward the rising column. 
At that point, Terrence had removed the metal flap covering the hole Vincent had cut in the vent’s ceiling, allowing a line of smoke to plume inside the home. They’d watched that happen onscreen, too. Watching on the monitors had felt to Christopher like watching a practical joke in process: knowing the hammer was on its way before the victim fell into the trap. 
Alarms screamed. People in the house looked up, saw the smoke, and ran. In the bunker, they’d laughed at the topsiders’ comic flight. Now that the house was empty and the commune had moved out to watch the shed fake-burn (and what they’d think of the lack of flame, Christopher could only wonder), phase one was green-light-go. Time for phase two. 
He caught Lila’s eye. She gave him a little smile. Then Christopher caught Raj’s eye, and got a flash of stink-eye. Raj hadn’t trusted any of them from the start. Or rather, he just hadn’t liked them. Maybe because Raj had once fancied himself the man of the house — although really, that was hard to believe. Piper had been the man of the house. In her absence, Heather was probably the leader, or maybe Trevor. Not Raj. Christopher knew his type. He was the kind of guy with lots of opinions and no action. 
Raj sure hadn’t “acted” when Christopher fondled his girlfriend’s tits. 
That wasn’t exactly fair. Raj didn’t know he was a cuckold. Nor was he to blame. The kid was who he was, just as Christopher was who he was. Just like Lila was who she was. It was hard to fault Raj for falling apart in a crisis or for having his doubts. 
At the same time, it was hard to fault Lila for the conflict she seemed to feel about their budding relationship. Because really, Christopher thought, if Lila didn’t have doubts and conflict, he wouldn’t want to be with her. She wasn’t a skank. Lila was trying to do the right thing, especially considering the jilted party was her baby’s father. Christopher couldn’t blame Lila — or resent the way she’d seemed to lean on the issue a moment ago, hurtful as the moment had felt.
She’d come around in time. 
“Let’s go,” Vincent said. Then, without waiting, he pushed the door open. 
Feeling the home’s open air after their time underground was strange. It made Christopher feel sort of buoyant despite the phase two task at hand. He could only imagine what it would be like for Lila, Trevor, Heather, and Raj, who’d been in that hole for nearly four months. Probably feel damned near euphoric. Trevor, for one, had practically begged for a mission. He couldn’t come up just yet, but that was why they were here — to pave the way for Trevor and the others later — after phase two was finished.
Christopher slipped the pistol from behind his back and held it at his side. Not pointed but ready. 
“No gunfire.” Vincent didn’t whisper because the smoke alarm was too loud.  
“I’m just keeping it ready,” Christopher said.
Vincent looked at Terrence then nodded. The two of them didn’t have to go over any of this. They’d worked together for years and had a quasi-psychic thing going on. Maybe a bit of a gay thing going on, Christopher sometimes thought. Regardless, they both seemed to feel the need to tell Christopher things that the others took for granted. Same with Dan, and Cameron when he’d been around. Only Christopher got extra instructions, extra warnings, extra reminders of things everyone else was assumed to get without being told. It was a little annoying. But again: They’d been together when he’d met them, so it made sense even if it was obnoxious. They knew he hadn’t really been a full-on member of Morgan’s gang, but that didn’t change the fact that they’d found him with Morgan. Their interpersonal cues simply weren’t as developed yet. 
“Okay,” Vincent said. “But remember, the idea is to stay invisible. Reconnaissance and setting up, that’s all. Any of us discharges a weapon, we’ll draw attention, and that changes everything. It makes it harder to get back inside. People who hear it will be on edge — not just now, but from here on out. And we all know that would be a problem. Cool?” 
Again: Cool? on the end. Without the “cool,” it was merely a mission reminder. The reminder would have been for Terrence as well — but the little “cool?” addendum had been Vincent checking in one more time. Making sure Christopher wouldn’t screw up. 
But had he screwed up yet? No, of course not. Not once. 
“Cool,” Christopher agreed.
Vincent left the kitchen, moving onto the porch, staying low. It was a calculated risk to surface in daylight, but one Christopher had agreed with from the moment the four of them had started planning, and something about which he’d toed the company line in the public version recited to the family. Without daylight, it would be easier to hide … but without daylight, the smoke would be invisible. No distraction, no mission. So daylight it was.
There were a few idiot looky-loos from inside the house who’d gone out to watch the house “burn” instead of moving to the shed. Christopher and the others moved around to the home’s rear, then sneaked away and were at the tree line seconds later. 
Things got easier from here. No one would know they’d come out of the house even if they got caught. That was half the battle. Heading back in through the shed should be easy, especially if they waited for nightfall. Even if they were spotted, they could pretend to be anyone — newcomers even. Or maybe they could don gray suits and pretend to be aliens. These stupid people would believe anything. 
But they were also moving away from the human clot, and that made things easier, too. 
They skirted the lake to the off-screen alcove where they’d seen everyone gather after that initial THUMP. The way they’d all run down here that day, it was as if Jesus (again, E.T. Jesus) had jumped down here and demanded worship. That hadn’t lasted long. Shortly afterward, the hippies had moved from interest in whatever was here to active avoidance. Just like they would with the fire: they’d run to it, knowing it could hurt them, like lemmings. Then they’d leave, and steer clear of the reeking smoke. 
The alcove was like that: first interesting, now deserted. 
“Start recording,” Vincent said as they neared it, still unable to see what waited behind the trees.
Terrence touched the device mounted above his sunglasses, finally useful out here in the sun. “Recording.”
“You give a verbal time index?” 
“There’s a time index on the file sixty times each second, Vincent.” 
“Manually.” 
“Why would I do it manually?” 
“To index it, asshole.” 
“The file indexes it, Vincent.” 
“Jesus, Terrence. Just say the time, and make me happy.” 
“Okay. ‘Fourteen twenty-seven p.m.’” 
“What day?” 
“Tuesday, I think.” 
“Day of the year.” 
Terrence was rolling his eyes, so Christopher stepped in front of his face, front and center on the camera above his sunglasses. “Hi, everyone, thanks for tuning in today. I’m Christopher Green, and I’ll be your host for the reveal of whatever the fuck the frightened villagers saw. It’s Tuesday at two twenty-seven PM, and—”
“Fourteen twenty-eight now,” Terrence corrected. 
Fourteen twenty-eight, and —” 
“Shut up, Christopher. Terrence, start a new file. Delete that one.” 
“That’s not how it works,” Terrence said. 
“You can’t delete and start again?” 
“It’s repurposed surplus. I figured I’d just cut it up when we got back inside.” 
“Well, shit.”
“Who exactly are you trying to impress with this dramatic footage, Vince?” 
Vincent looked at Christopher. Possibly because he didn’t like being called ‘Vince’ and possibly because the question was valid. This footage wasn’t for posterity. It was for the people in the bunker since the trio hadn’t allowed them to come topside in person. Posturing as if they were doing the moon landing was stupid and self-important — two things Vincent was usually bigger than. 
“Okay, fine. Let’s go.” 
They moved forward through the trees. When they reached the clearing, Christopher felt his breath stop. He couldn’t say why, but it caught in his throat nonetheless. 
He fell back a step, staring at the titanic stone finger pointing straight into the sky.





Chapter Thirty-Seven
“WHAT IS THIS?” Christopher said. 
“It’s a rock.” Vincent shrugged, unimpressed. “I figured we’d find a weapon or something. This is what they were so worked up about?” 
But Terrence, at least, seemed to respect the thing. He moved forward and touched its surface. With, Christopher thought, something like reverence. 
“Quartz. Feldspar,” he said.
“Bless you.” 
“It’s granite.” 
“So what?” Vincent shrugged. 
“What’s it doing here? It has to weigh hundreds of tons.” 
“That’s fantastic. Let’s make countertops.” 
Terrence had made a half circle around the stone, looking up, letting his mounted camera take it all in. He reached the stone’s side and jumped as if goosed. 
“What?” Vincent’s hand flinched toward his gun. 
Terrence turned and pointed. “Check it out.”
Behind him, partially concealed by the trees, was a second massive stone, and he’d jumped when moving between them, as if shocked. 
Christopher didn’t want to stand between the granite fingers as Terrence had. Vincent stood farther back, avoiding them even more. The straightest path toward the second stone was directly between them, but Vincent and Christopher were hugging trees rather than using it. 
“You getting all this, Terrence?” Christopher asked. 
“Getting it.” 
“Fascinating footage,” Vincent said, thick with sarcasm. 
“You don’t think so?”
“Rocks. I’ve seen rocks before.” 
“Look at the ground, Vincent.” Terrence pointed. The soil and spare grass looked like a bunched-up rug at the thing’s foot. “These were dropped here. Or stuck here, or something. Like Cameron said, about the pyramids and stuff.” 
“I like Cameron fine. Anyone who’s right with Benjamin is right with me. But … the pyramids?” 
“You’re questioning Cameron talking about that stuff and then citing Ben as your frame of reference? Do you remember when everyone thought Ben was crazy, before all this happened?” 
“Motherfucker, I still think Ben is crazy.” 
“What are you guys talking about?” Christopher asked. 
Vincent waved the question away. “Before you hooked up with us. It’s nothing.” 
“Except that it’s not nothing.” Terrence turned to Vincent. “It’s the reason we were sent here in the first place.”
“No, it’s not,” Vincent argued. “We came to get what Cameron needed to know about Meyer Dempsey.” 
“Who is special because …” Terrence made come on now gestures with his hands. Christopher assumed he was trying to get Vincent to admit that aliens were real — something he seemed reticent to do based on the stones. As if he’d forgotten that Earth had already welcomed an alien fleet. 
“Okay, fine.” Vincent looked up. “Aliens dropped big rocks down here. Despite not being anywhere around.” 
“Just because there’s no ships in the sky now doesn’t mean they weren’t when these stones were placed.” 
“There was nothing on the cameras.” 
“The cameras don’t show much sky,” Christopher said.
Terrence gestured at Christopher for Vincent’s benefit, declaring a valid argument made. 
“No wonder you like Cameron,” said Vincent, rolling his eyes. 
“Look.” Terrence pointed. 
Christopher looked. He did not, however, step forward. Neither did Vincent. They watched Terrence move a few steps farther away, trading a single glance. I won’t mock you for being chickenshit about walking between those things if you don’t mock me for the same thing, he seemed to say.
There was a third stone buried a few feet into the trees at the clearing’s edge. It seemed to have broken some branches on its way down, but they’d missed it in the shadow at first. 
“Three of them?” Christopher was more nervous than rocks should merit. It almost made him want to abort phase two. 
Terrence pointed. He almost seemed excited. “Four.” 
The four stones formed a perfect square, with Terrence in the center. Christopher couldn’t say why, but he wanted to grab Terrence and drag him out of there. 
“Okay, people,” Vincent said with an air of command. “We came up for two reasons, and figuring out what happened here was only one. It’s not Dempsey, returned in carbonite. So let’s go back to the house and get this over with. I’m hungry.” 
“It’s only two twenty-eight.” Christopher smiled at Terrence, hoping he’d give him the updated time, but Terrence was moving farther into the trees, exiting the box of stones at the far side, practically running. Vincent and Christopher shuffled down to join him.
“Six of them?” Vincent said. 
Terrence shook his head and pointed past the two new stones, one of which had knocked a moderately sized tree flat. More pocked the distance. Trees intervened, but the pattern was clear: a double line of stones curving through the woods, arcing around the house. “More than six. It’s a whole row. Two rows.” 
And you’re standing right between them, Christopher thought. For some reason, the thought gave him goose bumps. 
“How many thumps did we hear?” Terrence asked. 
Vincent shrugged. Christopher didn’t know either. A bunch for sure, but maybe a bunch more beyond that. Not all sounds traveled down into the bunker, and there had been times he’d woken in the middle of the night, sure that something had just happened. 
Terrence, usually too cool, was looking down the double line of stones in both directions, almost excited. It was strange but amusing. “They’re circling the property.” He pointed, drawing an imaginary ring. “All the way around.” 
“Maybe,” said Vincent. “Okay, come on. Let’s go. We have shit to plant.” 
Terrence wasn’t moving. His eyes were on the blue sky, its clarity marred by the line of smoke billowing toward the utility shed. He looked over, his delight departed, replaced by what looked somewhat like terror.
“Did you guys feel that?” 
“What?” Christopher asked. 
“I felt something.” 
“Come on, Terrence. Let’s go. This backpack’s getting heavy.” 
“Something just feels off.” He looked toward the lake then pointed. “Down there. I think it’s down there. Do you see it?”
“See what?” 
“I don’t know. Something’s different. Is it the float? Was there always a float in the lake?” 
“I think so,” Christopher said. 
“Yes,” Vincent agreed. 
“You’re sure?” 
“No, you’re right. Someone must have run down there and put it in just now. Just to fuck with us.” 
“I’m serious.” 
“Clearly,” said Vincent, reading the puzzled way Terrence was staring across the clearing. “What I don’t understand is why.” 
“Something’s different.” 
“Go down and look if it’s bothering you so fucking much.” Vincent rolled his eyes. 
Terrence’s cool slipped another notch. He stared at the lake as if it had slapped him. “No way. I don’t like it.” 
“You don’t like the lake?” 
“I feel like we’re being watched,” Terrence said, now looking around in all directions. 
“Terrence …” 
Terrence’s head ticked toward Christopher as if he had shouted. “You’re not serious.” 
Christopher hadn’t said anything. “Serious about what?” 
“She’s Meyer’s daughter.” 
“Who is?” 
“Lila.” 
Vincent was impatient to proceed with the mission and get back inside, but also with Terrence’s sudden baffling bullshit. “Let’s go, guys.” 
“What about Lila?” Christopher said. “Why are you bringing up Lila?” 
“You’re the one who brought it up.”
“I didn’t say anything!” Christopher felt strangely defensive. He hadn’t said a word, but Terrence was looking at him like he’d caught Christopher pissing in the orange juice. 
“If you two don’t get the fuck over here so we can get this done,” Vincent said, “I’m going to revoke my ‘no gunfire’ rule and shoot you both in the dick.” 
“I can’t believe you can’t feel it,” said Terrence. “Can we check with Dan? I feel like they’ve all left the shed and are watching us from the trees.” 
“In the dick,” Vincent repeated. 
“Come on, Terrence,” Christopher said. 
Terrence looked up again then came forward. The flash of oddity on his face seemed to be waning. Once back with the others, his cool slowly returned. Still, Christopher could see a bit of his eyes’ whites through the sunglasses, and they kept ticking around, as if he felt a mysterious stare upon him. Upon them. It was stupid, but infectious. Christopher was catching his paranoia, wanting more than ever to hurry. 
They walked away from the stones, approaching the house, keeping to the shadows and out of sight. They stopped behind the garage, at the end of the house opposite the kitchen and porch.
Vincent removed the first brick of C-4 from his pack. “You got your shit together enough to do this, T?” 
Terrence nodded. “Yeah. But let’s be quick.” 
“I don’t want to be out here anymore than you do.” Vincent looked toward the trees, where the lawn was flattest and the hippies had built their shantytown. There were tents scattered through the trees and a handful on each of the home’s sides, but most were on the roadside. There was no way to be sure that they’d all left their tents and shacks to watch the shed burn, and that surety would decrease by the minute. Curiosity only lasted so long. The plan to get back inside assumed the people around the house would eventually lose interest — leaving the shed unattended so they could get back into the bunker through the secured trap door. 
They’d planned to leave explosives along the lake side — enough to mostly level the house. No house, no site to flock to. Vincent figured a blast at the right time (with another distraction to get the hippies out of the way) would scare off the current refugees. The lack of any structure would deter the remainders. But Christopher wasn’t so sure. He’d even tried to raise Cameron on the radio, sure that the boss would agree and countermand Vincent’s plan, but Cameron had been unreachable. 
Christopher didn’t really think the hippies were flocking to the house and figured any idea that they were was stupid. Meyer Dempsey’s place wasn’t on some sort of tour. They weren’t being drawn by the idea of camping around a mountain villa. They were here because ships had come. Because the place supposedly had an energy. Christopher hadn’t felt anything, but it was hard to deny that the hippies did.
Leveling the house would merely expose the bunker’s concrete top, at the bottom of a smoking crater. Then the hippies would camp right on top of them. 
Terrence was working fast. He already had the first brick mostly wired to the remote trigger. “You sure this shit won’t just blow up the bunker?” 
“You ever been in the military, Chris?” Vincent asked.
“No.”
“Weapons technology has changed a lot since C-4 was basically a glorified construction explosive.” He patted the brick. “In the Corps, we called this shit C-5. Because it’s more than C-4, get it? No matter what they call it on the box.” 
“What box?” 
“It’s an expression,” said Terrence, his eye still flicking around whenever he looked up from his work. 
“Set right, it’s pretty directional,” Vincent said. “The bunker is reinforced not just with rebar, but solid fucking iron plating. It’s meant to withstand nukes as long as they’re not dropped right on top of it. But even if it turns out to be shitty construction, which it won’t, 90 percent or so of the explosive force will go forward, not down.” 
“You’re sure?” said Christopher. 
“You’re welcome to come stand in front of it when it goes off,” said Vincent. 
“One in,” said Terrence. “Move down. I want—”
Christopher didn’t find out what Terrence wanted because Terrence stopped cold, probably when he saw movement from the corner of his eye. Christopher had been looking out at the mountains while Vincent was talking so he saw it come. He saw how fast it came. 
“Shit,” Vincent said. 
“Get the backpack, Vincent.” 
“Shit.” 
Christopher stood from his crouch, back to the home’s siding. He couldn’t move his eyes from the sphere hovering fifty feet away. He’d never seen one up close, and as much as he felt he might be close to shitting his pants, he couldn’t turn away. The motherships had an indented ring around their middles and various protrusions on their surfaces — but the shuttles, it turned out, were polished and perfect like giant ball bearings. The thing had shot up from somewhere behind the peaks on the western horizon, screamed forward over the lake then stopped on a dime to hover without a sound. If he’d blinked, he’d have missed its approach entirely. 
Beside Christopher, unseen, Vincent said, “Back up.”
“I don’t think we’re going to outrun it, Vincent.” 
“Back up,” he repeated. Christopher glanced over and saw Vincent carefully zipping and securing his backpack, never moving his eyes from the sphere. Terrence was already halfway down the home’s length, walking backward. 
“Come on, Christopher.” 
“I’m coming.” 
“Slowly.”
He backed up, almost tripping on Vincent. The sphere stayed where it was, silent and still as a hole in the air. 
“To the woods. Get to the woods.”
“It knows what we were doing.” Christopher looked at the lone brick of explosive they’d left behind. So much for blowing up the house. They could remodel the garage, but that was about it. 
“It can’t know what C-4 is,” Vincent said. 
But that wasn’t what Christopher meant. He was thinking of Terrence, and how he’d said he felt watched. Terrence, who’d gone between those big, strangely forbidding stones. He didn’t mean that the ship, now that it had arrived purely by coincidence, would see the brick and cast judgment. The ship had arrived because of what they’d been doing.
The ship slowly glided as if on rails. No vibration, its motion smooth and perfectly soundless. 
“You see on the news,” said Christopher, “about how they’ve leveled houses and cities with those death rays or whatever?” 
“When people mess with them,” Vincent said from behind him. 
“You’re right.” Christopher eyed the approaching, featureless sphere. “Clearly, it doesn’t have a problem with us.” 
There was a shout. Many shouts. Followed by the tromping of what sounded like thousands of feet in stampede. 
“More are coming!” Vincent shouted. 
They’d reached the tree line. They’d also reached Terrence, who was halfway behind a tree, waiting with his sunglasses still on. 
“It’s not more ships,” he said. “It’s them.” 
“Go!” Vincent shouted. 
They turned and sprinted. Into the woods, arcing around the forward-surging hippies making for the newly arrived ship. They were shouting, running, stomping, dying to be among the first to get taken. But Christopher was sure the sphere had other plans. 
The thicket of people was near. The ship moved closer, pushing through and breaking branches to follow. Christopher glanced back, almost causing a tumble. The thing was fifteen or twenty feet above ground and still coming. Even with no front, Christopher felt as if it was watching them. Hunting them. 
They burst into the shed, Terrence in the lead. Christopher fell to the floor, pounding on the concealed door. 
“Dan! Open up!”
Vincent was still outside. Christopher looked up, saw Vincent guarding the window they’d leaped through. Watching. Waiting for the onslaught of people approaching the ship, toward them. Protecting and ensuring their safe and undetected entry. 
The sphere was visible, nearing, breaking branches.
“Vincent, hurry and — !” Terrence yelled.
Something changed, something Christopher could smell before it happened. The ship seemed to open. There was a blast of heat. A flash of light. Then Christopher saw Vincent’s large form crumble into a scree of small black rocks, flash-crystallized like cauterized wood.
Christopher turned back to the door, no time for shock. His fists struck wood backed by hidden metal.
“Motherfucker, let us in right fucking now!” 
Dan, audible through the concealed vents: “Working as fast as I can!” 
The shack was still smoky from their distraction. As the ship powered up to strike again, the air took on the scent of burned meat. Christopher pulled his shirt over his nose.  
“Open this goddamned door! Open it, Dan! Motherfucker, you let us in right this—” 
A clicking sound then a ratcheting noise: metal sliding against metal. 
There was a pop, and a previously concealed handle snapped up from the floor. 
Christopher wrenched the door open. A huge glut of smoke billowed upward, covering them. Terrence, taking charge, shooed Christopher into the pit. He dropped in then dragged the door shut. 
Dan met them at the secondary grate, now removed, holding his shirt over his face beside the now-extinguished fire. “Where’s Vincent?”  
Christopher couldn’t answer. 
“Where’s Vincent?” Dan repeated.
Dan’s eyes flicked behind Christopher to Terrence, ready to ask again. Trevor appeared at the vent’s end before he could, his eyes panicked. He’d probably come from the control room, where he’d been watching the monitors. 
“Vincent,” Christopher said, finally finding breath. “He’s … gone.”
A sound like lightning crashing. All four looked up. 
“That ship’s still up there,” Trevor said. “And it’s pissed.” 





Chapter Thirty-Eight
THE INTENSE PSYCHIC bond between Piper and Cameron had essentially vanished, but she still found herself receiving stray images and snippets. She said nothing. Telling Cameron felt stupid and somehow wrong, like admitting to believing in ghosts. He’d been there when they’d sensed the Andreus Republic before they could see or hear them, and he’d been there when they’d talked each other through the end of that particular dicey encounter. But the subject had a tinge of unbelievability — the way even the most terrifying nightmares feel foolish at dawn.
And, strangely, there was a twinge of shame. 
Piper realized, a full day after the fact, that she knew things about Cameron that she had no logical way of knowing. It felt intrusive, like peeking in on him sleeping naked.
She knew that at age thirteen, he’d fallen off his bike when the front wheel, which had a quick release, had popped off the axle. He’d landed awkwardly on the gravel and scraped a quilt patch of skin from his face. Cameron marveled that he didn’t have much of a scar, but hated the small amount he had — a blemish that Piper, looking with her real-world eyes, couldn’t even see. 
She knew that at fifteen, he’d traveled to Egypt, Peru, and somewhere she couldn’t place in Central America. There had been someone with him during those trips — a man with a beard she assumed was Benjamin, Cameron’s father. His favorite thing from that trip had been the colossal stone Olmec heads. Piper, for her part, didn’t know what Olmec meant, but still found herself cherishing the memory, the way she knew Cameron did.
She knew that at eighteen, something bad had happened with Cameron’s father. A sort of breaking of ties, or estrangement. The division, in Piper’s mental field of view, was a strip with black on one side and white on the other. Cameron’s father had been his hero before whatever had happened. Afterward, things turned rancid. But strangely, Piper also knew that when Cameron thought of that turning, he felt ashamed and regretful. 
He caught her looking at him when they stopped to refill their water bottles in a well spigot in the outback of a farm field. 
“What?” 
“Nothing.” 
“What, Piper?” 
She wondered if he got the flashes too. Did he know about Meyer’s infidelity, seen through Piper’s denying eyes? Did he know how she felt about it? Had he seen her intimate moments? The thought made her blush. Maybe his psychic remainders were more generalized. Piper had caught images that felt like Lila (something to do with her baby?), Heather (bad dreams?), and Trevor. Trevor’s were at once intrusive and bothersome. If she was really catching his thoughts — and it felt like she was, as stupid as it sounded — then there was something Trevor was keeping from even himself, the way he’d withhold a secret from someone else. Something dark and buried — so troubling even to Trevor that he’d pushed it all the way down: a vision of a shadow-draped person, maybe female, hidden in a cloud. Invisible when he was controlled, yet always threatening to fester like a sore. And there were random thoughts, too, more or less useless. Flitting images through other people’s eyes: a man who’d been lost, a newborn baby, a shiny gold object hidden in a closet. It was like tuning an old radio, picking up transmissions too distant to clearly hear. 
“Seriously,” she said, smiling slyly. “Nothing.” 
“Fine. Don’t tell me.” 
Piper smiled again. She might also have batted her eyelashes but hoped she was above something like that. She was a grown woman, for God’s sake. 
She stooped to fill her water bottle. She was directing a controlled stream into the bottle’s mouth when a noise at her rear surprised her.
Cameron’s radio.
“ … hear me, Cameron?” 
Cameron ripped the radio from his belt. They hadn’t heard from the bunker in days. Something — possibly the alien ships, who knew — seemed to be blocking the signal. 
“It’s them,” said Cameron.
“How do you know?” 
“Because I didn’t turn it on. This is a radio. If I want to scan for the open frequencies, I have to tune in.” 
“So, what … it’s a ghost radio?” 
His finger had been hovering over the talk button, about to respond, but he paused to answer Piper first. “It’s multipurpose. It works as an open-frequency radio, like citizen’s band or if you flat-out just wanted to listen to music, but it also works point to point. Like a phone.” 
“But phone service is out.” 
“ … hear me … ?” 
The radio belched static, just a few words at a time seeping through. 
Cameron put the radio to his mouth and depressed the talk button. “Dan? Is that you?” 
More static. “Yes!” 
He looked at Piper, visibly excited. Speaking into the radio, he said, “How the hell are you calling me?” Then without the talk button depressed, to Piper: “This shouldn’t be possible. Or at least, it wasn’t last I checked, but maybe they opened the airwaves again for some reason, who knows. But this isn’t going out on the air. Whatever’s been blocking the signal, if that’s the problem, won’t affect point-to-point, but point-to-point shouldn’t be available. This is cellular, like a phone.” 
“ … Terrence. He was able to … watch.” 
“‘Watch’?”
“Raj’s watch,” said Piper. “It works like a phone. Could Terrence have—”
“Terrence can do anything.” Cameron’s smile was broad, genuine, bright with life. A smile from a world where none of this was happening. 
“Can you hear me okay?” he asked the radio.
“ … stal clear. Can you … me?”  
“There’s a lot of static.” 
Static? Piper had never heard static on a cell phone, if this was cellular.
The next time Dan spoke, the sound was perfect. “Is this better?” 
“Wow, yes. Perfect.” 
“Where are you guys?”
Cameron sighed. “Not as far as I’d like. But getting there.” 
“We thought you might be dead. We’ve been trying to reach you forever, but you never answer.” 
“Same here,” said Cameron. 
“We can’t get any air signals. Once Terrence realized that, he knew it was us, not you. Something was messing up the signal. Has to do with magnets or whatever.” 
Terrence’s voice, very dim, in the distance: “Magnetism. Not magnets.” 
“Whatever. So we figured we were fucked. But he got around it with the watch thing Raj is always screwing with.” 
“How?” 
“I guess there are still analog cellular repeaters out there. Do you remember analog cellular?” 
Cameron paused. Thanks to the speaker, Piper was hearing all of this, but she didn’t seem to know what Dan was talking about either. 
“Fucking kids,” said Dan’s voice. “I’m not that old, am I?” Then: “Anyway, he did the MacGyver thing, got Raj’s watch to work with the analog signal somehow, something I guess they didn’t think to block, and—” 
“What’s a MacGyver?” 
“Fucking kids,” Dan mumbled. 
“Are you okay there?” 
“Well, yeah, I guess.” He paused, as if with gravity. “We got a visit, though.” 
Piper didn’t like the sound of that. She looked at Cameron. 
“What kind of visit?” 
“Vincent, Terrence, and Christopher went topside to … well, that part’s not important. Point is, while they were out there, one of them … a ship … it showed up out of nowhere.” 
Piper put her hand over her mouth, big eyes wide. 
Dan sighed. “It chased the guys back inside. But before they all got in, it …” He trailed off, leaving the sentence hanging.
“It what?” 
Before Dan could answer, the radio beeped. Whatever Terrence had done to make the call, it didn’t appear to be permanent. The beep and accompanying display icon were prelude to a fading signal.  
“I’m about to lose you, Dan.” 
“Yeah, we thought that might happen. They seem to be watching us now.” 
“What do you mean?” 
“Look. Call drops, we’ll call you back. Not right away, though. I don’t understand it, but I’ve learned to believe this dodgy motherfucker about computers and stuff. Terrence says it’s like poking holes. Eventually, someone can spot the signal and shut it down, but then, if he watches, he can jab another hole. Just doesn’t know when or for how long it’ll be before that happens. And we have to call you; you can’t call us. So if we—”
“DAN?”
“No, I’m still here. Sorry. Raj was asking for his watch back. You believe it?” Then, apparently to Raj: “Yeah, I’m talking to you, Chuckles.” Then back to Cameron: “Raj is on Terrence to try and call his folks. But it doesn’t work like that, like with normal phones. Radio/radio, over analog cellular … shit, I don’t know or care.” 
“What did the ship do?” 
“Pardon?” 
“You said that before they all got back inside, it did something.” 
Heavy sigh. “It got Vincent, kiddo.” 
Piper’s hand returned to her mouth. 
“What do you mean it ‘got’ him, Dan?” 
“I mean he’s dead, kiddo. It got him. It just … well, let’s just say he’s gone. A bunch of those people camping up top, too. Did this big ray thing. Not the kind of thing you can get out of your head. I’d guess maybe a dozen people dead, burned a bunch of their shit. Like it was trying to make a point or was mad or something.” 
“Is anyone else h — ?” The radio beeped again. Twice, this time. “Signal’s going, Dan.”
Dan sighed again. The mood there must be terrible. Piper hadn’t been close with Vincent, but she found herself wanting to cry.  “If it cuts out, we’ll call you back in a bit,” he said.
“Is anyone else hurt?” Cameron repeated.
“No, kiddo. The rest of us are okay. Scared shitless, but okay.”
The radio beeped twice more. 
“It’s really going now. I’ll keep the radio on me.” 
“Yeah, and with batteries. But here’s the thing, Cam. Have you seen any of those ships while you’ve been on the trail? Big or little?” 
The spigot was at the corner of a field. The field was wide open. Piper looked up, feeling exposed, suddenly sure she’d see an approaching armada. 
“No. Nothing.” 
“Well you watch your ass, okay, kiddo? Stay under trees if you can.” Then he swallowed audibly. “You know how the movie aliens always say, ‘We come in peace’?”
“Yeah?” 
“Well, these ones don’t.” 
Cameron looked at Piper then at the radio. 
Piper whispered, “Ask about Lila.” 
“Dan?” 
“Yeah.” 
“How’s Lila? How’s she doing, with her baby and all? Piper wants to know.” 
“Oh, right,” said Dan. “Shit, really glad you asked. I almost forgot. Tell Piper that—” 
Dan stopped midsentence. Cameron held the radio to his ear then shook it. He slapped it like a busted TV set. 
The signal was gone, and they were alone.





Chapter Thirty-Nine
THE RADIO DIDN’T CRACKLE AGAIN for days. 
Piper’s nerves, which had been soothed by Dan’s report, were now more jangled than ever. Before that first call had come through, a part of her mind had thought the bunker might have been decimated and everyone dead, but a much larger, more sensible part of her mind knew the idea was paranoid lunacy. Meyer had seemed to predict the alien invasion somehow, so it made sense that his bunker would be built well enough to hide them. And besides, she’d been getting snippets of thought from Lila, Heather, and maybe Trevor, thanks presumably to their encounter with the massive magnetic stones. The part of her mind that accepted those flashes knew the truth. 
But now, days distant from the line of stone monoliths, the psychic bolus she’d felt had mostly disappeared. Piper could still occasionally gather Cameron’s thoughts but only the loudest, and presumably because he was right there beside her. Random visions from people she didn’t know were either gone or had faded into the background miasma of ordinary thoughts. There was nothing clear from Lila, Heather, Trevor, or anyone else. 
She didn’t like the way Dan had been cut off midsentence, even though they’d known the signal could fail at any second. She didn’t like his hanging thought: “Tell Piper that—” Tell her what? He’d said that right after Cameron had asked about Lila and her baby. Was there a connection, or had Dan’s memory simply been jogged about something else? 
Tell Piper that Lila says hello. 
Tell Piper that Lila lost the baby. 
Tell Piper that Lila got prepartum depression and killed herself. 
She fretted whenever their traveling twosome fell silent — which was often, since they had days of travel and only so much to talk about. Strangely, Cameron was still guarded. Despite all that time, she still didn’t know much of his history. He hadn’t yet hit on any of the memories she’d pulled from his mind, especially those of his father. Did he know Piper had seen all those thoughts? Or did he think that by saying nothing, he was hiding them well?  
When they stopped talking, Piper thought of the bunker. 
When they stopped for the first night after Dan’s call, she thought of it more. 
The second night, she couldn’t stop thinking about it at all.  
And by the third night, when Dan or Terrence still hadn’t called, she birthed new worries. They kept Piper from sleep and cast the stirring woods in menacing chatter.
She was already fretting over whatever might have been happening with Lila. Now she worried for them all. Dan had said Terrence would be able to call back. “We’ll call you back — not right away, though,” he’d said … and that seemed to imply the process was difficult or random. But three days? She’d thought it might take hours. A day maybe. 
But by the morning of the fourth day, there was nothing. 
They crossed into Utah. 
Her companion was unperturbed. Piper had kept her bothered thoughts to herself, and Cameron, if he was anything like her, could no longer reach into the heads of others. She kept her face impassive, and when they spoke, she didn’t let her voice or tone betray her. Piper was probably being stupid. If Cameron wasn’t fretting about Vail, then she shouldn’t either. He’d been out in the big, scary world — not just on his way to the bunker to join and betray Morgan Matthews but throughout his life. He’d been to places that made Piper uneasy, sure she was just another coddled and xenophobic American: China, India, Central and South America, the Balkans, the Middle East. If he wasn’t showing concern, maybe she was being stupid. Maybe. 
Although if a ship had arrived and killed a bunch of people above the bunker, her fears weren’t exactly unreasonable. 
She’d seen what the mothership had done to Moscow before the TV signals and Internet died. She’d also seen — again on the news — reports of smaller destructions, with deaths numbering “only” in the single digits. She’d heard rumors of other alien attacks, and the ships seeming impervious to anything the world’s governments tried hurling their way. 
If Terrence hadn’t made them a new connection despite the way Dan seemed sure that he could, maybe that meant the ships had returned to Vail and killed more than just Vincent. 
A fourth night passed. 
Then a fifth. 
On the morning of the sixth day following Dan’s call — the seventh or eighth total since they’d left the others behind (maybe to die), Cameron stopped his horse at the top of a slowly rising hill made of red rock. The last days had been warmer, and they’d made them mostly without cover, nothing but empty blue sky above. Utah was different from Colorado. Mountains had given way to craggy rocks, sculpted, wind-eroded outcroppings that looked like precariously balanced art. Piper hadn’t liked traveling in the open, but there was no other way. They’d been a cowboy and a cowgirl on the range, with nothing stretching from one horizon to the next. 
But for the past two hours they’d been following a valley. It reminded Piper uncomfortably of the ravine in which they’d evaded and then hid from the Andreus Republic, only far deeper, far steeper, and with walls of red stone rather than soil. They’d been following a road, but it looked seldom used and forgotten, more clay than pavement. It seemed the middle of nowhere to Piper, as they followed the canyon’s meanderings. But Cameron seemed to know where he was going, and by the time he stopped, she knew they must be near — even as out in the middle of nowhere as she felt.  
“This is it,” he said. 
Piper looked around. There was nothing but dust, road, canyon walls, and what seemed to be a dried-up riverbed. The sky above, visible as a strip between the walls, was pure blue.
“Nice place.”
“Okay, not literally. It’s around that bend.” Cameron pointed, but the canyon curved ahead, and Piper saw nothing. 
“Then let’s go. And please tell me they have food. I’m sick of beans.” 
Cameron paused. “Just … just remember why we’re here, okay? To find Meyer. To find a way to get him back.” 
“Of course.” 
He looked at his horse but didn’t urge her forward. 
“Cameron, what is it?”
“The people here. They’re professionals. They know things. Just keep that in mind.” 
“Cameron, what?” 
He said nothing. Just sighed again then nudged the horse with his heel to get her moving. 
As they neared the bend, Piper realized that the path was rising, moving them slowly out of the canyon. It wound up and around, the walls shorter with each passing step.
The lab Cameron had told her about entered their view. It was the strangest building she’d ever seen. By the time Piper could fully see it, the canyon walls had shortened to the height of a two-story building, maybe one and a half. Set into the wall directly in front of them was a brick facade with a door in the middle, as if someone had walled off the front of a cave and built the lab right inside it. 
But the lab’s appearance wasn’t what stole Piper’s breath: It was the mothership hovering in the newly revealed sky.
“They think he’s in there, Piper,” Cameron said, nodding at the mammoth sphere floating above the cliff. “The people here? They believe Meyer’s inside that ship.”





THREE MONTHS LATER







Chapter Forty
PIPER WOKE, lying on her side, a soft pillow under her head. One arm was beneath her, sticking straight out. The warm arm draped over her other side, however, wasn’t hers. 
She rolled back and met Cameron’s gaze. He was already awake.
“I had a dream,” she said. 
“Was it about racial equality in the 1960s?” 
She rolled fully to face him. “No.” 
Something in her expression must have registered. Cameron sat up and propped himself on one elbow. 
“About Meyer?” 
No, it hadn’t been about Meyer. She wished he hadn’t said it — and wished even more that she’d just told him the dream’s contents rather than making him play this guessing game. She was split exactly down the middle on the topic of Meyer. When they’d arrived at the Moab ranch three months ago, Meyer had been all she’d wanted to discuss. She’d pestered Cameron’s father unceasingly, asking question after question, pursuing avenues that Benjamin had already traveled but that Piper’s desperation forced him to revisit anew. When Benjamin grew exhausted, she’d pestered his right-hand man, Charlie. He was less patient than Benjamin; he’d told her to sit down and let the professionals do their work.
But after those first six weeks in Utah — five weeks longer, at the time, than she’d been told they’d stay — the idea of Meyer had begun to feel like the concept of God. She still believed both were out there somewhere but not in any reachable way — and the impression of Meyer’s distance had only increased in the time since. Eventually, she’d stopped denying her feelings for Cameron, and his for her. But despite her justifications, Piper felt plenty guilty when her mind turned to her missing husband.
“It was a dream about Lila,” she said. 
“What about Lila? Was it an ordinary dream, or …” 
A voice in Piper’s head ran atop Cameron’s words: (dream prescient vision prophecy) 
“ … or something else?” 
“I don’t know. But I can …” 
(hear you see you feel you) 
Piper didn’t finish her sentence. She didn’t have to. Cameron nodded. 
“Can you, too?” Piper didn’t need to explain what that meant either. 
(can you hear me too)
“I’ve had dreams,” he said. 
“Just dreams?”
“It’s hard to say. Lila … in your dream. Was she … was she okay?”
Piper closed her eyes, trying to chase the vision as it fled her awareness. But it was already gone, like water swirling down a drain. She spent an extra few seconds trying to recall the dream, knowing it was pointless. She could remember the mood, but none of its contents. Ominous and tense. Not exactly a big help, considering the way she’d been fretting over Lila’s well-being — all of their well-beings, actually, but Lila’s most of all, since the signal’s death three long months ago. 
How’s Lila? How’s she doing, with her baby and all?
Tell Piper that —
She’d filled in that particular blank thousands of times. She’d spun on a chair in Benjamin’s office, hoping to puzzle out what Dan was in the middle of relaying when the radio died. She’d sat on the deck of the old ranch house on the lab’s property that she and Cameron had taken as their own and considered it. Doors to the cliff-bunkered lab and the ranch house nearby were always double locked at night, but she’d contemplated going out into the dark to walk and think. 
“I don’t know if she was okay. And I don’t know if it was a … vision or whatever. I just know I had a dream.” 
Cameron sat up, already pulling on a shirt. 
“We should tell Charlie.” 
Piper rolled her eyes. “I don’t want to tell Charlie. He makes me feel guilty for everything. And I do mean everything. The other day, I walked over to the lab with my coffee, and I said, ‘Good morning, Charlie.’ He looked at me with those bug eyes of his and said, ‘Good morning?’ I almost apologized.” 
“It’s just how he is. How he’s always been.” Cameron laughed. “He’s been my dad’s research partner since before there was really any research. You know how most people show off their vacation photos? Dad would show Charlie photos from the vacations Benjamin and I took together, and he’d bustle off to analyze them. You should have seen the way he descended on King Pacal’s sarcophagus.” 
“King Pacal?” 
“Mayan king of Palenque, famous carving on his sarcophagus showing him in a space capsule?” Cameron shook it away like Piper might shake away a pleasant memory of walking the beach with her mother. “Not relevant. You don’t want to tell Charlie, we tell Benjamin. But Dad’s just going to turn around and ask Charlie. And you know it’ll be worse if you don’t say anything and he finds out later.” 
Morning light was already clearing cobwebs from Piper’s mind. In the seconds after she’d woken, the dream’s meaning had seemed full blown and urgent. Now it felt gossamer thin, like a belief in fairies. The day would be warm, and the ranch had almost no shade from the desert sun except for the few hours it touched the ship’s shadow. The house had bare-bones utilities. They’d only find AC across the red clay in the lab building. But here in bed, it felt warm and pleasant. Hard to believe this place was one of North America’s most feared.  
“I changed my mind. It was just a dream. Really.” 
Cameron dragged on his pants and ran hands through his messy dark-brown hair. 
“Come on. Let’s go.” 
“I want to stay in bed.” 
But then a whispered voice inside her mind:
(It’s all beginning)
Piper blinked then sat up. She didn’t remember details of the dream and no longer could be positive that Lila had been in it. She’d been afraid for Lila quite a while during the radio blackout. Anything could have happened to her family in Vail, but for some reason, Lila — for Piper, at least — felt like the center. She didn’t worry about Trevor as much as she worried about his sister. They might all be dead. Maybe even likely, given the last things Dan had said about the killer alien shuttle. But she’d been living under a mothership for a while now and was still alive, somewhat used to its only sometimes-ominous presence. She no longer sprinted and looked up when crossing from house to lab. Maybe that’s how it was in Vail. 
But that phrase. She remembered that phrase: It’s all beginning. Not that it was an unusual phrase; you could say it before the start of a movie. But something about the whisper and Lila set gooseflesh on the back of Piper’s neck. 
She looked at Cameron. 
“Cam.” 
He looked over. 
“Do you remember the story your father told me yesterday, about the first time you played guitar?” 
Cameron nodded.
“I’ve been trying to remember the name of the company on the pick he showed me yesterday. Your first guitar pick, that he’d saved.” 
“Oh. Gibson.” 
“You weren’t around when he told me that story. And Ben said you didn’t know he’d saved that pick.” 
“I just …” Cameron’s brow furrowed, as if trying to remember something, looking unsure. 
“I can hear your thoughts again too. Like I could after we first crossed that line of stones.”  
“He must have told me.” Cameron chewed on his bottom lip. “And I’ve always played Gibsons, always.” 
She shook her head, now seeing the pieces fall into place. “What Charlie told us might happen?” Piper swallowed. “I think it’s starting.”





Chapter Forty-One
“MOM.”
Heather looked up, seeming totally normal. This, more than anything, bothered Lila once she stepped back enough to see it. By her old standards, she didn’t look “normal” at all. By pre-invasion standards, Lila’s mother looked ragged, tired, baggy-eyed, haggard, old. She’d always tried to look casual onstage, doing her shows in T-shirts, jeans, and sneakers as if she didn’t give a shit. But Lila had been in the dressing room to witness the careful orchestration of that casual look. Heather Hawthorne came off as a woman who paid no mind to trends or beauty, but was plenty vain in her way and never wanted to look or seem old. Especially after Dad had married Piper, who was a decade and a half younger. 
“What?”
“I need to talk to you.” 
“Is it about Raj? Because I don’t want to hear about Raj.” 
Lila would have rolled her eyes in the old days, but now that felt like too much of an on-the-nose teenager thing to do. She no longer felt like a teenager and hadn’t for a while. Lila felt approximately a billion years old. The six-month-old fetus in her belly that seemed to be streaming unwanted thoughts into her consciousness wasn’t helping. 
“No. It’s not about Raj.” 
“Good.” Something seemed to strike her. “But oh. There’s one exception. If he ever stops wanting to have sex with you just because you’re—”
“Mom, gross.”  
“I agree. There are so many less-gross men around. But you chose him.” 
“No, I mean—” Lila stopped, and this time she did roll her eyes. The simple motion felt shockingly good. Like stretching after a long time in one position. There was something so ordinary about mother-daughter baiting. Ordinary felt good. As awful as it sounded, mocking Raj with her mother was the most comforting thing Lila did these days because it was so predictable. The kind of thing that had happened before living underground like a mole person, before getting knocked up with a spooky baby, before her father had been abducted by aliens. 
And before Christopher. That was its own nest of poisonous snakes. 
An alarm screamed from the front room. Lila’s heart took its customary leap, but then Terrence was running through the living room, past the open bedroom door, shouting, “Air vent, just an air vent!” 
Lila relaxed. 
“There was a day when I didn’t live like this,” Heather said, looking at the ceiling. 
Lila could sympathize. There had been better days for her, too. Days when she wasn’t scared two out of every three waking hours. Days when she hadn’t feared for her sanity. Days when she hadn’t been keeping at least two hideous secrets. Days when love had been simple, and she hadn’t felt blackmailed by her affection. Days when she hadn’t been splitting her time between two boys, enjoying her time with neither. 
“I … I have to tell you something,” Lila said, ignoring her. 
“Is it about Raj’s throbbing curry stick or his sticky mustard seed?” 
“Oh my God, Mom. Can you just be serious for a minute?” 
No. Of course she couldn’t be. 
“Okay, okay,” she said, looking put-out. “I’ll be good.” 
“Because you’re the only one I can talk to.” Lila eyed her mother seriously, knowing it was a risk to lay herself bare at the foot of Heather Hawthorne’s mockery. 
But who else was there? Piper was gone. She was betraying Raj and couldn’t meet his eyes for long (which is why they usually made love with him behind; she said it was more comfortable with her belly, but secretly she couldn’t face him). Christopher had once seemed like a good substitute boyfriend — maybe even a replacement — but somehow she’d ended up feeling more manipulated than loved.
“Fine. Okay. I’m sorry. I’ll be good. What’s up?” 
Good question. She’d come in here to talk to her mother about the baby. But even in her mind, that sounded crazy.
Heather surprised her. “Is it about your dad?” 
She blinked. No, that hadn’t been on her mind at all. For long periods of time, Lila forgot the life in which she’d once had a father. Like she forgot a life in which the idea of going outside didn’t fill her with terror. Even three months ago, when she’d wanted to go topside for air, seemed a lifetime away. Now she was trapped. Going up top sounded horrifying. Staying here was awful and claustrophobic. There was no way to win, every day held its own unique agony. 
“Why would you think I wanted to talk about Dad?” 
“Oh. No reason.” 
“Mom?” 
“No reason,” she repeated. “I just … there’s not a lot to think about down here.” She forced a laugh, but to Lila, it sounded like insanity. And these days, she knew what insanity sounded like just fine. And she knew what it looked like in the mirror. “It was either that or Raj’s spicy meat stick.” 
“Mom. Please.” 
Heather sighed.
“Okay. Fine.” Another sigh. “I guess your dad’s been on my mind.” 
The idea that Lila’s mother was pining for her father? Surprising. Her parents had remained somewhat acrimonious friends, but clearly they’d remained lovers. Still, the idea that there remained genuine affection between them — especially from her mother’s side — was so strange as to be unnerving. But really, it was sweet. And now that Lila’s attention was shifting to match Heather’s, it felt nostalgic, too. An old memory of her hand in her father’s, a sense that all would be well because he was there to protect her. 
“Do you think he’ll come back?” 
There was a tiny moment where Lila thought she might make a joke, but then it skittered by, and Heather answered honestly. Vulnerably. 
“I don’t know. And you’ve heard what Dan and Terrence say about the people who’ve come home.” 
“Those were the early people. If Dad is still with the … the aliens …” 
“ … then he’ll be worse? More out of his mind, more on edge, more frightening to us, like the other people who came back and frightened their families?” She closed her eyes and exhaled slowly. “I’m sorry. I shouldn’t say that. I guess I’ve never been very good at the mom stuff.” 
The ventilation alarm had ceased in the living room — surely caused by more hippies blocking intakes. Lila was already used to the sound, seeing as it went off so often and Terrence couldn’t figure a way to permanently disarm it.
She sat on the bed beside her mother, almost sitting on her feet. 
“Sometimes,” Lila said slowly, watching her mother to survey her response, “I dream about Dad.” 
“Me too,” her mother said.
Still watching Heather’s face. “The dreams I have are really weird.” 
“Weird how?” 
“Like … he’s almost talking to me.” 
Her mother was nodding slowly. “Hmm.” 
“You ever have dreams like that?”  
Heather watched Lila’s eyes. It felt like a standoff. Each knew something, but neither was willing to expose their mind first. Lila had felt for a while that her mother was sensing some of the same things as her. Or rather, a sense of very, very strong intuition coming from the neighborhood of her uterus.
“Maybe. But dreams are always kind of funny.” 
“Yeah,” Lila said. 
“Not like ‘hilarious.’ Like … ‘strange.’” 
“I know this might sound … strange,” Lila said, using her mother’s word, “but since we’ve been here, I’ve had some really whacked-out dreams.” 
Heather nodded slowly. “Me, too.” 
Oh, just go for it, something told her. Whether that was her own voice, the voice from below, or the voice of intuition, Lila hadn’t a clue. 
“Mom?” 
Heather raised her eyebrows. 
“You’ve done drugs, right?” 
Heather seemed to edge a knee-jerk reaction but then sighed and said, “I’ve experimented.” 
“With Dad?” 
“With … ?” Her aborted sentence wasn’t a no. But Lila saw confusion. Lila had never thought her father was into drugs at all. He was too straight-laced, too hard and logical, too ruthless and strong. Drugs were about a loss of control, as far as Lila’s dash of experimentation had shown. Meyer Dempsey, on the other hand, had both hands firmly on the wheel of any situation at all times. 
“I just got a … a feeling.” 
Actually, she’d seen it in detail. She’d had dreams, but the vision was also accessible like a memory. Maybe her baby was somehow sending her psychic messages, or maybe she was as crazy as the notion made her feel. Either way, she’d clearly seen her father and mother lying somewhere on the floor with vacant faces and far-off minds. At first, Lila had wondered why … something … had felt the vision important enough to impress so firmly upon her mind. But then she’d realized it was somehow connected to all that was happening. That the drugs, somehow, had mattered.
They were connected to her father’s preparation.
Connected to her father’s disappearance. 
Connected to her mother’s odd state — her way of jumping at shadows. 
And, Lila thought, connected to a truth: that Heather Hawthorne knew more about what was going on now and in the near future than she let on … or that she even realized she knew.
“And I got a feeling,” Lila continued, “that when you did them together, Dad felt like he wasn’t just seeing visions, but was, in fact … well … going somewhere else.” 
Images she’d been shown but didn’t understand, some literal and some in metaphor: a door. A hole in the ground, going down into forever. A plug in a socket, a connection made. Nine pillars of fire. Nine contacts on a conductive wire. Gods of the past. Gods of the future. A sense that as much as life crept forward, they were all really on the backside of a loop, replaying songs that had been played before. 
“And somehow, I just get this idea that you and Dad,” Lila swallowed, knowing she might be lining herself up for hours of mockery at the hands of a master, “somehow connected to each other when you did that stuff, and maybe are still, you know … connected now. Like in your dreams.”
A voice inside, whispering that Lila wasn’t the only person in the bunker clutching a bouquet of possible answers. 
Heather nodded slowly then looked at Lila’s six-months-pregnant belly.
“I’ve had feelings about you too,” she said.





Chapter Forty-Two
CAMERON FOUND Benjamin in his office. He nodded hello, standing beside Piper, thinking of how even after three months in Moab, he still defaulted to calling this man “Benjamin” instead of “Dad.” It was old, leftover distance he’d once built between himself and the crazy UFO nut who’d embarrassed him into leaving home all those years ago. But Benjamin — his father — had been right all along. And so Cameron kept trying, now that they were finally reunited, to have a true father again.  
“Well,” he said, looking up at Cameron and Piper’s arrival. “Good morning!” 
“Is Charlie around?” Piper asked. 
“Good morning, Piper,” Benjamin repeated, smiling slightly behind his dark, messy beard.
“Good morning, Ben.” Pause. “Is Charlie around?” 
Benjamin twirled his chair in a circle like a kid playing, deliberately wasting a few seconds to slow Piper down. “Nobody ever asks for Charlie,” he finally said. “Charlie’s insufferable.” 
A thin man approached, a curly gray-and-brown beard on his face, walking like a robot or a person with a stick up his butt. Benjamin rotated his chair halfway, a Boy am I in trouble now look on his face. 
“Who’s insufferable?” 
“You,” Benjamin replied. 
Charlie turned to Piper and Cameron. “What are you doing here?” 
“He says good morning,” Benjamin translated. 
“Good morning. What are you doing here?” 
Cameron swallowed his retort. Charlie wasn’t rude so much as incredibly efficient. When he asked why they were there, he meant it literally. There was little point to pleasantries. They’d come directly into the lab earlier than usual then asked for Charlie. Benjamin was right; nobody asked for Charlie unless they had to. Cameron sometimes thought Charlie was like a vulture. He wasn’t fun to be around at all, but his function at the lab was essential, and you’d want him on your side when dying time came. 
“Piper wanted to talk to you.” 
Charlie’s head snapped toward Piper. “What?” 
“Can we sit?” 
“I have,” he looked down at his watch, “three minutes left on an enzymatic reaction on my bench. Come with me if you want to talk for longer than that.” 
Piper was looking at the chair beside Benjamin with a sense of longing. Cameron had learned, after all the time they’d spent together, that she wasn’t her best in the mornings. She preferred easing into them as she would a hot bath. She’d want to sit, get a cup of coffee, and shake off the last of her sleep with light banter before delving into anything heavy. Charlie was the opposite. He didn’t yawn for fear of wasted oxygen. 
“Go finish what you’ve got, and come back, Charlie,” Benjamin said. 
Charlie’s head snapped toward Piper, Cameron, then the elevated gantry where the incubators were stored — “Charlie’s Nest” Benjamin sometimes called it — before he bustled away. 
“Not used to him yet, are you, Piper?” said Benjamin. 
“No.” She sat. 
Cameron pulled a wooden chair from beneath a second desk and sat beside her. “It’s okay. I’ve known him my whole life, and I’m still not used to him.” 
“And I’ve known him for five years longer than that.” Benjamin reached for a Mr. Coffee and an empty cup then poured Piper her morning routine. “It’s actually a great endorsement. You know how Smuckers jelly used to have that slogan, ‘With a name like Smuckers, it’s gotta be good’? Well, that’s how it is with Charlie. With a personality like that, my working with him this long must mean he’s outstanding at what he does.” 
Piper smiled and accepted Benjamin’s coffee, soothed by his manner in the exact opposite way she was bristled by Charlie’s. Cameron had seen it before. He’d traveled the world with this man, granted access to the most forbidden and sacred of places in the unfriendliest nations, bought by that charm. When Cameron had finally grown sick of all the crazy Ancient Astronauts/UFO conspiracy bullshit and left to make his fortune with a guitar on his back, it had been hard to break away. He’d felt like he was wounding someone who couldn’t defend himself, hurting a man who loved him. But enough, teenage Cameron had thought, was
enough. And hadn’t his face been red when the ships had come to prove Dad’s wacko theories true? 
“So,” said Benjamin. “Not to use Charlie’s expression, but why are you here? So early, I mean. Usually, you take your walk, I thought. And believe me, it’s so much nicer now that you don’t run across as many cattle mutilations and spectral green lights. Although there is the giant floating ball.” He pointed upward and smiled again. 
Cameron watched Piper squirm, unsure how to start. 
Still too early. Still too crazy a thing to say.
“What’s Charlie working on?” he said, diverting the conversation. 
Benjamin waved a hand. “Oh, I don’t know. Something extremely competent but vaguely annoying, I’m sure. Charlie can’t help but pick at loose ends.” 
Cameron raised his eyebrows. His father loved nothing more than to discuss his work, but these days Cameron had to goad him. A bit gun shy, probably, considering the way that fringe work had bulldozed one marriage, many friendships, and a fatherhood in his past.
“Still looking for evidence of panspermia,” Benjamin said. 
“Any luck?” 
“The problem with the whole panspermia theory is that it’s a chicken-and-egg situation. Did aliens seed life throughout the galaxy, including here on Earth? Maybe. There’s certainly evidence. But at the same time, life on Earth is what it is, and we don’t exactly have a lot of other life, away from this planet, to compare it to so we can say, ‘A-ha! This life is like that life! Therefore, aliens did it!’” Benjamin shrugged. “Now, with the appearance of these monolith lines everywhere—”
Piper raised a hand. “Everywhere?” 
Benjamin nodded, wiping a stray drip of coffee from his upper lip after setting down his mug. “Mmm-hmm. Our sources under the government’s skin are sending us evidence of more and more. There seem to be two basic configurations. There are lines, like the ones you walked through. Then there are henges.” He waved the jargon away and elaborated. “Circles. Like Stonehenge: stone henge, stone circle. Get it? Well, anyway. Large circles. Charlie’s still working on the scraping you brought us, but we’ve had others too. Seems like normal moss and lichens to me, probably because they’re Earth rocks. But Charlie’s relentless, as you might have noticed.” 
“Might,” said Cameron. 
“I’m much more interested in the network,” Benjamin said.
“Network?” Piper asked.
Benjamin rotated his monitor. He zoomed out of the displayed map of Utah to show the entire American West. They’d discussed this before — keeping it from Piper until the right moment, which apparently was now. 
Benjamin looked over at Piper then continued using his screen as a visual aid. 
“This is the line you crossed.” He pointed at a horizontal white line superimposed on the map, east of the Utah/Colorado border. The line exited Colorado at the top and bottom of the state, so it was good they hadn’t tried to go around for long. “This is us here.” He tapped a dot, which seemed to represent a circle. Cameron assumed so anyway; he’d seen the enormous monoliths around the ranch on their walks, keeping a healthy distance. The house and lab, so far as he could tell, were near the henge’s middle. Well, not exactly in the middle. The cavern below the arch was in the precise center.
“So last time I showed you this, Cameron, it was a scattering of lines.” Lines converging on Vail, Cameron thought but didn’t say, watching Piper from the corner of his eye. “But now, see how it’s fleshed out, with our new intel?” 
“Where are you getting this information?” Piper had one hand on her heart. Cameron could see the way she wanted to ask about the spiderweb of lines all leading to Vail, but she was resisting, likely fearing the answer. 
“I could tell you,” Benjamin said, smiling, “but then I’d have to kill you. It has to do with how I can still get the Internet.” He tapped the screen for emphasis. “I can’t get at the websites full of cat videos for you anymore, but I do have access to a lot of well-connected nerds. People like me who’ve always suspected things we couldn’t admit to, or who have access to information that’s been kept secret. Like Area 51. Roswell. Both quite unremarkable, by the way. Roswell was about alien craft, but it was U.S. military using them — trying to recreate them anyway, and not doing very well. And Area 51 is yesterday’s news. Do you know where the real action is now?” 
“Don’t say it, Dad.” 
“Area 52,” Benjamin said. 
Piper smiled indulgently. 
“Anyway, with all these new monolith lines filled in, a pretty clear pattern is emerging. See?” 
Cameron squinted at the screen. “Looks like a mess.” 
Benjamin zoomed out farther. “Now?” 
It looked like a highway map, or maybe a flight map from the inside of an airline magazine. Everything connected to everything else. Except for Vail. That spot was special, and more rock lines seemed to move toward it than anywhere else. 
“Not really.” 
Benjamin gave Cameron a look that said, I have no son. He pointed again. “It’s a parallel processing network. Do you see it now?” 
“Is this like seeing any three things as being Orion’s belt, like the pyramids on the Giza plateau?” 
“Funny you mention Giza, wiseass.” Benjamin hit a key, and the screen changed to show Europe, Africa, the Middle East. There were more lines, another place more connected than anywhere else — this time in the Nile River delta. “We’re seeing the same thing there, according to my international colleagues.” 
“Colleagues?” 
“Well-connected nut jobs.” He smiled a toothy grin at Piper then took another sip of his coffee. 
Benjamin clicked through screens, each showing a part of the globe centered on one highly networked hub. He read them off. “Giza, Machu Pichu, Teotihuacán, Xi’an in China. Do you want to know how many ‘hubs’ like this there are in total?” 
“Nine?” Piper guessed. 
Benjamin pointed: one win for the lady. “Yep. Same as the number of people still missing.” 
“How can you possibly be sure there are only nine people missing?” Piper asked. 
“Well, we can’t,” Benjamin admitted. “But we do know there are nine people missing who are highly prominent, one—”
“’Prominent’?” 
“Like Meyer is prominent. Not ‘famous,’ really, but … say … prominent thinkers? Innovators? People about whom we can, once we start investigating, clearly say, ‘Ah, yes — that’s why this person is special.’ If I were to venture a guess—”
“Don’t venture a guess, Dad.” Cameron put his forehead in his palm. Benjamin had made many of his guesses in front of Cameron’s friends in the past. Embarrassment always ensued.   
“If I were to venture a guess,” Benjamin repeated, “I’d say they’re all representative minds of the best of what humanity has to offer.” 
“You think they’re forming a brain trust,” Cameron said, sarcastic. 
Benjamin pointed at the screen. “We know they’re interested in our thoughts. What you described? The reawakening of latent extrasensory phenomena after crossing the stones? That’s what I’d guess this network is for. So yes, it makes sense to me that they would be interested in people who represent ‘the human mind,’ say. The nine high-profile people we know are missing? There’s one from each of these locations. In several cases, they actually built their own residences or structures there, as you described Meyer talking about an ‘Axis Mundi.’ You know that’s what the Aztecs called their great temple at Tenochtitlán?” 
“She does now,” Cameron said. 
“But in all cases, whether they were able to build their own Axis or not,” Benjamin gave Cameron an eye, “they were actually picked up by an alien shuttle at the hub — the ‘axis’ — nearest them. And in a few cases,” he nodded at Piper, “they had to travel quite a way to get to their pickup point. As you described Meyer’s single-minded determination to reach Vail.” 
Piper sighed. It was impossible to tell how she was taking this. She’d seen the map already, but only in the past few days had the updates arrived to make Vail’s prominence so obvious. The mess of lines had looked random before, but now they seemed much more coherent. 
“Piper, you said that he didn’t talk about needing to rendezvous with a ship?” 
Piper shook her head. They’d been through this many times. “If anything, he seemed to want to run away from them, like everyone else.” 
Benjamin nodded. “I could give you my theories about that, but some people remain doubting Thomases, so I’ll save it.” He ticked his head toward Cameron for Piper’s benefit, and her nervous veneer cracked enough to smile. “Point is, looking at these maps, it seems hard to deny a few things. For one, these sites were carefully selected. All are mystical places shrouded in lore except for, interestingly, your lovely home.” He nodded at Piper, again tapping the screen. “We don’t know anything special about Vail at all, probably because real estate there is too expensive for Ancient Astronaut theorists to afford land.” 
Piper laughed. 
“Regardless,” he said, “to me, this picture — lines of stones and henges — looks like a neural net.” He touched a white line representing a double row of monoliths on the Colorado map. “Nerves.” He touched a dot, not at Vail, representing a circle. “Node,” he said, finally touching Vail. 
“Brain,” recited a new voice. 
Cameron turned. Charlie was standing behind them. 
“Quite right,” Benjamin said, looking up at Charlie, knowing the newcomer had more to say.
“The spores I’ve been working with have been entirely dormant. But now, they’re beginning to germinate.”
“What does that mean?” Benjamin said. 
“Ask them.” Charlie nodded at Piper and Cameron then gestured toward the screen. “You ask me, the network they’ve been building to harvest our thoughts is finished.” 
He squatted in front of Piper. “So tell me, Piper, your mind is waking back up, isn’t it?” 
Piper nodded. 
“It’s about to start, isn’t it?”
Cameron looked from Charlie to Benjamin, from Benjamin to Charlie. There was something here they hadn’t explained. Some small detail withheld, while the past three months had ticked by, while the network of stones and nodes and brains had been stitching loose ends, inching toward completion. 
“What? What’s about to start?” 
Cameron was asking Charlie or Benjamin, but Piper answered. 
She looked up. Toward the lab’s ceiling. Toward the ship hovering above. 
“I can hear Meyer,” she said, as if connecting pieces of a puzzle that had, until now, refused solving. “I can hear him in the ship, wanting to come home.”





Chapter Forty-Three
TREVOR WAS ASLEEP, dreaming about bowling with Christopher in a non-apocalyptic world. Turns out that Christopher — in dreams anyway — liked the same kind of nachos as Trevor, like they made at the Brunswick Lanes alley, where they squirted that overly tangy sour cream that squeezed from the machine in a star. He and Christopher both had dates. Trevor’s was Piper. She kept sitting on his lap between frames. Christopher’s date was some blonde named Candace. She had a giant wart on her hand, and a large part of the dream seemed to center on Trevor’s indecision about whether or not to point the wart out to Christopher. But he was also on his way to a 300 game, so …
“Trevor.” 
“Mmm.” 
“Trevor.” 
“Mmm!”
His eyes came open. He rolled on the cot, annoyed at being yanked from the dream, and found himself staring up at his mother. Lila’s cot was empty. Heather was on her knees at the cot’s side, her hair a black bird’s nest. 
“What?” 
“You need to tell me — what have Christopher, Dan, and Terrence been talking about, for our ‘long-term plan’?” 
Trevor wondered if he was still dreaming. His head felt like it weighed ten thousand pounds, and here was Mom, asking him about planning. Was she tired of being a comedian, planning a change to goal-oriented motivational speaking if the aliens ever left Earth and let the planet get back to business? Long-term plan? In the dark, middle-of-the-night room, her words barely made sense. 
“What do you mean?” 
“You know what I mean!” 
His mom seemed to realize her mistake — her voice too loud and tremulous in the quiet bunker, so she looked nervously side to side and smoothed her hair with one hand, the other playing with the neckline of her nightshirt as if it needed something to do. Her eyes were too wide, missing their usual insults. Without her caustic manner, she seemed like another person, soft like a crab with no shell. Trevor felt embarrassed, as if seeing her naked. 
Then, whispering a little, closer to her normal voice: “You’re one of the guys. You hang out with them all the time. They have a plan, right? We’ve been here six months. We can’t be planning to stay forever.” She laughed, and it sounded off-kilter. “God, we really can’t be planning that.” Eyes darting. “When they went up that one time. When they brought back video of the big rocks around the house. They were planning something then, weren’t they?” 
Trevor watched his mother, unsure. Dan and Terrence were sticking to their story: they’d gone up for recon and to plant something called “sonic whistles” among the tents to drive the topsiders away — devices that Trevor had never heard of and was pretty sure didn’t exist. Sonic whistles sounded like an overly convenient, artificially humane solution to the pressing need to clear space on the lawn so they could breathe below. They sounded like something people might make up to tell other folks who couldn’t handle harsh realities, like how parents told children their dead pets had gone to live on a farm. 
He’d told Christopher to stop bullshitting him, and Christopher had admitted they’d taken explosives. They’d only managed to plant one, and blowing it now would only hurt people and possibly enrage the alien ship that had killed Vincent. 
“They were going to plant sonic whistles. To scare those people away.” 
“Don’t bullshit me, Trevor. This is important.” 
“I’m not … I’m telling you the truth, Mom.” 
“Could you find out? Could you find out what they were really doing?” 
“They weren’t doing anything, M—”
She shook him by his shoulders, her mouth twisting. “Stop it! This is important!” 
Her face returned to normal almost immediately, but for a moment she’d been transparent. Trevor had been worrying about his mom for a while as her habits and moods shifted and changed. This midnight encounter, with only a small, glowing night light to dispel the shadows, was only confirming the new oddity. They’d been down here too long. Trevor had found new friends and fared well, he thought, but Lila was moody and strange, Raj followed her like a servant or minion, and their mother had become … well … this. 
“Okay, okay. They were … don’t be mad.” 
“I won’t be mad. I promise.” 
“Christopher says they were going to use some of Dad’s stash to … well … level the house.” 
“His stash?” 
“Some of that military stuff. Bombs, pretty much.” 
“Bombs?” 
“Explosives? I saw a crate in there once when I was nosing around. The plastic stuff.” 
“Plastic explosive? He had plastic fucking—”
Trevor shrugged, now sitting up. “You know Dad. You saw the gas masks. And there’s Uzis in there too, all sorts of stuff.” 
It was really no big deal. Trevor was used to certain necessities of living in the New World. Vincent was dead, Morgan Matthews’s brains had stained the living room, and a bunch of people had been fried topside by the alien ships. They’d lived through a riot on the way to Vail and cleared a nest of bad guys from the house before getting inside. Things were different now. 
She took Trevor by the upper arms, her face serious. 
“This is very important, Trevor: how close is your sister with Christopher?” 
Trevor blinked. It was the last question he would have expected. The way Heather was now, he thought she’d been about to ask for a weapon to do something stupid — in which case it would be Trevor’s grim duty to rat her out to Terrence, who kept the arsenal’s key. But she’d turned on a dime, now asking about her daughter’s social life. 
“Christopher?” 
“They seem to hang out. Like the two of you do. Are they close?” 
Trevor knew more about that than he should, too. As much as he didn’t want to hear about his sister’s sex life, it did seem to be part of the bro code to swap tales about girlfriends, and Lila just so happened to be both. Trevor hadn’t told Christopher who he had the hots for, of course, and had instead openly pined for celebrities amid the guy talk. But he knew what Christopher and Lila had been up to behind Raj’s back. It made being around Raj uncomfortable. And honestly, it had also greatly changed Trevor’s opinion of Lila. She’d been nicer to Raj than ever since the botched topside mission, and they’d been together as much recently as they’d been before everything started. In Trevor’s opinion, Lila should break things off with Raj, or Christopher. But she’d been playing both. And according to Christopher, she was totally into him, and they did all sorts of dirty stuff when they could find a place and a time and somehow get away with it. Lila acted differently, but of course she would, considering all she had to hide. 
“I dunno. They get along.” 
“Do you think she could convince Christopher to do something crazy?” 
According to Christopher, he’d definitely nudged her into some crazy stuff.  
“Crazy like what?” 
“Like with the explosives!” 
Trevor cocked his head, not understanding. 
Heather ran a hand over her hair, looked around the quiet room and especially at Lila’s empty cot, then whispered to Trevor. 
“Can you keep a secret?” 
“Sure.” 
“I need your help, Trev. You’re with me, right? Because you’re my boy.” 
“Of course.” 
“Your sister isn’t right, Trevor. She’s …” His mother sighed then tapped the side of her head with a finger. “It’s not her fault. She’s pregnant, so she’s got the hormones. And living down here is stressing us all. Especially since …” Her eyes trailed upward, and Trevor assumed she was imagining the ships. “Look. I have to tell you something.” 
“Okay.” 
“She thinks her baby is talking to her.” 
“She what?” 
Heather nodded, her eyes serious. “She told me. Lila says she’s been seeing and hearing things for almost the whole time we’ve been here. She says she knew about that Morgan guy before they all came. Didn’t know the others were against him, of course, but she knew about him. She’s told me a bunch of stuff she thinks happened with Piper and Cameron—”
“Are Piper and Cameron okay?” Trevor blurted. 
“She’s crazy, Trevor.” She patted his arm, dismissing the question. “Well, that’s not fair. She’s … troubled. And she’s my daughter, and I love her with all my heart. But something’s wrong, Trev, and we both need to keep that in mind. Can you do that?” 
“Um … sure.” 
“But I’m worried. Your sister seems sure that there’s something wrong with this place. With where we are now. It’s a ‘power source’ or something. But she’s convinced — and I do mean convinced — that the baby (which she says is ‘still hooked into the universal mind’; those were the words she used) is telling her to cut off that power source. To ‘plug the hole’ in some way. And I’m worried that if she has Christopher’s ear, and if there are explosives, that …” She trailed off, but Trevor understood plenty.
He didn’t know what to say about any of this. Lila had definitely acted moodier and more distant as her belly swelled. She was hooking up with two guys at once, for shit’s sake — inside a closed ecosystem populated by seven people total. That alone seemed suicidal. 
But explosives? Destroying the bunker? To Trevor, that seemed a bit much. For one, everything was locked down. Terrence had even jury-rigged the arsenal, much like the kitchen door, so nobody was getting in without permission — a sensible precaution, given how much nerves had thinned. And second, Trevor just didn’t think Lila was that far gone. She’d seemed depressed if anything. He’d found her bleak, not nuts. And while she’d admitted to hearing and imagining things, Trevor had a hell of a time believing that she could possibly think her baby was talking to her. 
“I’m sure it’ll be fine, Mom.” 
Heather watched Trevor for a wary second then grabbed his arm and dragged him out of the room. His feet fought for purchase, baffled at his mother’s freakish strength. She’d never been large and recently had looked downright sinewy. But still, Trevor took a few uncertain seconds to gather his balance, sure that if he fell, she’d simply drag him. 
They went through the living room, finding it empty. The bunker had fallen more somber since Vincent’s body stayed upstairs — not because he’d been the life of the party, but because the stakes were so suddenly real.   
Lila was nowhere to be seen. In with Raj or Christopher, the flip of a coin. 
She dragged him through the main room, toward the area housing the dead generator. It was a somewhat concealed door, obvious only from the short end of the large room. Trevor had mostly forgotten it, seeing as nothing in there — from generator to batteries — worked. If the wind turbine and solar panels went dead now, they’d be in the dark. 
She let him open the door then pulled a flashlight from a shelf and clicked it on. It wasn’t burned, so someone had placed it in here after the fire. The light speared a second, smaller door at the chamber’s far end that Trevor had never seen. His mother squeezed behind the generator to reach it. 
Trevor did the same. The living room door closed behind them, and all the little noises — the incidental clicks of electronics, Dan’s snoring, the tick of the bunker’s single manual clock — fell silent. He’d never realized the door was as thick as it was, and as soundproof — but then, with a generator that only seemed prudent. 
Once through the second door, Trevor heard a new sound: a trickling, like distant water. 
Heather trained the beam on the concrete floor. In the middle, a tiny pit had been chiseled with some sort of tool. At the bottom of the small funnel-shaped pit was a tiny black hole, as if the concrete excavation had finally punched all the way through. That, Trevor thought, was where the water sounds were coming from.
The flashlight clicked off. In the blackness, Heather said, “Look down.” 
Trevor did. Now that the lights were off, he could see a tiny and extremely dim amber glow rising from the hole. 
He knelt. Listened. Then he put his eye near the hole — not against it; that felt somehow wrong — and tried to see what the glow was coming from. He caught a vague motion that might have been water before looking up.
The flashlight clicked on. 
“There’s something down there,” she said. “And whatever it is, Lila seems to be convinced we need to destroy it.” 
Trevor stood, looking down, wiping at his face. How long must it have taken to chisel a hole in solid concrete? Even working behind two thick doors, it couldn’t be done in the middle of the day or you’d be seen. It would have taken nights and nights and nights of work. Work done in the quiet dark, slaving away a grain of rock at a time. The thought made him cold. 
“Lila did this all by herself?”  
She laughed. “Oh, no, honey. I did it.”
Trevor met his mother’s eyes: pits of shadow in the gloom.
“I had to. Because whatever’s down there, that’s what your father said we must protect.”





Chapter Forty-Four
THERE WAS a knock on the door, despite the late hour. 
Cameron looked up to see Benjamin with Charlie behind him. “Yes?” 
“Piper here?” 
“She gets tired after sunset. She’s back at the house, probably asleep.” 
“You let her cross the lawn alone in the dark?” 
Cameron shrugged. They’d ridden horses 250 miles and slept in the woods for a week. A spooky Utah ranch had nothing on Piper.
“She’ll be fine.” 
Benjamin entered the room Cameron had co-opted as his occasional office, pulled out a wooden chair, and sat on it backward in front of Cameron. Charlie stood like a coat rack. 
 “Cam, for years, this was one of contemporary Earth’s most paranormally active spots. Probably a place of experimentation — the way someone out there kept tormenting that poor family, what with the animal mutilations and psychic phenomena. You know there was a time they went away for five minutes and came back to find their two prize bulls locked in a cattle trailer?” 
“Seems a good place for bulls.” 
“Not together. They’d just about torn each other apart. The door was so dented they had to pry it open, and the bulls damned near gored them sprinting out. Stuff like that happened all the time. It’s a mistake to be complacent.” 
“Piper is—” He stopped then keyed on something else his father had said. “You don’t think it’s a place of experimentation anymore?” 
Charlie, still standing, said, “So it’s a coincidence that one of the motherships stopped exactly over our lab?” 
Benjamin looked up. “Hell, Charlie, sit down. You know I hate it when you fail to get social cues.” 
Charlie pulled out the room’s last chair and sat as if posing for an 1800s photograph. 
“Until the Verdine family agreed to sell the property, we were limited in how much we could know, based mostly on anecdotal reports and the investigations of — honestly — a lot of weirdos. And that’s coming from me.” 
He smiled, proving he wasn’t too good for self-effacement.
“But once we were able to poke around,” he went on, “we realized what we’d already sort of expected was true.” 
“There’s a money pit here,” Charlie said. 
Cameron looked from one man to the other, not understanding. 
“In the 1700s,” Benjamin said, “some kids in Nova Scotia headed out to this little unoccupied spot in the middle of nowhere called Oak Island because they’d seen some mysterious green lights dancing around its shores. Once there, they discovered a curious indentation in the ground and began to dig, excavating what seemed to have caved in. They found a few things that were rather strange, like a mat made of coconut fiber, and I think we all know that was an odd find for Nova Scotia in the eighteenth century. But the pit itself was much more interesting: a giant layer cake, with oak planks made into platforms every ten feet. Between the platforms were flagstones, foreign to the island, just like the coconuts.” 
“Okay,” said Cameron, unsure what any of this had to do with Utah. 
“They only went down thirty feet after a lot of digging, but over the years other people got curious about the weird pit on Oak Island. People who threw a lot of money into that pit, hoping to dig deeper. Names like John Wayne and Franklin D. Roosevelt. Layering continued the deeper they dug, with these wood platforms every ten feet, down to at least two hundred feet.” 
“At least?” 
Charlie ticked his head toward Cameron. “Nobody’s made it to the bottom.” 
“Nobody?” 
Benjamin shrugged. “They’ve tried and tried. Six people have died over the years. Excavations have come from the top, drilled in from the sides. They’ve tried to drop cameras. Nothing works.”
“It keeps flooding,” Charlie explained, picking up a marker from a dry-erase board and sketching a series of lines. “Someone built a rather ingenious hydraulic system under Oak Island to booby-trap what everyone assumes is some sort of a vault.” 
Charlie sketched a crudely oval shape to indicate the island as seen from above, drawing arrows at three points around its periphery. 
“At one point, treasure hunters poured red paint down the shaft and it came out from at least three vents around the island. It’s a puzzle box, and nobody knows where all of the canals and inflows are. They only know that every time someone tries to excavate, it floods and collapses.” 
“There are all sorts of theories as to what’s down there,” Benjamin said. “My favorites are crown jewels, the original works of Shakespeare, and — the granddaddy of them all — the Ark of the Covenant. I started having my doubts when, in just the past few years, more pits were discovered. Not at the ‘brain’ points I was showing you earlier, like Vail and Giza, but at places like Oak Island and … well … Moab, Utah, at the most haunted place in North America. Though sadly, nobody credits us with that title.” Again, he smiled. 
“What does this have to do with—” 
“Nothing. You asked.” Cameron pointed at the ceiling. “But like Charlie was saying — at least I think it’s what he was saying; he’s such a complex personality …” They both looked over at Charlie, his bug eyes staring at Benjamin from beneath what looked like an Amish haircut, his hands flat on his knees, his slacks pressed, and his shirt buttoned to the top. “ … we didn’t get lucky with this lab. We bought the property and built here because we assumed that when contact was made, the ships would come to places like this first. Places with ‘money pits.’” 
“Why?” 
“To refuel, we think. Or maybe to recharge. Our working theory is that for short-range travel, like from Jupiter—” 
Cameron laughed. 
“Well, that is short-range. Sub-relativistic speeds, as opposed to …” Cameron looked at Charlie. “I could really go down a dozen rabbit holes. I guess I should save that bit for later.” 
“You could.” Charlie clearly couldn’t care less. 
“For short-range travel, we assume they’re firing on stored hydrogen, which they may be able to skim from atmospheres or from what now seem to be possible ‘hydrogen rivers’ in space. But today there are motherships parked over places like Oak Island and here, with ion trails between the spheres and these old pits. We assume that means the pits have opened, but given the way ships have reacted to tampering in the past, I’m not exactly dying to walk over and see.” 
“This place is a gas station for them,” Charlie said. “Once we figured that out, it made sense that they’d come to these places rather than their old points of contact.” 
“What do you mean?” Cameron asked. 
Benjamin sighed then stood and turned the chair around so he could again sit with his hands atop his knees. 
“Cameron, I know you never really believed and—”
“I started believing when ships came from the sky. I was wrong.” 
There was more, too. Cameron wasn’t just wrong; he was sorry. Unbelievably sorry. Resentment had dogged him between leaving home and hearing the news from Astral. Regret and guilt had been his cancer since. He’d been able to relax a bit after completing Benjamin’s errand, gathering enough information (and one helpful wife) to fill out his profile on Meyer Dempsey and, it seemed, help articulate a rather grand theory. But he hadn’t said enough yet that he was sorry for all the past wrongs, and until Cameron could summon the nerve to do so, the wound would stay open.
“Then you remember what we saw. All the sites we visited.” 
Cameron did. Of the nine highly networked spots Benjamin had shown them on his newly complete map of stones — the nine spots where, Benjamin seemed to think, human thoughts were being collected and reported — Cameron and Benjamin had visited eight together. Vail had been the only one missed: the sole spot about which Ancient Astronauts theorists knew nothing. There were no pyramids at Vail, no Mayan temples, no buried cities, no ancient stone megalithic structures. But Meyer, it seemed, was one of The Nine, and Vail somehow one of the sacred places. 
“I remember.” 
“All are places where extraterrestrials have visited in the past. All places where, it stands to reason, they will contact us again. You know I’ve been waiting for this,” Benjamin twirled his fingers in the air, presumably indicating the whole of the alien ships’ occupation,“for my entire life. But the problem is that even as much as I’ve been waiting, there’s a lot to fear.” 
“Fear?” Cameron knew fear well, as did everyone these days. But his father wasn’t afraid of the ships or the aliens, even after what they’d done to Moscow and what Dan had said they’d done to some of the campers at Vail … and to Vincent. That could all be a misunderstanding, Benjamin seemed to think — same for all the alien abductions in the past, slaughtered animals, reports of rectal probings. For Benjamin to speak of fear was deeper somehow — more chilling than another man’s terror. 
“I think we’re facing a test, and I’m optimistic in spite of everything — I want you to know that. But our past, thus far, is definitely against us.” Benjamin shifted, looked at Charlie, and continued. “Some of this is stated by theory, and some is new information, but it’s clear that throughout history, alien visitors have contacted humanity. It’s equally clear that those encounters have all ended with utter destruction. Floods. Descriptions in the Bhagavad Gita and other ancient texts of what sounds suspiciously like a nuclear holocaust.”
Cameron’s eyes flicked toward the door, toward the exit, toward where Piper had gone alone. He was being ridiculous, but he suddenly wanted her here with him after all.
“Throughout history, they’ve always contacted us,” Benjamin said, leaning forward. “But as far as the records show, ‘contact’ has always been phase one.” 
Cameron swallowed. “What’s phase two?”
Charlie answered. “Extermination.”





Chapter Forty-Five
THE VOICE behind Lila made her jump. 
“What are you doing?” it hissed. 
She spun and grabbed a flashlight so she wouldn’t need to turn on the overheads, but halfway across the living room realized turning on the beam would give her away. She kept it off but handy, turning to face her inquisitor.
A strong hand caught Lila’s wrist, another pulled the heavy flashlight from her unprotesting grip. She’d whacked the man with her big belly anyway, and braced to see if the fetus might scream from inside, yelling at her to watch where the fuck she was swinging that thing. But it didn’t work that way, and she was still present-minded enough to know better. 
Lila blinked in the dark, her way lit only by the small glowing night lights. She assumed it was Raj, her heartbeat ready to recede. The heavy door to the generator room had swung shut behind her mother and brother, and she doubted they’d hear her now. Lila had thought she’d managed to extricate herself from bed without waking Raj despite her wide load, but apparently not. 
But it was Christopher — she could see his black goatee in the room’s scant light, his olive skin several shades lighter than Raj’s mahogany complexion. 
“Easy, Jesus. You about brained me with this thing.” He clicked on the light. Lila grabbed for it in a tangle of hands and arms, covering the lens before killing it. 
“Shh!”
“What are we shushing for?” He looked around the dark room. “And what the hell are you doing out here with the lights off? The bathroom is that way.” 
Lila pointed at the generator room. “My mom and Trevor are in there.” 
“Why?” 
Lila shook her head. It was tricky to explain. She didn’t precisely think her mother was losing her mind, but if she told Christopher what Heather had told Lila, Christopher would think she was. Mom had told her she thought something was under the bunker — a system of curious underground canals that the builders had encountered and warned her father about but that he’d ignored — and Lila hadn’t been shocked to learn that she’d been curious enough to scratch her itch by digging in concrete. The same itch had been within Lila for nearly half a year, though her source hadn’t been clever enough to suggest a way to verify or deny what she felt. It sounded as if Mom had a direct line to Dad, and that wasn’t fair. Lila’s … intuition? Was that what it was? It seemed to be filtered through her mind and preconceptions, perhaps because the baby didn’t yet have a mind of its own. 
That made sense. It would be crazy to assume a fetus could be logical. Believing something like that would mean she was nuts. 
“They just are.” 
“It’s all burned.” 
Lila snapped, still whispering, now dragging Christopher into the kitchen nook for a semblance of privacy. “I know it’s burned! You did that when you invited yourself in here!” 
He raised his hands, surrendering. “Okay, just saying.” His eyes ticked toward the open door to Heather’s bedroom, which also happened to be Lila’s. “Hey. How long do you think they’ll be in there?” 
“Why?” 
He shrugged. 
“I told you. We’re over.”
“Then why did I take a shower with you the other day?” 
“Because you barged in.” 
“And you kicked me out, right? You resisted when I—”
“Not now, Christopher.” 
The topic broached, he didn’t want to let it go. She’d successfully deflected him for weeks, failing to deny him nearly as well when he was less conversational. Lila hated herself for it, but had to admit she rather enjoyed the way he was aroused by her changing body rather than being repulsed. Raj had put the baby in there, but seemed to be going through the motions, working around her belly when they could scrape a moment alone in the middle of the night. He was tolerating it. Lila supposed she was less than insistent with Christopher because he seemed to enjoy her anyway. And because she wasn’t strong enough — too guilty about deeds already done — to take a stand. 
“Why not now? It’s quiet. You’re up. I’m up.” 
“Why are you up?” 
“Because you’re up.” 
“I was totally quiet.” 
“Well,” he admitted, “I know you usually get up around this time to pee. So I was, um, kind of waiting.” 
“You were watching Raj’s door, just waiting?”
“Do you have sex with him in there? With Dan right there in the cot?”
“None of your business.” 
“Just sleeping together, huh. Literally?” 
He was trying to wrap his hands around Lila’s waist, below her bulge. When she rebuffed him, hands went higher, suspiciously near her enlarging boobs. He liked those, too. 
“Get off! They could come out any minute!” 
“Who?” 
“My mom and Trevor. Who do you think I was talking about?” 
“Dunno. Terrence? Dan?” 
Lila shook her head. Christopher wasn’t concerned about what was going on in the generator room at all. He was only thinking of Lila, as always. If she let him — and she had before, though it had been a terrible idea and she’d regretted it immediately, even during — he’d bend her over the table right now. Breakfast the next day, sitting with Raj and wondering if she’d left tit impressions in the butter dish, had been uncomfortable. 
“Let’s talk about us, Li.”
“Are you kidding me?” 
“No, I’m not kidding. You won’t talk to me about it any other time. You say we’re through, but then every time I come to you …” 
He didn’t need to finish the sentence. Lila could provide her own endings. 
… you do it with a look of guilt on your face because that ship has already sailed. You do it because your hormones leave you wanting more than Raj is providing. You do it because you’re too weak to resist. You do it because you’re convinced that if you don’t do it, I’ll tell Raj what’s going on, and has been for months without you stopping it, despite the pretense that you want to. 
“Shh!” 
“I’ve had a long day, Lila.” 
“Shh, Christopher!” 
“A long day protecting everyone here.” 
“I’m not going to have sex with you. I’m with Raj, do you hear me?” 
“Hmm. And yet here we are.” 
“Because you were stalking me!” 
“Protecting you.” 
“You’re living underground, same as the rest of us.” 
“You didn’t think that when I stepped up and took care of Morgan for you.” 
Lila pushed past him. She wanted to get away, without being seen. Her mother and Trevor really could come out any second, and Lila didn’t want her mother to know she was onto her. They’d acted casual when they’d realized they’d had the same visions but different ideas of what to do. Lila knew that they had to destroy whatever was below her father’s “spiritual place.” But Heather, who claimed to be in communication with Dad (in dreams; how crazy was that?), said that his order was to protect the Axis, not harm it.
Protect it like the aliens want to protect it? Lila had said, keeping her voice calm, hiding her emotion.
Protect it like your father wants it protected, her mother corrected. 
“Where are you going?” Christopher whisper-demanded, following Lila, at least catching on and keeping his voice low. 
“To my room!” 
“My room is over there.” 
Lila rolled her eyes, knowing he wouldn’t see. 
Christopher suddenly caught her arm, turned Lila around, and kissed her. It would have been a sweet kiss if it had come at an appropriate time, if she weren’t scared shitless, and if his affections hadn’t evoked both “lustfully desired” and “desperately unwanted” in Lila for a while now. 
She pushed him away. He looked wounded. 
“What?” 
“You asshole. Are you really this dense?” Again, Lila pointed toward the closed generator room door. “Do you know what they’re doing in there? They’re conspiring. Planning against us. It was bad enough when it was just her. Just my mom. But now she has Trevor, too!” 
“I can talk to Trevor.” Christopher shrugged.
She paused. That was true. Trevor and Christopher were tight. It was usually infuriating because that gave Lila one less person (her brother) to confide in. But it could be an asset.
“That’s a good idea.”
Lila dragged Christopher into her room and closed the door most of the way — just ajar enough to peek through. If she saw them coming, she could still rush Christopher through the bathroom. He’d need to sneak by Terrence to get through to the living room, but that was better than being caught. 
Christopher looked excited. She’d have to walk a fine line. If he came at her, Lila doubted she’d be able to resist — for about a dozen reasons, tinged with a dozen emotions. 
“Talk to Trevor. Tell him that whatever my mom told him, it’s wrong.” 
“What did he tell her?” 
Lila waved it away. Time was limited, and that was another day’s discussion. “Tell him that you agree with me.” 
“About what?” 
“Chris,” she said. “Have you seen anything around here? Heard anything?” 
“Like what?” 
“Have you had dreams?” 
He reached for her. “Dirty dreams.” 
“Not like that. Dreams of a … a pit. Something below us.” Lila inhaled, held it, exhaled. Christopher followed her like a puppy when he thought she might be willing to pay him attention then grew frosty and even slightly frightening when she turned a cold shoulder. If she could keep things friendly, he’d at least listen to anything. 
“Dreams that there’s something here,” she continued carefully, now taking Christopher’s hands, “that the aliens want to keep safe.” Lila sighed again, steeling her courage to convey the latest impression she’d been funneled from whatever psychic well was out there to be sampled by the life inside her. “Something that they left behind the last time they were here. Something I think they need to plug into, as the next phase of their plan.” 
“The aliens?” 
“Yes, Chris.” Rolling her thumbs softly over the backs of his strong hands. 
“How could you possibly know their plans?” 
“I just do.” 
He watched her for a long moment. Lila kept her eyes on his, feigning vague affection, hoping with all her heart that her mother and brother wouldn’t choose this time to emerge, to approach the bedroom and break this vital moment. 
“Okay,” he said. “I trust you.” 
“Do you think if we talked to Terrence, and carefully explained things, with you being your charming and convincing best, that he might be willing to help us?” 
“I guess that depends on what we’re trying to convince him to help us do.” 
Us. He’d said us and we. Lila exhaled a little; the ball was halfway there.
“But we’ll try.” 
“Of course. Whatever you think is best.” Christopher’s hand went to her belly and rubbed it softly through her shirt. Lila leapt at his touch and felt the baby leap. “Whatever’s best for us.” 
“Good.” 
“What do we need to do?”  
Lila told him.





Chapter Forty-Six
“CAMERON.” 
Cameron took his time looking up. It had been late when he’d spoken with Benjamin and Charlie the first time, and was later now. He hadn’t cared for Charlie’s declaration about humanity’s record with extraterrestrials according to historical evidence, so he’d spent an hour after the conversation browsing the lab’s records, spooling out one theory after another. It was just as crazy as he remembered it being as a kid, with plenty of fresh insanity added to the databanks since. 
The evidence made him feel worse. They’d been here before, all right. They’d left people behind as prophets maybe. They’d certainly left trinkets — power cells at the bottom of money pits like the one at Moab and bigger, more dangerous trinkets in other money pits elsewhere, like maybe at Vail. Nobody knew exactly what had happened thousands and thousands of years ago, of course. But the ships were above now, and ashes were there in the historical record. It would be hard to sleep tonight, even with Piper by his side. 
He finally heeded the voice and looked up, expecting to see his father. But the strangely quiet summons had come from Charlie instead. 
“I thought you were Benjamin.” 
“I’m Charlie.”
He gestured at a chair. “Have a seat.” 
Charlie sat, looking uncomfortable as usual. 
“What’s up?” 
“Piper.” 
Cameron felt a moment of alarm. But nothing could be wrong; Benjamin, Charlie, and Cameron had been the only three people in the lab since dusk, and maybe just he and Charlie were here now. Charlie had been working on his enzyme reactions on the platform, not out checking on possible problems with Piper. If bad news had come over the short-range radio, Cameron would have heard it. 
“What about her?” 
Charlie said, “You came in to tell me something earlier, but your father got distracted. You know how he is.” 
Cameron laughed quietly. That had been Charlie’s version of a joke. Benjamin Bannister had been born with diarrhea mouth. It was what got him into so many places he should’ve been barred from, but it also meant he seldom reached any point without following numerous rabbit trails first. 
“Yeah. I do.” 
“That’s why he asked if Piper was here when we came in.” 
Cameron waited, but apparently, a response was required before Charlie would move to the next thing. Like interfacing with a robot.
“Okay.” 
“But I don’t think he wanted to tell you anyway. Which is maybe why he didn’t.” 
“Sure.” 
“But you need to know.” 
“Okay. Thanks. What?” Cameron didn’t care for this preamble. It was giving him time to grow nervous. 
“Piper loves Meyer.” 
“Of … of course she does.” 
“So when her psychic connection strengthens, she’ll want to hear what he says.” 
“Sure. That makes sense.” 
“But that means you can’t trust her, Cameron.” 
Cameron blinked. “Why not?” 
“You saw the network of magnetized stones. You can see it’s basically complete. The aliens aren’t like us. They don’t want to just barge in because they know how humans are. They can’t make contact with us until they know what cards we’re holding.” 
“You mean until they know what we’re thinking.”
Charlie nodded. “It’s a lot easier to play poker when you know what you’re facing. Their ships are impervious, and they’re in no hurry. Nowhere in the records can we see what looks like a rush. We see planning, plotting, logical thought. They come, they stake their positions, they lay their monoliths. This, with the rows, is the most developed monolithic configuration we’ve ever seen. In the past, they made a few points to gather what they needed to know, but humanity was simpler then. They could descend from the sky in their chariots and be seen as gods. We’re not as naive now. We know what we’re facing. We don’t think fire is magic. They know we can fight, and they know our nature demands that we will, no matter how they might try to begin discourse. So they can’t just open the window and shout hellos. They have to put their hands around our throats first then demand our attention.” 
Cameron nodded. This was the most he’d ever heard Charlie speak. Charlie was brilliant but socially retarded. It was almost hypnotic to hear him in his true element. 
“To me, these networks seem finished. The complexity is daunting. It means they’re serious this time. They intend to act more seriously than they have in the past, and to speak to us — such as they speak, which may well be telepathic — in harsher words. But now that the network is complete, I would assume there is very little keeping this mothership overhead.” He glanced upward. 
“Where will it go?” 
“Vail.” 
“Why Vail?” 
“Because Vail is a brain. Like the other eight spots appear to be brains. If we understand the network at all, the brains will be where thoughts, as an average, presumably, are collected and visible to them. We can already tell something is changing. My spores are germinating. Your psychic phenomena are reawakening. And Piper can hear Meyer.” 
“And that’s bad?” 
“Your father and I are of like minds about many things, but we can only make guesses, and about some guesses we are divided. He has always been forgiving, believing that in spite of the aliens’ past, this time it will be different. This time, we will make meaningful contact and share information. But I feel different. And for that reason, I believe that contact must be disrupted.” 
“Disrupted?” 
“Piper seems to be forming a connection to Meyer. She will want to trust him, but he can’t be trusted. Under different circumstances, The Nine might have been seen as gods. I would guess that instead, they will be seen as the modern version of gods.” 
“What’s the modern version of gods?” 
“Celebrities,” Charlie said. 
Cameron laughed hard at that, and the sound was too loud in the otherwise quiet lab. But Charlie’s face hadn’t changed or broken into a smile. 
“You’re serious.” 
Charlie nodded shortly. “They will need human corroborators. When those nine people return, which I believe they logically need to, they will be very popular with the media — the modern version of stone tablets brought down from high mountains, perhaps. But they won’t be the people they once were, all of whom were already known, trusted, and liked by the population. When they return, they will be alien mouthpieces. Piper will, as I said, want to believe him, support him, just have him back. Because although we all know she’s with you, she loves him.” 
Cameron considered denying, but what was the point? Everyone did know. They were barely even trying to keep a secret, and even slept in the same home, away from the others. 
“What’s this all about?” Cameron asked. 
“You need to stay with her,” Charlie said. “Very, very close. You probably won’t be able to convince her of what I’m saying, but you can still be a counterbalance. Keep this in mind at all times, as you stick to her side like glue: for six months, humanity had cared only about finding the missing. But it is perhaps more appropriate to fear the found.” 
“You said something about disrupting contact.”
“Contact. Then colonization. Maybe a kind of trial. Then if history shows, annihilation.” 
Cameron swallowed. Charlie’s facade showed no fear, but his lack of fear was, in itself, terrifying. The lab was dark and silent beyond their cone of light and prophecy. 
“When he returns,” Charlie said, “it will logically be at Vail. We’re almost out of time, judging by the change in energy and psychic phenomena.”
“So …” 
“You need to go back, and be there when it happens.” 
“And then … ?” Cameron prompted. 
His head twitched before Charlie could answer. A flick of movement had caught his eye on the monitor.
Charlie leaned in to see what Cameron was looking at. “Well, that’s unexpected.”
Cameron barely heard. He was out of his seat, through the office door, sprinting to beat the devil.





Chapter Forty-Seven
PIPER’S EYES OPENED. 
Something had changed. 
She watched the small ranch house ceiling, seeing the crack where the plaster had split, vividly recalling an emotion that never belonged to her. She remembered the night the crack had formed as if she’d witnessed it, but the sight was like an emotion. She saw both from a distance, fogged with a vague recollection’s haze. 
A man and a woman, not in the bed she lay in now, but in this spot. A tremor shook the ground. That wasn’t unusual; the ground here, on this particular swatch of land, often trembled. The woman whose emotion she was experiencing had felt afraid the first few nights here, seeing the way lights seemed to pass the windows despite there being no roads, noticing the way, when she went to the restroom in the middle of the night, her toothbrush would invert or her hair products would seem to have subtly moved. She’d been afraid the first time she’d encountered what looked like a long, tall, gray stranger at the end of her hallway but seen nothing after she’d shouted, when her eyes had adjusted. 
Piper, still in bed, looking up, felt it all. 
The woman had been frightened for sure. Even her strong-and-silent rancher husband had seemed obviously shaken. But they’d adjusted. Sometimes, there were great events, like the time they’d come home to find all their cows slaughtered or the time the tractors had vanished then were found months later, buried to their steering wheels in the western field. But most of the time there were gentle tremors, lights that flitted across the sky too quickly to follow, hovering balls of lightning, green ghost lights. A person could get used to anything, and the couple who’d spent so many nights here were used to plenty. 
But the night that crack had formed in the plaster, she’d been frightened plenty. There had been a sound like a passing train, close enough to be in the room. Lights had come on so brightly that the current through their filaments had popped in turn, somehow without tripping the breaker. A metal chair had skidded across the room and slammed into her husband’s metal foot locker. Her metal jewelry had shot together from across the room into a clump. 
Then it had ended, and she’d stared out the window, seeing a glowing light in the distance, coming from the cavern with the stone arch over its top. 
Piper swung her feet over the side of the bed. She stood. She walked outside. 
The air was cool despite the day’s warmth, but Piper barely felt it. She slept in shorts and a tee, and was vaguely aware of gooseflesh blooming on her arms and legs. 
She looked up. 
The great sphere was above. An iris in the bottom opened, and even though the distance was too great and she knew it couldn’t be so, she seemed to see Meyer in a transparent bubble, his arms wide like his smile. He was dressed as she remembered him most: in a suit, with a tie and dress shoes. Not a sensible way to dress for an alien abduction. 
But then again, he hadn’t really been abducted.
This was his power look. His in-charge look. The way he’d been dressed when she’d first met him, after he’d taken a particular interest in her clothing line, pulling it from crowdfunding consideration and moving it to the pool of candidates worth individual, one-on-one consideration. She’d entered his office and seen him like this, his smile wide and perhaps artificial, his interest in Piper a bit less than professional in a way she hadn’t minded then and didn’t mind now. 
Did he look like a victim? Did he look like a man worth saving? A man who needed his wife to cross hundreds of miles on horseback to rescue? No. Not at all. 
Meyer reached for her. The distance was, again, too far. She shouldn’t be able to see him clearly but could; she definitely shouldn’t be able to touch him. His arm was long; her reach was sure. She raised her hands to him as he came forward, waiting for his embrace, wanting nothing more than to be in his arms, to feel his surety, to be with his — 





Chapter Forty-Eight
“PIPER! PIPER, GET
INSIDE!” 
Cameron ran with his throat burning, wondering what he must look like. He hadn’t run this fast since high school track, or with this much shameless abandon since much younger than that. His arms were wild, scissoring, cutting the air. His lungs gulped air in giant heaving breaths. His heart was thumping everywhere, too fast, fit to burst. He could feel it in his feet. In his head. And of course in his chest, rattling his ribs like an animal caged.
The ship above had moved just enough to put its titanic belly directly over the open area between ranch house and lab. Piper had come halfway, staring straight ahead, not seeming to notice or hear. The night was dark and moonless, and until the light appeared above, she’d been outside in total darkness. He’d seen her on the monitor, though, visible in the haunting green of infrared. Because of this place’s reputation for attracting unwanted attention, neither the ranch house nor the cliff-bunkered lab had been built with exterior lighting. Crossing the space before dawn or after dark required a flashlight. Piper had come out with nothing, yet hadn’t tripped or hesitated. 
Of course now, with the light of the ship overhead, he could see her perfectly. 
“PIPER, LOOK AT ME! WAKE UP! WAKE UP, DAMMIT!” 
Cameron couldn’t shout much more. His breath was shallow, his lungs working too fast to oxygenate his blood through efficient means. He knew the chemistry. His father had taught it to him one useless afternoon, as he’d tried explaining ways in which alien biology (since they’d clearly seeded life from their own stock) might be similar to their own. Right now, he was burning nothing but sugar. Sugar from his blood. Sugar from glycogen in his muscles. The process, ironically, happened in the absence of oxygen.
“PIPER! PI … PER!” 
She was lit from above, like a starlet standing under a spotlight. A single cone of light, shining down from up high. Light thickened into something almost tangible, seeming to become milky, churning. Her arms rose as if reaching, her head’s direction not so much as registering his shouts. Liquid light wrapped and eclipsed her. 
He watched her rise upward. Watched the ship’s belly close. 
With the bright light gone, Cameron found himself blind. There were stars above and weak lights behind, but his eyes had adjusted to the darkness, and for a terrifying moment, he was pumping forward with all his might, unable to see a thing. 
His foot struck something hard. He fell. The ground’s concussive force was duller than it should have been, as if it had struck everything at once. He rolled, having no idea of his orientation or what he might strike on the rebound. 
Cameron finally came to rest with his back flat, one leg slightly twisted over the other, his face throbbing and feeling somehow broken. 
The dark ship above, as if to taunt him, glowed a single ring of blue around its equator.
Then it zipped out of sight, headed east with impossible speed. 
Cameron lay on his back on the baked clay, heart in his ears, blood on his face, breath harsh and clawing for purchase. 
Piper wasn’t the only one who’d regained some of her psychic gifts. 
Cameron had caught the final flicker of Piper’s thoughts mingled with those of another — someone nearby, aboard the ship.
Meyer. She’d seen Meyer, calling her home. 
But he’d heard his thoughts too. In addition to Piper’s, Cameron had caught a piece of Meyer Dempsey’s thoughts in that last moment … or the thoughts of whatever Meyer had become. And Cameron knew.
Charlie emerged from the lab, his feet more hurried than Cameron had ever known them. 
“They took her,” Cameron gasped, his breath still at a loss, “as bait.”





Chapter Forty-Nine
TREVOR WAS EATING Quaker Oats from a bowl. His neck was almost sore from the vulture-like prison posture breakfast seemed to require these days. He’d surely fared better over the last months of confinement than his mother or sister, but Trevor still felt an odd Shining vibe. If the bunker wanted to be silent and tomblike forever and ever, every day the same — fine. Trevor would eat with his face too close to the bowl, scooping numb spoonfuls of gruel into his mouth like a convict in one of his father’s movies, imagining himself in a black stocking cap like the one Christopher sometimes wore, his hands in black wool gloves with cutoff fingers. The gruel was Quaker Oats instead of true porridge, but what the hell. Oats froze well, and he was sick of canned shit. 
For the first time, catching his mother watching him eat, Trevor wondered if he was as balanced as he believed. 
“You’re with me, right? Tell me you understand and are with me.” Trevor shoveled oats into his maw, Heather’s messy black hair barely visible in his peripheral vision. 
At first, he’d eaten his oats with milk and brown sugar. But the milk came from powder, and lately he couldn’t shake the certainty that mice — mice who’d wormed through his father’s ultra-secure perimeter, like maybe through the holes blown by his current best friend — had been running through the powder, even though they unfroze it in batches and stored it in sealed containers. Still, a man ate his oats plain. Like a horse. 
“I understand.” 
“And you’re with me.” 
Trevor hadn’t slept well at all. He hadn’t liked the urgent way his mother had dragged him out of bed, suddenly eager to make sides in a single-digit group. They’d all more or less been getting along. Raj had been a little bitch for a long time, but even he’d stopped complaining. They were all fine. He didn’t like the idea of sides, of “being with” anyone if it meant “being against” anyone else. And this was his sister they were talking about. His pregnant sister, carrying Trevor’s first nephew. 
He hadn’t liked the way his mother had apparently spent her nights chipping through concrete like a trapped animal chewing at the bars of its cage. 
He hadn’t liked the strange yellow light barely visible through the hole, or the sound of water. 
He hadn’t liked the fact that his father, who was a pretty smart guy, had okayed building atop any sort of running water. Was the underground stream new? Had the builders properly diverted it enough to not undermine the foundation? Trevor supposed it was possible. Likely even. Maybe there was water underground everywhere. That’s what sump pumps were for, right? 
And those were just the new things Trevor didn’t like. The new things among many that kept him awake most of the night after Heather had begun snoring like the demented.
He still didn’t like being here, trapped by all the people stupidly camped above, clotting their air intakes like plaque inside a hardening artery. 
He still didn’t like the way the spheres — ships like the one that might have taken his father — hadn’t left them alone since Christopher and the others had tried blowing up the house above. It was as if they knew what was happening and meant to protect the place.
And he really, really didn’t like the waiting. Because it seemed to Trevor that if the ships really wanted to protect the place, they could just kill off the problematic humans who’d claimed residence inside it. And it seemed that they could kill them any time they wanted — just blow a hole through the concrete roof with their death rays then scoop their corpses like seeds from a gourd. What were they waiting for? And what would happen when the wait — whatever it was for — had ended? 
It was hard to believe what his mother had said, but clearly there was something under the bunker. And while he wasn’t sure Lila was nuts enough to be talking to her psychic unborn baby, he did know she’d once had terrible pains and that those had stopped — as if, maybe, something had been desperately trying to get her attention, and finally had it. 
“And you’re with me,” Trevor’s mother repeated. 
“Fine. I guess.” 
“Good. Because—” 
His mother, judging by black hair moving in the corner of Trevor’s eye, seemed to look up, interrupting herself. He didn’t want to give her the satisfaction of looking over, so he kept shoveling oats into his mouth, his eyes on the table’s center. 
Trevor heard Terrence, his voice tentative and wary. 
“Christopher? What is that?” 
Trevor looked up.  
“Christopher? Why do you have that?” 
Terrence was referring, apparently, to what looked like a small black tablet in Christopher’s hands. 
Lila was beside him, one hand on her big belly. 
Heather was watching them both, while Lila’s eyes, in turn, focused on her mother’s. 
“Christopher …” 
“I wanted to ask you about this, Terrence,” Christopher said, his free hand finding Lila’s waist, both of them keeping their distance. “I wanted to get your help, so I think if you just listen, you’ll agree with us.” The tension in Terrence and in Dan, still in the living room, was obvious, though Trevor hadn’t yet figured out why. Both looked like they might be weighing odds. But Christopher and Lila were by themselves in the middle of the combined room, Christopher’s thumb hovering above the tablet’s surface. 
“Agree with you about what, Christopher?” 
“I figured if you didn’t understand and agree, there wouldn’t be another chance. So there was really no choice. This is what’s best for everyone. But not everyone will agree right away.” His eyes flicked toward Heather, who was still locking eyes with Lila. 
“Just set it down. Just put it down, and I’ll listen to your … your plan. Okay?” 
“We can’t stay here.” He was looking around the room, addressing them all. “I know this might sound kind of crazy, but …” He looked at Lila for help. 
Lila had looked self-assured while watching her mother. Now, facing everyone — including Raj, who looked wounded that she was doing whatever this was with Christopher rather than him — she seemed far less sure. Lila looked like a girl asked to sing in front of a crowd, suddenly uncertain about the voice she’d once thought so fabulous. 
“Terrence,” she began, seeming to find a loophole. “Remember how you felt after finding those rocks outside?” 
“Surprised.” Terrence removed his sunglasses and poked them into what was becoming a large, untidy afro. 
“No, I mean … we could see it on the video. Or, I guess, since you were wearing the camera, maybe we could hear it. In your voice. Your mind kind of opened up, didn’t it?” 
“I don’t know what you mean.”
Christopher took over. “Come on, Terrence. We all saw it. You lit up like a Christmas tree. Then for days afterward you were acting like you’d intercepted the secrets of the universe. Don’t pretend you didn’t.” 
“Maybe.” 
“Well, I think the stones must be doing something to me. Or to …” Lila looked down, but Trevor thought he could pinpoint the second she decided not to attribute anything to her unborn baby, knowing how nuts it would sound. “To me,” she repeated. “And I can kind of see some things. Or hear them, or whatever. And I know that … that …” 
“You didn’t even go outside, Lila.” Terrence had his palm out, presumably asking for Christopher to hand over the tablet. Trevor still wasn’t sure exactly what it was, but he could see the way Dan was looking, too.
“It doesn’t matter. I can tell the difference between normal and … enhanced thoughts.” 
Terrence turned his outstretched hand into a pacifying, palms-forward gesture then leaned against the kitchen table.
“Okay. What do you think you know?” 
Heather stood, apparently unwilling to let Lila hog the floor. 
“I know it too,” she said. 
Terrence’s eyes ticked toward Heather. So, Trevor noticed, did Christopher’s. If the thing in Christopher’s hand was dangerous, someone on the ball could have easily snatched it. Trevor almost wanted to. He’d thought Christopher was his friend, and yet he hadn’t been told about any of this. Somehow he’d ended up shackled to his mother instead. Was it too late to change sides? Maybe he could just stand and join them, as a show of solidarity. 
“This place is important to them somehow,” Heather went on. 
“To who?” 
Heather looked up. “Them.” 
Terrence looked from one woman to the other. “So you’ve talked. You agree about something.” 
“Talked, yes,” said Heather. “Agreed? No.” 
Terrence stood fully again, moving slowly. He looked again to each party in turn then held out his hand. “If you all seem to know something, we’ll talk. Of course we’ll talk. But we’ve gotta do it rationally. Hand me the controller, Christopher.” 
Christopher looked like he wanted to obey but shook his head. “If you don’t agree with us, we’ll have missed our only chance.” 
“What chance?”
“To destroy it.” 
“Chris …” 
“We can get out. There’s still that one brick we left outside, by the garage. I can blow that one first. That’ll create enough of a distraction to get us out without anyone stopping us or trying to get back in. Slam the door behind us. I won’t trigger the rest until—”
“Christopher,” said Terrence, his voice mostly steady but beginning to hitch with nerves, “tell me you didn’t wire up any of the other bricks. Tell me you weren’t stupid enough to try and do that by yourself.”
“I saw where you stuck the spare key to the weapons closet.” 
“Chris …” 
“And I’m not stupid,” he said, a tad defensively. “I can stick detonators into bricks of clay.” 
“It’s not that simple. This isn’t your grandfather’s C-4. It’s—” 
“I know they’re armed.” He held up the small tablet. “I did it right. We’re still here, aren’t we?” 
“Where is it, Christopher? Where did you wire the explosives?” Both hands up now, palms out and hoping for peace. Christopher was starting to crack, and Lila had grabbed the back of a chair for stability. She looked like she might cry or pass out. Maybe both. 
His eyes ticked toward Trevor and his mother. “In the generator room.”
Terrence’s eyes flicked toward the closed door. 
“I set it right, Terrence. Blast directed straight down, just like you explained outside.” 
“Christopher, we’re inside a concrete block. It’s not like outside.” 
“That’s why we’re leaving before I blow it.” 
“We’re not leaving,” Heather said.
“We’re leaving.” 
“We’re not leaving.” Then, unbelievably, Heather took a step forward. 
Lila spoke up. “Mom, I know you think that—”
“I don’t THINK! I KNOW!”
“You don’t know, Mom! Just because you’re having dreams of Dad doesn’t mean the real Dad would—”
“Not ‘would’! ‘Does’! We shared things. I know goddamned well when it’s him I’m talking to rather than just … just dreams … and—” 
“That’s such bullshit!” Lila blurted.
“Why haven’t the ships broken their way in here and killed us all if you’re right, Lila? If they think we’re a threat—”
Lila jabbed a finger at Christopher’s tablet. “We goddamned well are a threat!”  
“And you think they don’t know that? They’re in my head! They’re in your head! They’re in Terrence’s head, for shit’s sake!” A finger jabbed at Terrence. “You saw what happened when they tried to plant just one little explosive outside. What happened, Li? The ship showed up and killed Vincent, that’s what. Then it killed a bunch of those assholes outside to stomp its foot. But it didn’t kill us, did it? And that doesn’t sound like a warning to you? A threat that you’d make if you didn’t want to hurt anyone else but needed to make a point—”
“That ship killed a whole bunch more people! And you want to do what they want? You don’t want to destroy this thing that’s so important to them, and protect it instead?”
“But look at who they killed! They got Vincent, to make a point. But not Christopher, or Terrence. They left the bunker alone, even though they have to know we’re here. Why, Lila? Stop your tantrum for a fucking second, and ask yourself why, why they’d leave us alone as long as we didn’t mess up their plans, and what they might do if you go and do something stupid, if … if …” 
Heather’s head cocked to the side.
“If …” 
Trevor could hear what she was hearing, too. A small noise between his mother’s angry words. A tinny, canned sound, coming from one of the control room speakers.
Raj was closest. Ignoring Christopher’s tablet-based threat, he looked around the rest of the group then went through the door without a word. 
“Raj, get out here right now or I’ll … !” Christopher stopped when Raj stuck his head back out, his face puzzled. 
“It’s Piper,” he said. “She’s outside, asking to come back in.”





Chapter Fifty
LILA LOOKED TOWARD RAJ. Christopher looked toward Lila. Terrence looked toward Christopher, and then, in the split second of distraction, kicked hard at his knee. 
Christopher crumpled. Despite being the tech wizard and appearing far less impressive than Vincent, Dan, or even Christopher, Terrence must have been trained in combat because his strike was precise, hard, perfect. 
Lila gasped. Christopher slid almost sideways, leg buckling, grasping at his knee, face twisting in pain. Lila saw it all. And she saw the tablet seem to leap from his hand, flat like a place setting atop a yanked-away tablecloth. 
She tried to grab for it, but it had been in Christopher’s other hand. She’d lost her agility to pregnancy and wasn’t close. The thing struck one of the kitchen rugs on its corner, and she gasped again, somehow certain that a strike to the trigger would cause the explosives to fire. But as the tablet seemed to bounce and settle on its face, she realized that didn’t make sense. Attaching the detonators and programming the trigger had been far simpler than they’d imagined. They didn’t need Terrence’s help for something so idiot proof. 
And of course, idiots dropped things. 
Lila tried to dive for the tablet, but Terrence beat her to it, stepping on the thing and pinning it to the floor. He swung back as if to hit her but seemed to reconsider striking a pregnant teenager and reached to help her up instead, still pinning the tablet. 
Lila liked Terrence a lot. But stopping whatever evil stuff the aliens had in mind was important enough to risk killing them all, so instead of taking his offered hand, she punched him hard in the groin. 
Terrence, unprepared, teetered with abject shock. He didn’t fall but did stutter-step, sending the tablet under his foot backward, toward the living room. 
Dan watched it skid out of the kitchen and leaped gracelessly over the back of the love seat, landing awkwardly in a heap. Terrence had fallen to one knee, nowhere near it. 
Christopher was back on the move. Hobbling, he fell forward. His fingers grazed the tablet’s brushed-metal back, but Dan’s feet had landed close, and he kicked at it with the backs of his shoes, trying to knock it away from Christopher, toward his hands. 
Christopher heaved, got his hand on the tablet. Dan kicked down hard, driving his rubber heel into the back of Christopher’s hand. 
Lila, still on her knees, could only watch. She stood in slow motion, finding herself beside her mother: the two Dempsey women reunited by turmoil. Raj was to Heather’s right, still with his head stuck out of the control room like a groundhog heralding spring’s arrival. He seemed torn between the screen that had so recently shocked him and the fighting outside. 
Lila felt the ticking clock. Christopher had wired the bombs, placing most of the stash directly above the hole her mother had squirreled in the generator room. Lila had watched with mixed feelings. It was hard to believe that a handful of hours ago, her biggest concern hadn’t been the thunderclap they were setting to destroy all her father had built — but was instead her newly implied obligation to Christopher, and what it might mean in her conflicted relationship with Raj. 
For a while, Lila could only see bodies and limbs. Her heart hammered under shallow breath as time slowly unfolded. Terrence had kicked the trigger from Christopher’s possession maybe twenty or thirty seconds ago, yet it felt like an eternity gone.
Dan reached. Christopher lashed out. Terrence punched Christopher hard on the side, but then Christopher took a page from Lila’s book and kneed him hard in the jimmies. 
The tablet skidded across the living room’s glassy floor and came to rest against a pair of white-soled sneakers. 
Trevor stooped and picked up the tablet. Nobody moved.
He turned the tablet over, and Lila could see that the front, made of unbreakable sapphire crystal, was undamaged. The on-screen trigger controls were still active.
Beside Lila, Heather exhaled heavily, sounding relieved that her team had the ball. She looked about to step forward when Trevor said the least likely thing anyone expected. 
“Where is she?” 
Heather stopped. Then, sounding out of breath despite having barely moved, she said, “Where’s who, Trev?” 
Trevor ignored his mother and turned to look at Raj, the tablet held firmly in his hands. 
“Where is she, Raj?” 
It took Raj a moment to understand. Then he blinked, looked over his shoulder, and said, “East. Looks like one of the cameras strapped to a low tree. She’s talking right into the mic, which is the only reason we heard her.” 
“What’s she saying?” 
“‘Let me in.’” Raj recited. He swallowed then added, “‘Please.’” 
“Let her in.” 
Raj looked helplessly at Terrence, who was still on the floor, then back up at Trevor. 
“Me?”
“Let her in, Raj.” 
“I can’t let her in.” 
“Do it. Now.” 
Raj didn’t seem to know what to think, but Lila could only hear her father: Meyer Dempsey in Trevor Dempsey’s words. 
“I … I can’t. Only Terrence can …” 
Heather took another step, reaching out. Trevor turned away. 
“Get back. Everyone just stay where you are.” 
“Trevor, honey. Why don’t you give that to me?” 
Trevor shook his head, looking past Raj and into the control room. 
“For safekeeping, Trevor. We did it. We stopped them.” 
Christopher was getting to his feet. He moved to stand beside Lila, limping. The same confused, betrayed expression returned to Raj’s dark features as he watched their reunion.
“Trev,” said Christopher. 
“Shut up.” 
“I need your help, buddy. We both do.” 
“Quiet, Christopher.” 
“That’s right.” Heather touched Trevor’s arm. “Shut your fucking mouth, Christopher.” 
Trevor ripped his arm away and took a step back. Heather looked momentarily wounded, then hard and jaded. 
“Everyone stay away from me. Give me a minute.” 
Distant and small, Piper’s voice cut the silence. Trevor looked toward the control room, but Lila couldn’t make out the words. 
“We’re going to get her.”
“Trevor,” Heather said, “the bombs.” 
“I’ve got it under control.” 
“Then give that to me.” 
“No.” 
Lila met her brother’s dark eyes. “I told you about this. Remember? About what I was seeing and hearing?” 
“And I told you I hadn’t seen or heard shit.” 
“But you understood. You understood about what I said, about Dad and—”
“I’m the one who’s talked to your father,” Heather said, casting daggers at Lila. 
“Terrence,” Trevor said. 
Terrence looked over.
“Open the front door.” 
“Can’t do that, Trevor.” 
Trevor raised the tablet. “Do it, or I set off some fireworks.” 
“Careful, Trevor. You press that, and we’re all—”
“Dead?” Trevor laughed. “Maybe. Maybe Lila’s right, and we’re supposed to stop something. Or maybe Mom’s right, and we’re supposed to protect it. I wouldn’t know. I’m just a dumb kid who’s spent half a year living in a hole — something we’re clearly not going to be able to just ‘go back to’ after this little fight. One way or another, I think we’re done here. At least some of us are.” He looked up, shaking his head. “There are aliens in the sky, and they’ve surrounded us with big rocks. A bunch of people are camping above us, not even caring that the ships keep coming back and frying a few here and there. I don’t know that I want to be in here anymore, and I know I want to go outside.” He stared directly at Terrence. “Maybe we’re already dead, and we just don’t know it yet.” 
His finger shook above the tablet. Lila felt her breath catch, waiting. 
“I’m not asking everyone to run out there. Just me. I’ll go alone.” Trevor moved one hand from the tablet and touched the pistol he’d taken to wearing on his hip in order to, Lila thought, look like a big shot. This time, it had worked out. Terrence and Dan, not cavalier enough to arm themselves indoors, had missed their opportunity to seize control. 
“I’m tired of being down here, doing nothing,” Trevor said. “I’m going out there to get her. I want to do some good for once.” 
“If I open the door,” said Terrence, raising his hands, “all those people up there will come in. They’ll see you walk out, and they’ll swarm.”
Lila flinched as Trevor’s finger touched the tablet’s screen once, twice, three times. 
The entire bunker shook with the force of an explosion. She felt tremors climb the walls, radiate through the floors, run up her legs as if to convey news. Dust sifted down, and she felt her ears assailed, assaulted with concussive noise. Her eyes closed.
Lila was still alive when she opened them. Screaming turmoil erupted above.
Raj’s attention seemed split between the group and the control room behind him — where something terrible had happened at the home’s garage end, where a single brick of directional explosive had laid buried for three months.
“There’s our distraction.” Trevor nodded to Terrence. “Now open the door, before time’s up.” 





Chapter Fifty-One
RAJ TURNED BACK to the surveillance screens, staring at the explosion’s smoking aftermath as the door again clanged shut at the top of the spiral staircase. 
He was looking for bodies, sifting feeds from the still working cameras. Trevor’s temper tantrum had leveled the entire garage. And while the so-called directional explosives had been true to Terrence’s description and gone into the surface structure rather than the bunker, they’d destroyed what was above. 
Raj zoomed in, centering on something that seemed to be a severed leg beside a blown-open head. 
Of course. The hippies kept coming, drawn by something that Lila and Heather claimed they could feel but that Raj — and everyone else; maybe it was a guy/girl thing — couldn’t. So they’d filled both the ground and the house. That’s why they’d smoked them out the first time, clearing the home with smoke alarms in order to sneak away. But this time they hadn’t made a delicate distraction. This had been a blitzkrieg, equivalent to hitting someone’s hand with a hammer to draw attention from pain in their foot. Sure, they’d look away from the kitchen when the garage blew. They’d be plenty distracted searching for gory bits and pieces of widowed wives and orphaned children. 
But what Raj had taken for a leg and a head were in reality a rolled-up mat of some kind and the crumpled shade from a shattered lamp. 
Lila appeared over his shoulder. She watched the second screen, following the exodus: Trevor in the lead, of course, followed at a respectful distance by Terrence and Christopher. Behind the latter was Lila’s mother, surely ranting and shouting about Trevor doing wrong if Raj cranked the volume. 
“Where is Piper?” 
Raj pointed at one of the minimized thumbnails.
“Is that where they’re headed? Toward her?” 
Raj spun. He’d been angry, but hearing Lila’s voice — the dismissive, by-the-way questions — made him boil. 
“This was smart, Lila,” he spat. 
“What?” 
“What the hell is wrong with you? You have a problem, something’s bothering you, but instead of talking to me, you wire the fucking place with explosives. Now what are we going to do?” He pointed at the screen. “You ask me, your brother is losing his shit, and he’s got the trigger tucked into his belt. We might not even have to wait for him to get stupid. He’s being stupid now. The thing has a touchscreen. It’s going to rub against his skin and press the wrong button, and then it’ll be sayonara to us all.” 
Lila’s face changed. For a fraction of a second, he felt sorry for her. She looked more lost than awful, confused not vindictive. Just like over the past few months she’d seemed more distant than unfaithful, even though sometimes his gut prickled with paranoid instinct. But those were his issues. He knew she’d never cheat, especially now.
“It felt like the only way.”
Raj shook his head. “The only way. Great.” 
“Really, Raj. I don’t know how to explain it, but—”
“Then don’t try.” 
Lila seemed to consider apologizing but then wisely decided not to bother. You could say sorry for using someone’s toothbrush or forgetting an appointment, sure. But attempting to blow up the house was the kind of thing most couples didn’t need to face in even the most tumultuous relationships. 
After Lila was silent over his shoulder for a while and he’d pinched in and out looking for bodies in the rubble, he said, “Can you disarm it?”
Raj looked up at Lila. Her lips pressed together. 
“Oh, I see. You won’t.” 
“I doubt I could if I wanted. I might blow it trying. Christopher set it up.” 
Christopher.
“Nice fucking mess. But that’s not even the issue, is it? You don’t want to disarm it.” 
“There’s something under the bunker, Raj. Something they want. If we let them get it—”
“Save it.” 
There was another moment of silence. In the background, Raj could hear Dan, the only other person left in the bunker, rattling around. 
Lila broke the quiet. “What are you doing?” 
“Trying to figure out how many people your brother just killed.” 
“Oh.” A pause. “How many?” 
Raj didn’t want to admit he hadn’t found any yet. Doing so felt like a concession. 
“I don’t see any bodies,” Lila said. 
“Maybe it vaporized them.” 
“It didn’t vaporize that end table.” 
Raj said nothing. Lila’s hand extended in his peripheral vision. Without asking, she touched one of the thumbnails to enlarge it. A view of the lake swallowed the screen. A mass of people filled the space in front of the water. Maybe all the people, including those who should have been shredded in the explosion with their belongings. The explosion that by all appearances they hadn’t even noticed. The group appeared almost hypnotized, staring off into the distance. 
“What are they looking at?” 
Raj shrugged. The screen didn’t show. He only knew that they were looking upward. Probably at another kill-shuttle come to fry whomever Trevor’s blast had missed.
“Dunno.”
“Look. They’re almost to Piper. Why isn’t she coming toward the bunker?” 
“Probably wants to stay by the camera. She can’t know we’ve even noticed her out there.”
They watched her for a second. Raj had turned her volume down. She wasn’t saying anything new. Just repeating the same lines over and over, like a robot. 
They watched the other thumbnail, showing Trevor’s approach. 
Raj sat back in the chair and looked up at Lila. She was standing; he was sitting. It hardly felt courteous, seeing as she was pregnant. But then again, she’d also tried to blow them all up without asking his opinion. The father of her baby. Talk about a lack of courtesy. 
“What are we going to do next, Lila? Did you think of that? Your little coup failed. Trevor isn’t stupid. He’s not going to just blow the damned thing like you and your buddy were ready to.” She seemed to flinch a little at the mention of “your buddy” — something Raj filed away for later consideration. “So what happens when they get Piper and come inside? They’ll be able to walk right back in, by the look of it.” He clicked through screens, showing empty campsite after empty campsite. The garage bomb hadn’t been necessary. Everyone was at the lake, staring off into space like fools. 
“So what then, Lila? Do we go back to playing house? You with your hormones and visions, your crazy mother, your homicidal brother, Piper who’s been God knows where, Christopher, D—”
“Raj,” she said. 
Raj shrugged impatiently. 
“Raj, look.” Lila wasn’t shouting or raising her voice. But it was filled with fear. Deep fear. Two words dripping in urgent terror. 
Raj turned. The lake view was still maximized, but the people no longer appeared to be staring at nothing. There was the bottom of a silver sphere moving slowly overhead, big enough to block the sun. 
It wasn’t a shuttle. It was one of the motherships. 
There was a crackling from below the control panel. It took Raj a moment to locate the source. A static-filled voice gurgled from his communicator watch — the same watch Terrence had once successfully jury-rigged to reach Cameron and Piper while they were on the road. The same blocked communication channel, apparently, that someone on the other end had finally found a way to reactivate.
“ … trap!” came Cameron’s voice between bursts of interference. “ … Piper … inside … t’s a trap!”





Chapter Fifty-Two
PIPER SEEMED TERRIFIED. 
Trevor approached, struck by the change in her manner. It broke his heart. She’d left the bunker upright and strong — as buoyant as a woman could be when her mission was to find her abducted husband and save the world. People seemed to think that Piper’s beauty and small size made her fragile. Or maybe it was her giant blue eyes. And because she was usually set beside the dominating Meyer Dempsey, people also thought her weak and servile. But it was not the case. In her element, Piper was capable of being a leader — even a hero, as she’d proved twice already. 
But this woman was broken. Not the Piper Trevor remembered at all. 
“Hey,” he said. 
She’d barely noticed him. Now she did. Terrence and Christopher stayed behind at enough of a distance to watch him while remaining wary of his trigger finger. Trevor could still blow the bunker as Lila and Christopher wanted or spare it for his mother (who was bringing up the rear, silent now that he’d glanced back) and Terrence. He was in a deliriously powerful position, able to cast a rather decisive final vote on the issue of “the hole” that may or may not need plugging. But he couldn’t appreciate any of that now. Even with his three pursuers at the rear, unarmed so as not to antagonize him into action, he could only focus on Piper. 
“Trevor?” 
“Where have you been? Where did you come from?” 
“Moab. Then somewhere else.” 
“Where else?”
She blinked. Then she blinked a few more times, looking around as if trying to clear her head. Trevor watched a confused wash of emotions splash her face. In the space of a few seconds, her demeanor changed. Where she’d seemed lost, now she seemed justifiably nervous. Where she’d seemed broken, she now seemed at panic’s edge.
“They told me something,” she said. 
“Who?” 
“He told me something.”
“Who told you something?” Trevor asked. “Cameron?” 
“No.” 
“Where is Cameron?” 
“At the ranch.” 
“We’re at the ranch. We’ve been here all along.” Trevor looked around, scanning the trees. Where was Cameron? Had they walked all the way back? Had something awful happened? Had he been killed, and she’d had to make the last leg alone?
“Not this ranch.” 
“Which ranch.” 
“In Utah. In Moab.” 
“So you made it to Moab? And you did whatever you needed to do?” 
“He told me something,” she repeated.
“Someone at the lab?” 
Piper shook her head, as if unable to remember. The struggle for recall, painted on her pretty features, looked frustrating. 
“You, Trevor,” she said, blinking harder. “And Lila. Where is Lila?” 
“She’s in the bunker.” He reached for Piper, but she flinched back. “What about us?” 
“You’re his bloodline.” 
“Whose?” 
“Your father’s. And those before him. I’m supposed to … I’m supposed to …” 
There was a shout in the distance, coming from behind. Trevor turned at the same time as Christopher, Terrence, and Heather. Lila was running as best she could with her large bouncing stomach, one hand to her abdomen, with Raj close behind, seemingly trying to hold her back. Lila kept shaking him away, pushing him, surging forward. Shouting for Trevor. 
“It’s a trap! It’s a trap! They sent her here as bait! Get back to the—”
There was a tremendous humming from the sky, stopping her. Trevor looked up and saw an enormous alien mothership blur into place overhead. The movement was almost instant. One moment it wasn’t there, and the next it was, not braking so much as stopping on a dime, exactly as the shuttle had moved in Terrence’s video. Christopher had said it crossed the horizon in less than a second. Trevor hadn’t believed it. But seeing the mothership move, he believed it now. 
The humming grew. And grew. And grew. A physical presence against Trevor’s eardrums. Between him and the ranch, between him and the ship, Trevor watched as the other five clamped their hands to their ears. 
There was a crack like lighting, and a beam of light lanced straight down from the bottom of the ship. It struck the remains of Meyer’s house, detonating it into splinters and debris. From somewhere far off, beyond the oppressive hum, Trevor heard screaming. 
There was no fire or smoke. The home had been smashed as if by a giant hammer. They were slightly up a hill, and Trevor could see the way the enormous beam had punched not just through the home, but through the bunker’s top. And then, as if to prove a point, the bunker itself seemed to detonate in a shower of stone. The air grew hot, and a wave almost shoved Trevor to the ground. 
The others swayed on their feet as the wave passed. The sound dialed down, moving from the roar of terrible feedback to the electric hum of overhead power lines. Every few seconds, something seemed to crackle, the beam sparking with thin trails of branched lightning. 
Trevor followed the line down to the destroyed bunker, counting bodies around him, seeing that Dan was missing, now gone forever.
He looked up at the ship.
“What’s it doing?” he asked, now finding himself able to hear. 
Behind him, Piper said, “Docking.”





Chapter Fifty-Three
PIPER WATCHED the ship slowly lower its enormous belly closer to the ground, feeling a strange mixture of hope and abject terror. There was so much she understood, and so much she couldn’t fathom at all. 
In front of her, Trevor pulled a small tablet from the back of his pants, where he’d apparently stowed it for safekeeping, and ran his fingers over its surface, frenzied, breath leaving his lungs as if in flight. The four others behind him (absent the late Vincent and now Dan — where had Dan gone while she was away?) surged forward as Trevor worked, whatever restraint they’d been showing now gone. Piper couldn’t make sense of the melee. Terrence, Heather, and Raj seemed to be on one side, but Lila and Christopher seemed to be on the opposite side, actively batting the others away so Trevor could do his work.
“Don’t!” Heather shouted. 
She reached. Christopher extended an arm and planted an undignified palm in Heather’s face, mashing her lips against her gums. She elbowed Christopher aside while Terrence reached and was elbowed in the throat — accidentally, it seemed — by Lila. 
Trevor yanked free, darting a few steps toward Piper before managing to mash his finger onto the screen’s big red button.
Nothing happened beyond a line of red text in a black bar: an error message in any system. 
“The fucking bunker is gone, Trevor!” Terrence shouted, his cool entirely gone. “You can’t blow something up when it’s fucking gone!” 
A blur of motion wrapped them from front to back. Piper couldn’t tell what had happened until she turned to see several large, spherical shuttles nestled between the trees. She couldn’t help but look up. They must have descended from above. They were too big to squeeze between the trees, and would knock them over if they were forced to herd the humans forward. 
“What now?” Trevor asked. 
Lila nodded toward the waiting mothership. “I think we’re supposed to go to it. To the ship.” 
“No.” Christopher shook his head. “No fucking way.” 
Trevor walked to Christopher then slapped him companionably on the arm. He managed a small smile despite the situation, punctuated by the descending mother sphere’s steady electrical hum, and pointed at the shuttles that had descended at their rear. 
“You can stay here, I’m sure, but I don’t think they’ll like it if you do.” Trevor walked past Christopher, taking the lead beside his sister, as Lila fell into step beside him. 
Bloodline. 
Piper didn’t recall much from her trip here — or anything, really. On one level of her mind, she only remembered falling asleep in Utah then having an extremely vivid dream. There was a break at that point, in the way dreams sometimes splice from one place to another with nothing in between, and next she’d been aware only of the tree and the camera concealed there, along with the desperate need to get inside. 
Or, maybe, to make sure Trevor and Lila weren’t inside. 
Because yes, there did seem to be another layer to her thoughts, the more she considered it. Piper assumed from context that her trip must have been made inside the newly arrived mothership. That in itself should have scared her, but it made sense. Of course Meyer was aboard. Of course he’d want to come home. And of course, given Meyer’s intense drive to reach this place during the exodus (not to mention his drive to build it in the first place), it made sense in retrospect that this plot of land had turned out to be special. There was something sacred below this mountain — very far down, hidden for an untold length of time — that Meyer wanted. That the aliens wanted. Necessary to end the first phase. 
But beneath her (lack of) factual knowledge and suppositions, Piper recalled something further down. Something that felt like collective consciousness. Something that even now felt like a gossamer thread connecting her mind to Lila, and Lila’s mind to the new life growing inside her. Connecting them all. But most of all, that thread ran between Lila and Trevor. Between the children and their mother as well, yes, because they were linked by blood. 
And to their father. 
Get the children out. 
Because just as the children had their descendants, Meyer had his. 
Duly connected to its source — to the network Benjamin had shown her and Cameron what felt like a thousand years ago — the mothership continued to descend. Beneath it, the blue column of light sparked and hummed. The aggregate thoughts of humanity flowing into the nexus. Into the ship. The ship itself “plugging the hole” as she’d sensed Lila thinking even from a distance — not with debris to destroy it, but like a plug in a socket.
She comprehended without understanding. 
She knew that Meyer was aboard but didn’t believe she’d seen him or spoken to him or been near him. 
She knew that Lila and Trevor mattered. That Meyer mattered. That the other eight human cogs, simultaneously docking at their own nexuses around the world, mattered. 
They’ve been here before.
And something else Benjamin thought, though Piper had no way to know it, other than through intuition and three months’ worth of cobbled discussions: 
And if we fail, they will be here again. 
Piper saw a field filled with fossils. Fossils from the new age, again somehow cast in stone, as it always had been before. 
Enormous protrusions emerged from the sphere, like legs from the thorax of an enormous insect. The blue column of energy buoyed the craft as legs descended, finally making tentative contact with the ground. The ship sighed its weight onto them, depressing the turf. Then the ship settled its lowest point into the bunker’s indentation, atop the home’s shattered foundation, the blue glow now only visible as a halo from beneath. 
“Contact,” Piper whispered. 
Trevor and Lila were ahead of her. Christopher, Raj, and Terrence were behind. Piper looked down when she felt a hand slide into hers, then up at Heather’s terrified face.
Piper couldn’t help but feel some of Heather’s fear. Somehow, she seemed to know that the last time this loop had unfurled, it had all gone wrong — and the time before that, and the time before that. 
She stared forward as a door appeared in the ship’s belly. Compared to the stadium-sized breadth, the door was insignificant, the curved surface into which it was cut appearing almost flat. 
A human shape appeared in the doorway, backlit and visible only in silhouette. 
The being came forward, descending an extending ramp. Behind it, more human shapes appeared. The latter were larger than the first. Taller. Broader. A gaggle of gods standing behind a single ordinary man. 
Piper stepped forward, moving between Lila and Trevor. She took his hand in hers. His human hand in her human hand, skin to skin. 
Behind her, Heather said, “That’s not him. That’s not the Meyer I know.” 
But it was the Meyer that Piper knew, sure as anything. 
She looked up at him. He was waiting for her to speak first — that familiar handsome, cocksure smile on his face. But still Piper couldn’t help thinking of the ship that had destroyed Moscow, the footage of menacing spheres on the news, the destruction of the bunker, the story she’d heard about Vincent and the people who’d died with him, burned alive. 
The ship’s very presence was a menace. The air smelled like fear and death.
“Are they here to wipe us out?” Piper whispered, fear returning despite her relief. 
“No,” Meyer said, still wearing his maddening smile.
Behind him, the enormous mothership idled and hummed. The large, human-shaped silhouettes waited in the doorway. There were pops and crackles as the ship harvested thoughts from below. Gathering information. Watching them all. 
“They’re here to save us.” 
Piper wanted very much to believe him.
But she didn’t.
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TWO YEARS LATER







Chapter One
THE GRAY FIGHTER jets made another loop. Piper watched them screech through the clear blue sky, near the fence surrounding Heaven’s Veil, a nervous flutter in her chest.
She couldn’t place the source of her nerves. Part of it was probably fear for the pilots. The resistance kept playing with fire, but at least she could usually understand what they were trying to do before they failed. These fools, on the other hand, were begging to be slapped by the patrolling Astral shuttles, then sent down in scraps. From the occupation’s first day, humanity had been testing the alien ships’ defenses. They’d never come close to making a dent. Even Black Monday hadn’t made a ding. So why, after all this time, did dissenters continue to spit in Fate’s eye?
Maybe that’s just how humanity is, Piper thought as she watched the circling planes. 
Humans never gave up, no matter how stupid or futile their attempts might be. A strength and a weakness — an obsessive-compulsive breed of obstinacy. Those who couldn’t accept the obvious would slam their heads against the inevitable until they exhausted their numbers and dwindled to nothing. 
That’s what Meyer always said anyway. As much as violence still bothered Piper, none of it seemed surprising to the alien envoys. Resistance had been assumed from the start. It had been factored into the Astrals’ grand equation as predictable. Inevitable. Maybe even essential. 
Piper stood on the mansion’s porch, watching dead men circle in their obsolete tin cans, feeling something like pity. Meanwhile, the shuttles protecting the city beneath the mothership remained at their posts, not bothering to intercept, apparently unimpressed. 
Once the formation again vanished behind the enormous, shimmering blue-glass hulk of the Apex at the city’s center, Piper turned to go inside. The day was warm, so the large doors had been propped open. The home’s doorway was downright titanic without at least one door closed, and Piper felt uncomfortable walking between them in her simple blue dress, as if she were entering a cathedral without proper attire. 
But of the three Astral classes, only the Titans might have passed judgment on her wardrobe. And of course they never would.
Two of the stoic figures were standing just inside the foyer, turning a small, transparent cube in their hands, passing it from one to the other as if trying to solve a puzzle. The Titans looked up without comment at the clacking of Piper’s low heels. Maybe they thought her clothing was fine for the lady of the house. Maybe they didn’t, but were too polite to say anything. She almost wished the cloaked figures spoke so she could ask, but in two years of living among them she’d never heard a word. Meyer had heard them all in his own way, of course. But Meyer was different now. 
Piper wound through the home, fingers brushing stone columns, her path through the maze practiced but still not quite comfortable. 
In the west hallway she passed another Titan, this one female. The creature’s pale bald head inclined toward Piper atop her massively sculpted shoulders. As she looked back up, her pale face affected the vaguely polite smile they all wore, seemingly all the time. She wanted to take the smile as genuine, and maybe it was. Unlike the Reptar Astrals, Titans were so human-looking. Two legs, two arms, ten fingers and ten toes, two eyes, a nose, a mouth. Massive, muscular, powder white and hairless, yes — but humanlike nonetheless. Proof of Benjamin Bannister’s seeded-human-origin theory perhaps. 
But the Titans weren’t human, no matter how much respect they seemed to show the Dempseys. Piper always tried to keep in mind that they hadn’t been as respectful to the rest of the planet. Plenty of people saw Piper Dempsey as a traitor to her species for all her privilege, and maybe she was. Getting friendly with the house ambassadors only made her feel worse.
Piper flashed an unnatural smile. 
She found Meyer in his elegant but humble office, unattended, without even Mo Weir to answer his questions or take his orders. Stalking the room alone, Meyer looked like the giant he’d been back in the old world. Seeing him this way, in this human room so like his New York office, settled her slightly. She allowed an exhale, but still felt the bunching in her chest.
Meyer looked up as she entered and smiled. After watching the Titans, Meyer’s genuinely human expression felt like a breath of fresh air. 
“Hello, Piper.” 
“Those jets are still out there.”
“Yeah?” Feigning interest. Meyer held what looked like a glass tablet and was barely offering lip service while he worked on something else. But the tablet wasn’t glass, same as the Apex. Piper also knew she couldn’t operate the thing if she tried, whereas Meyer used it for most of his work when he wasn’t using the office terminal or his human cell phone. It didn’t matter because she hated to touch it. Living here, surrounded by the enemy, was bad enough.
“It’s making me nervous,” she told him.
“I could have them shot down, if you’d like.” 
Piper watched Meyer, but he kept his eyes on the tablet. His casual comment chilled her. 
“No, please.” 
“Okay then.” He looked up, the slow smile returning. Almost the old Meyer. Almost. “How’s your day?” 
“Meyer,” she said, “what do you think those jets are doing out there?” 
“Does it matter?” 
“Aren’t you concerned about them at all?” 
Meyer set the tablet aside, looked at Piper, and shrugged. “Should I be?” 
“It doesn’t make sense. When’s the last time there’s been such an overt attack?” 
“It’s not an attack, if I’m understanding you right.” 
“They’re fighter jets. You think they’re just circling the city for kicks?” 
Another shrug. “Maybe. We can’t police everything that happens, Piper.” 
Piper didn’t know what bothered her most about that simple statement: Meyer not seeing the fighters as a threat, his lack of concern over the resistance’s possession of jets in the first place, or his casual use of the word “we” in conjunction with humanity’s enemy. 
“It’s just … what is the resistance thinking?” 
“Who knows.” He laughed.
“No — I’m
actually asking
you to tell me what they’re thinking. The Astrals still have their mind-reading stones lined up all over the outlands. So what are the pilots thinking? Why are they just circling, asking to be blown from the sky?” 
“I keep telling you, the monoliths don’t work like that,” Meyer said. “They don’t read every thought from every person. They can’t be tuned in like a radio tuning a frequency.”
“Then what good are they?” 
“It gives them an average. A temperature of an area as a whole.” 
“So what’s the ‘temperature’ of Heaven’s Veil?” 
“Pacified. Compliant.” 
Piper sighed, her fingers rifling through a stack of important-looking papers on Meyer’s desk, looking for nothing. She wondered if the Astrals had authored any of these pages. If so, had they committed to paper for human benefit? Or was this human-to-human bureaucracy — the metropolis running as any human city ever had — under human hands, ignoring the alien bosses above?
“I think they’re up to something,” Piper said. 
“The people?” 
“The jets.” 
“Maybe they are. It’s fine. As long as the guard shuttles intercept them outside the borders, there won’t be any debris falling onto people’s homes. That was a mess last time.” 
“A mess?” 
“Yes, a mess.” Now he seemed impatient, probably exasperated by Piper’s intrusion. This was classic Meyer, as he’d been even before Astral Day. Clever, intelligent, and occasionally too arrogant to see past his own absurdity. His family was safe, and the overlords had successfully made contact. Now it was time for business. 
A klaxon blared. Piper’s heart stuttered at the alarm. Meyer rolled his eyes. 
“Goddammit,” he muttered.
“What is it?” Piper yelled above the bray. 
Meyer touched his finger to his temple and closed his eyes. 
“Meyer!” 
“Hang on.” 
“Is it the jets? What’s going on?” 
“Hang on.” Finger still to temple. Eyes still closed. As if he had all the time in the world. 
“Do we need to hide in the—”
“Piper, if you don’t shut the fuck up, I can’t listen!”
Piper’s eyes were on the hallway, toward the alarm and stomping feet. The house was a place of business during the day, and now she could hear administrators rushing by. She didn’t need to peek at the chaos to imagine the panicked humans rushing about like dumb animals, Titan guards marching into assigned positions. Outside, Reptar peacemakers would be finding their stations, looking hungry.
Piper watched Meyer turn his attention inward, listening to Divinity’s voices in his head as the klaxon filled the home with fear. 
His eyes opened. They were the same human eyes Piper had fallen in love with — and yet she fell a step back, nearly as afraid of Meyer as she was of the blaring alarm. 
“Yes, they say it’s the jets.” His finger fell from his temple. “But this time, they’ve brought something with them.”





Chapter Two
TREVOR HEARD the blaring alarms and stood from his chair fast enough to knock his water to the floor. 
Despite the tumult, Trevor paused to watch the glass shatter. It was okay; he didn’t want the water anyway. He’d been trying for over a year to transition to drinking only water but still didn’t like the taste, forcing himself to hydrate only because his body needed fluids. Supposedly, the systems installed by the Astrals when they’d built Heaven’s Veil did something to flawlessly purify the water, but to Trevor it still tasted fetid. Secretly, he’d have given anything for a Coke. He’d been meaning to flaunt his position as Heaven’s Veil royalty and command a shuttle to seek caches of sweet carbonation in the outlands, but he hadn’t mustered the guts to ask. Speaking to the muscular, white Titans (who supposedly understood English even though they never replied with words) always creeped him out.
Trevor ran to the window. Whatever was happening seemed to be on the home’s other side, so he rushed into the hallway, realizing the irony of running toward the alarm rather than away from it. 
Lila burst from her room, and Trevor collided with her, knocking the breath from his lungs. 
“What’s going on?” she asked, her eyes wide. 
“I don’t know. Didn’t you look out your window?” 
“No.” She sounded rushed, panicked. “Do we need to get to the basement?” 
“You can go to the basement. I’m never going into a basement again.” 
“Have you seen Raj?”
“Why would I have seen Raj?” Annoying Lila, wasting seconds while something important unfolded. He shoved at her, trying to get into his sister’s room and her precious front-facing window. 
“Get out of my way! I don’t care about Raj and his stupid—” 
Trevor stopped when he saw his niece on the floor of Lila’s room behind her, surrounded by letter blocks. “Oh, hi, Clara.” Then, back to Lila, hissing: “Take her downstairs, stay here, find Raj, whatever. Do you know where Mom is?” 
“Probably in her house. Or maybe pacing the grounds between like she does.” 
“Hi, Trevor,” Clara said from behind Lila, barely audible.
Trevor smiled at the two-year-old. Her voice was small and, when klaxons weren’t blaring, adorable. Even Trevor, as a teen boy, wasn’t immune. Some people were a little afraid of Clara, but Trevor didn’t understand why. So she’d walked early. So she’d talked early. Who cared? 
The alarm died. With the air silenced, Trevor could hear a commotion coming from outside Lila’s window. He desperately wanted to see it — partly because it was surely exciting and partly because he was number two around here, the second Dempsey below his father in the media’s eyes. He should be up front, where he could make decisions. Where the cameras could see him.
“Mom’s not at her house. I saw her in the mansion earlier. Downstairs. Talking to Dad.” 
“I didn’t see her,” Lila said. 
“Hi, Trevor,” Clara repeated. 
“Hi, Clara.” Then to Lila: “Go and find Raj, but see if you can track down Mom too. Don’t go outside. You hear me?” 
Lila looked like she might protest. She didn’t like taking orders from Trevor, but she’d been exhausted almost nonstop since becoming a mother. 
“Fine. What are you going to do?” 
“I’m going to look out your window. Then I’ll go outside.” 
Again, Clara said, “Hi, Trevor.” 
Trevor nodded to Lila then crossed the extravagant bedroom to greet his niece while approaching the window. He patted her on the head as he passed. Trevor was beyond her, halfway to the window and able to see the first fireworks outside, when Clara said, “Don’t be afraid.”
Trevor turned back. Lila’s arms were out, reaching for Clara to smuggle her downstairs. But Lila had stopped, staring at the blocks around the little girl, her mouth open. 
“What did you say?” Trevor asked.
Lila broke her paralysis and lifted Clara into the air, Trevor looked where the girl had been sitting. Where Lila had been staring.
Her blocks were arranged to spell DECEPTION.





Chapter Three
HEATHER SAW Meyer striding through the home’s foyer as the alarms fell quiet. Piper chased him like a yappy dog, in heels and a little blue dress. Surely, Heather thought, because that’s how Meyer likes her.
“Stay inside, Piper.”
“Tell me what you mean!” Piper grabbed his arm. “What ‘new’ do they have? Is it a problem?” 
“Stay inside! I’ll handle this!” 
But of course, Piper didn’t stay inside. When Meyer went out, she followed. Heather followed too. It was ironic: Heather following Piper for her turn with Meyer, just like in the old days. But then of course, Heather had been there first. And Heather, unlike Piper, wasn’t arm candy, and didn’t dress like she was. 
“Meyer,” Heather said, more projecting her voice than shouting. 
Two of the bland-faced Titans (Heather sometimes called them “albino Hulks,” always followed by smashing sounds) turned at the sound of her voice. They didn’t twitch toward her any more than they’d twitched toward whatever was happening outside. Heather was permitted to be in the viceroy’s mansion — and just as she must have made sense to them, their lack of action made sense to her. Heather couldn’t tap into their ESP any more than anyone else (although Meyer seemed able), but you didn’t need to know what they were saying inside their minds to see the patterns. Some of the Titans had gone outside without hesitation. These two had stayed inside. Apparently, they weren’t needed. The proper force had been deployed. Nothing with the Astrals, it seemed, was ever wasted. These two seemed to be at work despite explosions on the lawn, puzzling over the meaning of a small glass cube.
“That’s right, you heard me,” Heather said to their unheeding forms as she rushed past and through the open door. “Hulk smash!” 
The Titans didn’t respond. 
Outside on the lawn, Heather gaped at the sky. The usual immaculate blue was a mess of winding contrails, as if a scattered air traffic controller had been put in charge of the flight paths. Every few seconds, something exploded. She seemed to be seeing planes, rockets, and something else — swirling, twisting things that appeared to have lives of their own. 
She stuttered up to Meyer. Piper clung to his arm below the explosive ballet. For a second, Heather hated Piper. Then the flash of hatred vanished, like always. 
Meyer seemed to notice Heather’s presence with Piper’s. 
“Get inside,” he said to them both.
“Not until you tell me what’s going on.” Heather tipped an invisible hat to Piper. “Hey, Piper. Lovely weather, isn’t it?” 
“Get back, Heather. You’ll get hurt.” 
“You’ll get hurt too.” 
Heather looked at the sky. What had to be rebel rockets weren’t simply exploding on their own; they were being shot down by the round shuttles tasked with protecting Heaven’s Veil. The spheres were zipping about faster than her eye could follow, homing in on the contrails, seeming to reach out for the altered rockets and breaking them like sticks. The sky dance seemed effortless, but still shrapnel rained onto the city beyond the lawn. She could hear it striking roofs, landing on concrete — or whatever the aliens called the modified stone they’d laid for streets. 
“I won’t get hurt,” he said.
“Because you’re Superman?” 
Meyer turned and glared at Heather. His eyes, usually green, seemed almost gray. She’d seen that happen in the past, well before the Astral telescopes had spotted the approaching fleet of spheres. You didn’t mess with Meyer Dempsey when he gave you that look. Business rivals trembled beneath it. Even hungry wolves, Heather thought, might do the same if they found him in the wilderness. 
“Get inside. Now. You too, Piper.” 
Heather paused long enough to let Meyer know she wouldn’t go easily then began walking backward, keeping an eye on the skies. Piper did the same, and Heather took her hand. What she’d taken for Piper’s subservient fear, she now realized, was conflict. Piper wasn’t terrified. She was something else.
“You okay?” Heather asked.
“No.” 
“Meyer?” Heather’s one-word question carried thousands of smaller queries inside it.
“He’s right, you know,” Piper said, now looking at her husband’s back. He was at the front of the sprawling lawn, a dozen feet from the palatial home’s front gate, in the middle of nothing, wholly exposed. His body language held all the mortal terror of a man waiting for a bus. 
“About what?” Heather asked.
“He won’t get hurt.”
“How do you know that? I have half a mind to go out there and haul his ass back in here. If a stray explosion doesn’t hit him, an on-purpose one will. If I were out there with the rebellion, my first target after the aliens would be their chief toady.” 
“I don’t know he won’t get hurt,” Piper said, “but he does.” 
Heather wanted to reply that Meyer didn’t know dick, but she’d felt his changes. He couldn’t see the future, but sometimes it seemed like he could calculate it just the same. The shuttles were intercepting rockets from the jets and from bunkered installations past the city’s edge — but keeping up with the rockets wasn’t challenging at all. If the Astrals knew which weapon would strike where next, then Meyer knew, too. 
“He’s full of shit,” Heather said anyway, glaring at Meyer’s stoic back. “Where’s his adoring public to witness this? Out carving effigies?” She turned to Piper, scooting them back as a ball of fire bloomed overhead. Then, less bitingly, she asked, “What did he say this is?” 
“I saw the jets and told him. He wasn’t bothered at all. Then the alarm started, and he told me they had something new this time.” 
“By ‘they,” you mean the rebellion.” 
Piper nodded. 
“Who are we rooting for here, Piper? Us or them?” Heather pointed at the jets. At the human pilots trying to save humanity while Heather and Piper watched its eclipse. 
“Them or them,” Piper corrected. 
Heather looked up. There was another explosion — one more rocket intercepted on its hurtling path toward the mothership. The next few rockets struck the giant sphere, but did less damage than the Black Monday nukes.
The jets were still streaking by in a taunt, staying beyond city airspace. Heather looked toward the trees and hills at the horizon. She followed a few of the stray contrails toward their hidden, secondary sources: rockets fired from pits, trucks, or mobile launchers. A coordinated attack on the ships above Heaven’s Veil in Colorado using intelligent weapons that were, of course, useless as anything else. 
“Why aren’t they — ?” 
Piper didn’t finish her thought. Shuttles finally broke ranks and headed away from their stations. Apparently tiring of chasing projectiles, they were heading out to decimate their bunkered sources instead. 
Shuttles blurred toward the city’s edge, bringing the jets within range. Heather didn’t think they could fire very far. Why would they need to, given the shuttles’ speed? If they could close on a target in under a second, why use long-range weapons?
The first strike happened in a one-two clap that made both women flinch — though Meyer, still exposed on the lawn — didn’t twitch. A burnished metal sphere blurred into position mere feet from one of the fighters, at its nose, causing the pilot to compensate by attempting to bank away. He wasn’t close. The gray bird struck the sphere like a car crashing into a bridge stanchion and broke apart like a toy. Metal spun away with a tremendous crunch. Beams lanced from the craft like quills from a porcupine, spitting in a dozen directions, annihilating the remaining shards of plane.
Two more shuttles. Two more planes turned to balls of fire, moving close enough to fire their weapons point-blank with no effort at all.
With the fighters destroyed, the guard shuttles vanished from their positions overhead, zipping into the distance. Fire plumed beyond the trees, the explosion’s source unseen. 
The shuttles moved like the aliens themselves: coordinated without speaking, decisions made as if by one brain, artillery moving out to follow that single common command. The mothership, unmoving, seemed to watch it all. 
“Jesus,” Heather said. 
Meyer was still on the lawn. Rooted. Staring into the distance where clouds of black smoke bloomed like rancid weeds.
A noise filled the air. A horrid, screaming, rending sound. To Heather, it was the grate of an engine desperate for oil and grinding its parts — an ancient machine approaching with reeking death on its breath. 
“What the fuck is that?”
Trevor ran up from behind, shouting, his footfalls like hollow gunshots. 
“Get inside! Get into the basement!”
Trevor started grabbing, but Heather and Piper were looking up, transfixed, seeing the rebels’ approaching surprise.
“Get inside, Mom! Piper! Get inside!
DAD!” 
Trevor pushed past them to run for Meyer, but Heather, snapping out of her hypnosis, grabbed his arm hard. Fear dawned as her eyes again found the sky and its grotesque bird: an enormous, ancient plane, cobbled together from history’s parts and quietly launched, engines unable to hold their stealth as it banked above. The goliath’s flight path doubled back in a wrenching, shuddering turn, having come from behind while the shuttles were occupied up front. 
Headed directly for them, surely brimming with death.
The plane’s nose wrenched slowly around, peeling the air, lining up with Meyer and the house behind him. 
The rebellion couldn’t fight the Astrals, so they’d fight the aliens’ allies and what they’d built instead. 
“Meyer!” Heather shouted. 
He didn’t move. 
Seconds passed, too fast — and yet timeless. 
Above, the mothership didn’t flinch. Why wasn’t it coming? Could it only decimate, lacking the shuttles’ precision? Or was it simply content to allow this — to let a flying pipe bomb strike the city’s center without a care? 
Meyer, his back to Piper and Heather, watched it come.
Trevor continued to tug and shout as Heather tried — now with Piper’s help — to yank him away. 
The plane was almost falling from the sky as it turned, not trying to launch an attack so much as be an attack. Surely, it was loaded with explosives and flammables, the pilot a kamikaze. They didn’t have time to get deep below the house, but they had to try. 
Meyer raised his arms. Unable to turn away, Heather watched the plane bank and roll, its massive wings now striking trees in its final deadly approach. She could see the pilot and his hateful human face. 
“DAAAAAD!” Trevor wailed. 
All of a sudden, the plane struck nothing. 
Less than a hundred feet from the mansion gate, the enormous craft detonated as if it had collided with a mountaintop. Fire consumed it — so much that for a few seconds, Heather couldn’t see the plane’s shining skin at all. She waited for the shrapnel and fallout, crouching as Meyer failed to cower, wrapping her arms around Trevor as Meyer raised his own arms high.
A vast sphere of yellow and orange bloomed as if the plane had exploded inside a transparent shell. 
Shrapnel didn’t fly. 
Fire didn’t spread. 
The huge bomber died its spectacular death inside the invisible shell, its damage contained. The sphere, with the old bomber’s ruins inside, hovered in place, its contents burning. Eventually, Heather, Piper, and Trevor stood to watch, knowing the floating inferno — whatever force field had surrounded it, wherever it had come from — could no longer harm them.
Meyer lowered his arms and turned then approached the trio. Explosions boiled and rumbled in their transparent prison behind him. 
“Trevor,” he said. 
Trevor couldn’t speak but managed to nod. 
“Call Police Capt. Jons for me. Tell him I’ll be doubling peacekeeper presence in the city effective immediately following this attack, and that he’s to align his officers to comply.” 
Heather shuddered: Peacekeepers. Reptars. Doubled.
Trevor nodded. Meyer stalked past, leaving the floating sphere beyond the gate to burn. 
Trevor called after him. “What’s going on, Dad?” 
Meyer paused then turned to look at his son, wife, and former wife in the eyes. 
“I think the rebellion knows something they shouldn’t, and are getting desperate.” Again, he turned to walk away but paused at Trevor’s fresh question.
“What do they know?”
Meyer looked for a moment like he might not say, then his body language changed in a way Heather recognized. His way of saying, I guess the cat’s out of the bag, so what the hell.
“I think they know the Astrals have lost something they need,” he said, “and now they’re digging.”





Chapter Four
“ANYTHING?” 
“No. Nothing. Wait. Hang on.” 
Cameron watched his father and Danika bustle between stations in the Moab research facility’s “communications room” — a place Cameron still thought of as the coffee room. When they’d hooked up with Ivan (and his serious attitude, strong enough to be a second person), he’d dragged his quasimilitary equipment in to join what Benjamin already had and insisted on a “nerve center” from which all communications could be monitored and coordinated. Cameron was a by-the-way kind of guy; he thought communications could be “done” rather than “monitored and coordinated.” But Ivan had won, and now this was the comm room. But there was still a shitty coffee vending machine against the wall, and although it had run out of supplies long ago, it was plugged in, and its front was lit like always.
“Anything?” Benjamin repeated. 
“I said hang on.” 
“I’ll hang on. But did you hear anything or not?” 
“If you’ll just hang on,” Danika repeated, “I’ll answer that question.” 
Ivan reached out, his fingers beckoning for Danika to hand him the headset that had started life as Charlie’s personal headphones. The headset on the ancient radio that had accompanied Ivan to the lab had glitched out a while back. Ivan had commandeered Charlie’s headphones as a replacement. Charlie, still holding a grudge, stood in the corner, his gray-brown beard particularly unkempt, bug eyes disturbing behind his glasses, not so much as leaning against the wall. He stood like a statue, his social retardation on full display. Cameron, for his part, wondered what Charlie used to listen to on those headphones. He listened to nothing now, and that told Cameron he’d been listening to something secret or embarrassing — something that wouldn’t translate to out-loud play. Probably, it had been both secret and embarrassing, like square dance fiddle rap. 
“Give it to me,” Ivan said.
“Because you can hear better than me,” Danika said. 
“Just give me the goddamned headset.” Ivan snapped his fingers. 
Ivan was tall and rail thin — the kind of man you could knock over by accident and barely feel it. It was hard to believe he was military at all, let alone had once ranked highly before the nation had been decimated and turned him into what was essentially the head of military resistance for a four- or five-state area. Ivan’s intense blue eyes were the only thing keeping Cameron from disbelieving any of it. The man had only to hold someone in his gaze for a few uncomfortable, uncompromising seconds, and they’d follow his every command. 
It might have meant something if the resistance mattered, but Cameron had never shaken the impression that they were playing house. The Astrals knew where the lab was; a mothership had hovered above for months. It was possible they didn’t know what the lab did or that Benjamin had spent his life researching Earth’s visitors and their past work, but they couldn’t be total idiots. Shuttles flew overhead all the time, but the ranch earned no special attention. 
Benjamin said the aliens hadn’t pursued them because they were doing a good job of hiding their intentions. But Cameron was positive the Astrals had left them alone because to them, the ranch was no different from the rest of the outlands.
They’d been left alone, in short, because the resistance was a joke.
Danika looked for a minute like she might hold onto the headset for spite (she could listen to static for Franklin’s voice, same as anyone), but then Ivan’s stare did its work, and she handed it over with an annoyed grunt. Cameron felt relieved. Even at an oblique angle to Ivan’s eyes, he’d felt uncomfortable. 
Ivan slipped off his usual stocking cap in favor of the headset. Then, despite any signal being listen only, he adjusted the small mic he’d jury rigged in front of his reddish stubble. 
“Anything?” Benjamin asked. 
“Hang on.” 
“He’s sooo much better at this,” Danika said, rolling her eyes. 
Danika was no match for Ivan: small and feisty, with a pixie face and a tiny upturned nose. Cameron was reasonably sure his father had a crush on her despite her being closer to Cameron’s age, and despite her position under Charlie in the lab’s hierarchy. 
“Hang on. I’m getting something.” 
“Did it hit the pyramid or not?” Charlie, as usual, sounded annoyed. Though he could’ve just been being Charlie. 
“Or did it miss?” Cameron asked. 
Benjamin looked over, his intensity momentarily broken. He knew exactly what Cameron was asking and what he feared but spared Cameron the indignity (in Ivan’s hardline presence) of stating it. Internet inside Heaven’s Veil (though heavily censored and filtered) was nearly as good as it had been before the aliens’ arrival. Terrence and Ivan, working in tandem, had managed to hijack an air signal that gave them limited access to that network. In all likelihood, the aliens knew they’d managed a connection and had simply allowed it, but when the jets and mobile launchers around Heaven’s Veil had finally forced the shuttles guarding the cities to break formation and give chase, their hijacked camera feeds had flipped off like a switch. No sense in giving eyes to the resistance, the Astrals seemed to have decided, if they’re going to force us to kill them after all. 
The guard shuttles had broken away from the city’s airspace, and Ivan had cheered despite knowing those good men and women were going to die — “for the cause,” he’d said. But Cameron couldn’t help noticing that they were still alive here in Moab. Just not worth the effort to exterminate, given the “merely irritating” nature of their best efforts. 
In the seconds before they’d lost the feeds, it had looked like the suicide plane wouldn’t be able to bank hard enough to strike the Apex and would instead slam into the mansion. 
Where Meyer Dempsey lived. With Piper. 
“Hang on. I can hear him.” 
“Franklin?” said Benjamin. 
“No. The deejay on Q106.4.” Danika was sitting sideways in one of the coffee room’s wooden chairs around its chipped wooden table, wearing an unflattering gray hoodie with her brown ponytail wagging behind her. She was in her thirties but had a college girl’s posture and temperament. She’d worked for Benjamin as a researcher for over a decade. After Piper left in the mothership, Cameron had developed a brief crush on her, too. 
“Shh.” 
“Holy shit, Ivan. The suspense is killing us.” 
“Shut up, Danika.”
“Wait.” Something had caught Cameron’s eye. A blinking light. 
“Almost got it.” Ivan used one hand to press the headset to his ear, the other to turn a dial. 
“Something’s going on over here.” Cameron approached the network interface area in the corner (the place where sugar, coffee creamers, and stir sticks were kept) and knelt below the desk. Nearby, Ivan hit keys on the open laptop’s keyboard and scribbled his finger across the touch screen.
“If you people don’t shut up …” 
“Ivan. Do I need to reset the router or anything? Is it like normal Internet?” 
“Power cycle,” Ivan said impatiently, pressing both hands to his headphones to muffle the noise. 
“He means to turn it off and on,” Benjamin translated. 
Cameron unplugged the device, plugged it back in, then waited. Green lights climbed its front. A page reloaded onscreen, and Cameron found himself looking at an image of an immature but populous city made of mostly perfect lines: simple houses and a few larger, impressive structures. The camera was high up. Near the middle there was … 
“Guys. Look at this.” 
“Quiet, Cameron!” Ivan hissed.
“Okay, Ivan,” Danika said. “You keep listening. We’ll look at the video showing us exactly what we want to know.” 
Ivan turned. Charlie, Benjamin, Danika, and eventually Ivan clustered behind Cameron, now operating the small computer from his knees on the floor. 
“The Internet’s back?” 
“No,” Danika said. “I made this image in Photoshop.”
“Standard communications blackout,” Ivan said. “They cut us off during the attack, but—”
“Oh, shut up, Ivan.” 
Benjamin pointed at a round thing near the unharmed mansion (near the predictably unharmed blue pyramid) that seemed almost superimposed on the monitor. It looked like something burning inside a transparent glass sphere, hovering maybe fifty or a hundred feet in the air. 
“What’s that?” Benjamin asked. 
Ivan zoomed in on what looked like twisted, blackened metal sitting on the enormous sphere’s bottom. 
“Shit.” 
“What?” 
“It has to be the bomber.” 
“What did it hit?” 
“I don’t think it hit anything. They must’ve surrounded it with a force field or something.” 
“But the shuttles …” Benjamin began. 
“We’re clearly not entirely capable of understanding the complete defensive abilities of a race that is able to travel through space and occupy a planet,” Charlie said as if reading from an instruction manual. 
“It was worth a shot,” Ivan said, as if that shot hadn’t just resulted in maybe fifteen or twenty deaths. The bomber’s pilot hadn’t taken that shot. It was also the fighter pilots and the people who’d fired Ivan’s modified rockets from mobile launchers nestled in the nearby hills. All the people Charlie had argued would pointlessly die, seeing as it would take more than a simple, guard-drawing distraction to launch a suicide attack on one of the occupation’s nine global capitals. But Ivan was a strategist first and a human second. The decision had been reduced to a simple equation: the probability that an attack on the city (instead of the mothership) would be successful versus a handful of soldiers’ lives. A cold thought, but if it worked, Ivan would have been saying I told you so, then toasting to the first chink in the Astrals’ armor. 
“No, it wasn’t,” Charlie said. 
“It’s made of glass, Charlie.” Ivan jabbed a finger at the gigantic blue pyramid dominating the city shot on the laptop’s screen. “It wasn’t unreasonable to think we could break something made of glass.” 
“First of all,” said Charlie, raising a finger as if preparing to tick off points of a forthcoming argument, “you’re assuming it’s made of glass. But what you don’t understand because you haven’t spent your life studying extraterrestrial visitation — or cultural and genetic interference — is that there’s no evidence of anything as fragile as glass being used in monolithic constructions in the past, and—”
“This isn’t the past,” Ivan snapped. 
“And,” Charlie said, raising his voice in a rare display of emotion, knowing Ivan didn’t have a leg to stand on and eager to prove it, “given that their first monoliths this time were stone, simple logic assures us that if they’re not using stone now, it’s in favor of something stronger and more permanent, not less, and that despite what you may think, the pretty blue look of the Apex structure doesn’t mean it’s actually just an Apple Store, but is something important and not fragile.” 
“You can’t assume—”
“Thirdly,” Charlie interrupted, ticking off a third point on his raised fingers, “you insist on giving them less credit than you’d give any human enemy. If the Apex is the site we think it is, and if it’s as important as we believe it to be, why would they leave it unguarded?” 
“Because they’d be chasing shuttles!” 
“Oh, come on, Ivan,” Danika said. “If you were defending your own flag, would you let the other team wave their arms to distract you, then send everyone after them and leave your base unguarded?”
“It’s easy to second-guess now.” Ivan crossed his arms. “But I’m the only one willing to—”
“Okay, okay,” said Benjamin, straightening and raising his arms for order. “Mistakes have been made by all of us. As a team, because no matter whose idea this was—” He looked at Ivan. “—we all agreed to it.” He glared at Danika and Charlie in turn. “Like Ivan said, it was worth a shot.” 
Benjamin sighed, possibly feeling the weight of those many deaths partially upon his shoulders. If this had worked, those deaths would have had meaning despite their sadness. But it hadn’t, and now the loss was so terribly worthless. 
After a moment, Cameron said, “Do you still think the Apex is important?” 
Benjamin seemed like he might waffle, so Charlie said, “Yes.” 
Cameron looked over at the shaggy-bearded man. 
“From the moment we saw they were interested in Vail,” Charlie said, again finding a coatrack’s emotion, “there was something that bugged us.” He looked at Benjamin meaningfully. His eyes ticked briefly toward Danika. Then he added, “All of us.”
“‘What makes Vail so special?’” Cameron recited what might as well have been the lab’s slogan for the last two and a half years. 
“The other nine capitals all have something obviously alien about them,” Benjamin said. “All but Vail. There are pyramids, old cities, temples made of massive stones … but Vail has nothing at all that we know of. And the more research I do — the more we compare notes with our colleagues around the world — the more I worry that Vail might be special because it’s the resting place of something powerful, left behind from all their past visits. Something they don’t take when they leave, but that they need to access each time they return in order to force a—” He made an uncertain gesture. “—a reset, I guess.” 
“What kind of thing?” Cameron asked.
“There are a few ways it’s been described, both directly and indirectly,” Benjamin said. “I call it Thor’s Hammer.”





Chapter Five
SOMETIME AFTER THE commotion died down and her father assured everyone that the threat of danger was an exaggeration, Lila caught a glimpse of motion outside her window. She stood and walked over in time to see two of the round silver shuttles flank the now-mostly extinguished sphere of fire and tether it with energy beams. Moving much more slowly than shuttles normally moved, as if afraid to drop the thing, the ships towed the big plane’s remains inside its capsule. Where they’d dispose of the behemoth, Lila didn’t know or care. Probably in the outlands, beyond the city perimeter. 
After the ships were gone, Lila watched the sky. Once upon a time, the air had been filled with vapor trails from commercial airliners. Then for a while, there had been motherships and shuttles. Now there were both. Aliens had colonized the globe, but that didn’t mean people had stopped needing to travel. It was almost possible to believe this was all the new normal. 
Lila’s eyes flitted to trees and mountains. Rifts of smoke in the distance had gone, but she still didn’t like to be here, in her room on the second floor of this large civilian target. She’d also never really grown comfortable here in general: below her father, at the head of the occupation’s human wing. Dad said the Astrals had good intentions despite all that had happened, and that mankind’s insistence on violence had made bloodshed necessary. Everyone would understand in time, he insisted, and see that this had all been for the best. 
But Lila had her doubts. Even though she merely lived in the giant house near the heart of a North American capital, she still felt like her life was lived on the wrong side. Cameron was out there somewhere, and Piper would have been with him if the mothership hadn’t brought her home. Cameron was against all of this, and Piper would have been, too. Maybe she was anyway. Lila had heard Piper and her father fighting plenty, always making up inevitably. And like Lila, Piper’s love of the viceroy seemed to go hand-in-hand with fear of his changes.
Lila sighed, turning away. She tried to settle her wandering thoughts. The strike had unnerved her. Rebels had attacked many times in the past but hadn’t bothered for years. Black Monday’s assault had silenced mostly everyone. But earlier rebel attacks had focused on the ships, and this was the first to feel personal. Now it seemed like they were after Lila’s family — traitors that they were. 
The door opened. A familiar face peeked through the gap. 
“Can I come in?” Christopher asked. 
Lila heard his actual question: Is Raj in there? 
It wasn’t the kind of thing he could ask outright because if Raj was there, he’d easily read Christopher’s subtext. And while Lila was pretty sure Raj assumed Lila was habitually unfaithful (he wasn’t stupid, after all), he didn’t know for sure, and didn’t know the culprit was Christopher. She’d deflected that idea before they’d moved here, when she’d allied with Raj and complained about their old bunker mate. But so much had changed since then. Mostly Raj. 
“Yeah, come on in.” 
Christopher pushed the door open but hesitated at the threshold. Lila’s room was enormous, like all the mansion’s many bedrooms. She had rooms within rooms — an enormous suite easily as large as the starter house she’d one day dreamed of having with Raj, back when he’d been the sweet, shy boy she’d fallen in love with. 
“Come in,” Lila repeated, now beckoning. 
“What about Clara?”
“She’s asleep.” 
“Asleep? I thought she was done taking naps.” Christopher came inside, careful to leave the door ajar. The only thing worse than Raj walking in to find Christopher in Lila’s room would be Raj walking in to find Christopher in Lila’s room with the door closed for privacy. It seemed likely, in a Raj/Christopher conflict, that Meyer would take Lila’s wishes into consideration, but it wasn’t worth the risk if they could avoid it. Ironically, their new life was like their old one in that Meyer’s public image was everything. If there were magazines, Meyer Dempsey would still grace their covers. And to Meyer and his public image, his granddaughter’s father probably belonged in the picture more than the captain of the unnecessary human guards. If it came down to choosing, Lila was sure Christopher would find himself out of a job at best. She didn’t want to consider the less appealing possibilities. 
“She got really tired after the recent … excitement,” Lila said.
“She saw it happen? You didn’t take her into the basement?” 
“She doesn’t need to see things to get excited about them, Chris.” 
Christopher bobbed his head as if to indicate a fair point. But he didn’t like to discuss Clara’s differences from a normal child any more than Lila, and they seemed to have mutually decided to ignore the topic and hope it would go away. Only Meyer treated Clara as truly special, but it was because of her pedigree as new royalty, not anything more troubling. 
Christopher sat in Lila’s chair. She sat on the bed, squeaking the springs. 
Christopher glanced through the open door, into the hallway. 
“Where is Raj anyway?” 
“I think he’s up on the fourth floor, in the network center. He wanted to go off with Trevor to talk to the cops, but Dad said that’s more your job, and that Trevor could handle it fine on his own. That went over well, seeing as Raj technically outranks you in the guard.”
“He’s gotta see it wasn’t really necessary to send him on an errand like that.” 
“Is anything my dad gives Raj to do necessary?”
“Fourth floor, huh?” Christopher looked up, knowing that only a staircase separated Raj from his cheating wife. “How long will he be gone, and how well do you think they can hear up there?” Christopher looked down at the bed. 
Lila smiled, despite knowing Christopher wasn’t joking, even though he should have been with Raj so close. “Not today. I’m beat up.” 
“Maybe I can help you relax.” 
“Not today.” She reached out to soften the rebuke and briefly held Christopher’s hand. 
“So. Trevor,” said Christopher. “Stepping up as the big man.” 
“Like father, like son. He’ll be declaring himself lieutenant viceroy if I don’t keep him in line.” 
“Is there such a thing?” 
Lila rolled her eyes, giving Christopher an I could give a shit look. 
“They told us to tighten security around the house, too,” said Christopher. “But not how to tighten things up — probably because we’re not the security force that actually makes any difference. But … the police? What, they’re going to add beat cops to keep F-14s from attacking again?” 
Lila had no idea whether those had been F-14s or if Christopher was talking out of his ass. She decided not to ask herself how the rebellion had secured F-14s or anything like them, or what other aces they might still have in their deck.
“I think they’re increasing the number of peacekeepers. Not just cops.” 
“You mean Reptars?” 
“What else would I mean?” 
Christopher looked like he wanted to slide beside Lila. Instead, he glanced at the door and stayed where he was.
“I just don’t buy that name. Peacekeepers. They’re more like animals. Dangerous animals.” 
“I think that’s the point,” Lila said. 
“That the city is patrolled by animals?” 
“That they’re dangerous.” 
Christopher sighed then picked at his black uniform pants leg, looking out the window. Lila could see the Apex’s transparent blue form beyond him, the pyramid’s partially finished side eclipsing the window’s left quarter.
“Oh, just ask what you’re here to ask, Chris.” 
“I’m here to see you.” 
“And we’re going to sit like diplomats. Sounds like a fun date.” 
“Wanna go to the coffee shop?” 
Lila almost laughed. It was such a normal, average, ordinary thing to say. Problem was, these had stopped being normal, average, ordinary days a long time ago. To Meyer, the reestablishment of human trade, commerce, and global communication made perfect sense because he kept saying the Astrals were here to understand and observe humanity — to help it improve as a species. But Lila, to whom that sounded like the thickest of bullshit, thought the idea of grabbing a coffee in a city watched over by an alien mothership and patrolled by alien animals was like singing in sinking lifeboats. Her odd sense of prescience had departed with Clara’s birth, but she couldn’t shake a strong mental image of cows fattened for slaughter, or masses kept dumb by social opiates. Getting coffee under the eye of Reptar peacekeepers didn’t feel any different to Lila than joining one of the new religious orders and lending help to build their absurd effigies in the wasteland.
“I want you to tell me what’s on your mind,” she said. 
“What makes you think I have some evil intention in being here?” 
“Because you always have evil intentions.” 
“Like how I shot my way into your house just to get into your pants?” 
Lila snorted laughter and covered her mouth, big eyes darting to the hall.
“Okay, fine,” he said, shifting in the chair. “The guys are bugging me for information.” 
“And by guys, you mean Terrence.” 
“Mainly Terrence.” 
“And he wants to know … what, exactly?” 
“Trevor said your dad said something about digging.” 
“Digging? I don’t know anything about digging.” 
“Nothing?” 
“Why does Terrence want to know?” 
“You know how Terrence is,” Christopher said. “He’s curious.” 
Lila raised an eyebrow. “Why is he always so curious?” 
“He just is.” 
Lila turned her hands over, palms up. “Well, I don’t know anything about digging. Tell Terrence to ask Trevor.” 
“He did. That’s all Trevor knew.” 
“Then he can ask my dad.” 
Christopher looked at Lila as if to say, Touché. Maybe what Terrence wanted to know was for public consumption and maybe he was being nosy, but Christopher’s look now told Lila that he didn’t particularly want the viceroy to know he was curious.
There was a knock at the open door. Lila flinched. 
“Hey, Trevor,” Christopher said, turning after a flinch of his own. 
Trevor looked embarrassed. He’d known about Christopher and Lila from the beginning. He’d always liked Christopher more than he liked Raj, and that gulf had doubled after his new brother-in-law adopted his current position under Meyer. But he still didn’t like lying — or thinking about his sister and one of his best friends having sex. 
“Hey, Christopher.” Then: “Have either of you seen Piper?” 
Lila shrugged. She didn’t track her stepmother at all hours. “No.”
Christopher shook his head. 
“Why are you looking for her?” Lila asked. 
“Because nobody’s seen her since the attack,” Trevor said. “She’s gone, and nobody has any idea where she is.”
A terrible noise swelled from outside and killed her response.
Lila thought she knew what it was but had no desire to find out for sure.





Chapter Six
“PENNY FOR YOUR THOUGHTS, KIDDO?” 
Cameron was outside, sitting atop a picnic table between the half-cliff lab and the old ranch house he’d once shared with Piper — as cohabiting civilians at first, then as lovers once they’d finally stopped kidding themselves. They’d lived in that house for three months before the mothership had taken her. That riddle, at least, had been solved in short order. The motherships connected to their stone network and began to colonize. Communications resumed, making it immediately obvious who’d become Queen of Vail — of Heaven’s Veil, today. 
Cameron turned to the voice behind him. It was Benjamin. He wanted to sigh at his father’s choice of words, but that wouldn’t be fair. Benjamin was just doing his best. The way he always had, even back when Cameron had abandoned him to his ancient rocks and dreams of little gray men. He’d been right about the rocks. The little gray men? So far, not so much. 
“Dan used to call me that, you know,” Cameron said. 
“Penny?” 
“Kiddo. The penny for thoughts thing — that was Mom’s expression. It’s like you have nothing of your own.” 
“I used to tell you bedtime stories about carbon-dating limestone.” 
“Just sit down, Dad.” 
Benjamin looked touched as he took a seat. Cameron sometimes still referred to his father as “Benjamin” or “Ben” when he talked about him to others but usually didn’t refer to him as anything when they spoke directly. Calling him Benjamin to his face felt cold, but “Dad” always felt too familiar. It wasn’t lost on Cameron’s father that a few years of reacquaintance was all it took to begin healing the gulf between them. Given a decade, they might share a hug.
“You know someone has to try getting into Heaven’s Veil, Cam.”
“I figured. I assume it’s going to be me?”
“Charlie wouldn’t last a day. I need Danika to help run the lab. The other assistants might consider it an imposition on their jobs. It’s not worth the money I don’t pay them anymore. It’s down to you or Ivan, and I doubt you think Ivan leading this is any better an idea than I do.” 
Benjamin had situated himself on the bench seat. Cameron was on the top, feet where his ass should be. He wondered if it was an improvement or a worsening of their relationship that Benjamin assumed Cameron should be the one to cross the 250 miles to Heaven’s Veil. On one hand, it was a dangerous trip that Cameron had already taken twice, there and back, on his old man’s request, and the kind of thing most fathers would try to protect their sons from. On the other, something lit a little inside Cameron whenever he was included in the unfolding plans. It’s how he and his dad had been in his teen years. It meant he’d been forgiven for walking off, for leaving one father behind to find another in his agent, Dan. 
“Ivan would go in with guns blazing,” Cameron said. 
“He wants to stay anyway, to coordinate the resistance. But you ask me, they need controlling more than coordinating. Anyone who prefers living here in the outlands and declares him- or herself a revolutionary is questionable.” He waved the idea away. “Bah, that’s not fair. I’m sorry. They’re good and noble people.” 
He didn’t say more, but Cameron could read a bloom of guilt on his father’s face. The people who’d died in the failed raid — the one Benjamin had agreed to, even though Ivan had dreamed it up — wore heavy on his conscience. The lab and the group of rabble rousers had always worked toward the same basic goals but remained fiercely independent. Benjamin’s small crew needed the lab and found the Moab ranch land worthy of their intense study, but the revolutionaries feared it. This property was an alien place and always had been, from its haunted grounds to the plugged-up money pit under the stone arch. 
Cameron looked across the flat landscape, then the miles-wide sky. He’d come to this place through the canyon, and at that time, the vast openness had sneaked up on him. It had taken months to get used to the wide-open skies. Everything felt so unprotected. But the point had been moot on arrival; there’d been a mothership over this place. Today, the ships didn’t seem to care about it at all. As if to put a fine point on his thoughts, Cameron saw the tiny silver flash of a shuttle passing in the far distance, out on patrol. The shuttles had come here, too. He felt almost insulted by the spheres’ blasé attitude toward the ranch. 
“You know,” Cameron said, “most fathers and sons aren’t like this.”
“Aren’t like this how?” 
“One always leaving. One always sending the other away.”  
“Oh, I don’t know that it’s so bad.” Benjamin shifted on the bench, watching a second far-off shuttle as if they were at this table to have a picnic in better times. “We live together. We work together. We’re seeking common goals. We collaborate.” 
Cameron wondered if his subconscious mind was trying to pick a fight — if he wanted to find a way to be angry so he could justify leaving … which, he’d realized over the past half hour, he very much wanted to do. Benjamin was right; they were close right now. Cameron shouldn’t want to leave. Even though Cameron had already figured out that he’d be going to Heaven’s Veil, he wanted that announcement — that command and order — to come from his father. If it was Benjamin’s decision, Cameron would have to go. He wouldn’t be going because he desired it. The old guilt of leaving the first time was still too pungent a memory. 
But he did desire it. He did want to leave. And his reason had nothing to do with the mission.
“It’s fine. I can go,” Cameron said. 
“Ivan’s already talked to Saul. Three of his people will go with you.” 
“No,” Cameron said. “I’ll go alone.” 
“Cam …” 
“I’m faster alone. You taught me to hide and keep a low profile, and I got damn good at it.” 
“Last time, you had—”
“Vincent, Dan, and Terrence,” Cameron finished. “How did that work out?” 
“You can’t possibly be blaming yourself for Vincent and Dan. You weren’t even there when—”
“Oh, I agree it doesn’t make sense. Or change my feelings. You sent Vincent and Terrence to meet up with us. And Dan …” Cameron sighed. “Well, Dan stuck with me for long after he should have. You sent me to Meyer’s ranch, and they were only there to help. Whether it’s my fault or not, they were there because of me. This time, I go alone or not at all.” 
“Then don’t go.” 
Cameron gave his father a look. He’d never been good at bluffing. Of course Cameron would go. It wouldn’t be an assault, so an army wasn’t required. Just intelligent reconnaissance and a good pair of hands. They’d tried repeated assaults. The Astrals didn’t so much as bother seeking the source to stop further incursions. Their best brute force efforts were that insignificant. This last attack — on the blue pyramid rather than on the impervious ships — was supposed to change things, but again they’d been swatted like flies. 
“Fine,” Benjamin said, looking down at his hands. “Go alone.”
“When?” 
“Tomorrow, if you’re ready. I always assumed someone would need to go in. I didn’t think Ivan’s stunt — our stunt, I suppose — would be some sort of death blow, but I did believe that it might buy some time. Seeing as it didn’t even start so much as a street side trash fire, I feel the clock ticking. I have since they started building the Apex, and look how quickly it’s progressing. If they’re working this quickly on the visible structure, I worry they’ll be working as fast underground.” 
“But why would they build a big thing like that to dig under it? How do you even know that’s what they’re doing?” 
“It’s complicated.”
“Why did they wait? If they wanted to dig up this old thing, why didn’t they start when they got here? Or the minute they docked at the capitals?” 
“Charlie thinks they needed to establish their colonies to control the capitals first. And if the Hammer is down there, it might be inside a larger structure. Something they need to excavate the door of, and feel no hurry to do in the way we might.
“But why, Dad? Why about all of it? You told me — me and Piper, actually — that there are records in the past of mass die-offs, but—” 
“Mass exterminations,” Benjamin corrected. 
“But if they’ve just come here to … I don’t know … just wipe us out, then why the stone network? Why the abductions? Why go to all the trouble to narrow it down to the Nine? Why set up the capitals, the outposts, the patrols, all of it? I mean, shit, there are planes in the air again. The Internet is back. Why colonize if they only want to find the master kill switch and erase us all?” 
Benjamin sighed. “I don’t know.” 
“You’re the expert! You spent your life researching this stuff, all over the world, in every—” 
“I don’t know, Cameron.”
Cameron looked again at Benjamin — his father’s kind yet serious hazel eyes. His mop of still-mostly brown hair. His full beard, surprisingly devoid of gray. Benjamin had never had an ill intention. He’d accidentally destroyed the lives around him through what had once seemed a selfish pursuit but had since proved itself to be the most important hobby in history. Researching the past and extraterrestrial visitations was the one thing his dad had always excelled at, far outstripping his aptitude as a husband and father. The idea that he’d come up blank now yet feel a pressing need to surge blindly forward wasn’t just maddening. It was a living, breathing terror.
Cameron watched him for another few seconds then shook his head, resigned. He’d made the trip before and could make it again. Off he’d go, no matter what was known. Because even beyond the mission, there was a prize at the end of this particular rainbow.
“I can leave at sunrise.” Cameron sighed. “I’ll go back the way I came last time. Just tell me what you need once I’m there.” 
Benjamin nodded. “It’s simple. I have something you’ll need to take with you, then either install it yourself, or get it into Terrence’s hands. But there’s still something we need to discuss about the trip itself. About which roads you should take to get there in one piece.” 
“I won’t take roads,” Cameron said. In this day and age, roads were for dead men.
“That’s what we need to talk about,” Benjamin said. “About you — and the Andreus Republic.”





Chapter Seven
PIPER WENT to the fourth little white house beyond the viceroy’s mansion, staying low and feeling stupid. She ducked behind the long row of hedges out front and felt even stupider. The grounds were surveilled. The alien network supposedly couldn’t read individual human minds, but she’d heard Cameron’s thoughts plainly once upon a time. 
It was hard to believe she was successfully hiding from anyone, but standing upright and being seen by naked eyes was an idiot’s game. 
Piper’s body tingled with nerves, watching the front porch past the hedges, wondering if she should walk up and knock. Houses to the left and right — Christopher’s and Heather’s, though Heather’s was necessarily larger — were quiet. So was the one Piper was steeling herself to approach.
Homes inside the sprawling grounds were made of wood, built entirely by human hands and human equipment, unaided by alien ships. None of the Titans had so much as glanced toward the construction, so far as Piper could recall. It was as if they’d been saying, Sure, build whatever, we don’t care. 
But they’d needed the structures, due to pride if nothing else. Heather was first to insist, saying that if she wasn’t wanted in the main house, she’d need her own — not out with the commoners, but close to her children. A classic Heather Hawthorne power play, passive-aggressive in perfect measure (Heather wasn’t unwanted in the mansion at all, and even had her own suite), but Piper hadn’t argued. They’d all felt raw, and she’d felt desperate for peace. It had taken months following her abduction before Piper could finally settle into her new normal and feel something close to surrender. 
As the sea of hippies around Meyer’s old house had grown to include well wishers, refugees fleeing the dangerous outlands, and sycophants of all stripes, willing human labor had become simple to find. That was the thing about Heaven’s Veil citizens: to a greater or lesser extent, everyone was here because they agreed to lie down as pets. Getting those hands to build not just Heather’s house but also several more (for other should-be-close-but-not-in-the-mansion staff) had been simple.
Piper glanced around, searching for cameras out of habit. There would be some, yes. But getting caught would require something less pedestrian than glass lenses. And it would mean she’d have to admit to wrongdoing, which she may or may not have been up to. 
The thought made Piper touch her jeans pocket, brushing the hard lump of plastic and metal inside — the tiny slip drive she’d taken from Meyer’s office after the attack.
This is ridiculous, she told herself. 
Still, Piper fished the drive from her pocket and held it in the hand nearest the shrubs while mounting the small white home’s porch. At least this way she could toss it casually into the bushes at the sound of a shout. 
Piper knocked. After a few seconds, a huge head of poufy black hair greeted her, stylish sunglasses poking into its massive halo as if saved for later. 
“Hey, Piper.” 
“Terrence. Hey. Can I come in?” 
“Uh … sure.” 
Terrence stepped aside to let Piper enter then left the door open with the screen closed to summertime insects. He looked perplexed, but of course he would. She’d always been cordial with Terrence but had missed the intense bonding period he’d spent with everyone else. Thinking this now, Piper felt more alone than she had in while. People living on the grounds could easily be partitioned into two groups: Piper and Meyer in one, those who’d remained in Vail when she’d left in the other. Even the children weren’t really in Piper’s camp. Not anymore. Meyer was her only confidant, and her feelings for him were … complex. 
Terrence turned from the door after Piper was sitting in one of the wooden chairs around his kitchen table.  
“Can you close the door?”  
Terrence looked at her strangely then pushed the solid door closed. After the lawn’s brightness, the LED-lit house seemed dark to her unadjusted eyes. 
Terrence walked over and sat opposite Piper. 
“What’s up?” 
Piper didn’t know where to start. The minute she pried at one edge and found it loose, this whole thing would pop wide open. Her question wouldn’t be easy to ask — and without the answer Piper wanted, she might be hanging herself. 
“You saw what happened with the plane?” 
Terrence nodded slowly. Despite all the changes, he hadn’t lost his ability to be cool. 
“Of course.” 
“Is everything … okay?” 
“Okay how?” 
“With security.” 
Terrence nodded. He responded slowly, his deep voice falsely casual. “It’s fine. Not a scrap of debris. We didn’t have to do anything. A couple of shuttles just carried it off.” 
“Did you see the plane come in?” 
Terrence nodded. “We came out at the general alarm.” 
“Did you know that was going to happen? With the … the force field or whatever?” 
“No, I was pretty surprised.”
“You seem blasé about it all.” 
“It’s over now.” Terrence shrugged. 
“But we almost got suicide bombed.” 
“Apparently, it was never a threat.” He tipped his head. “You know, if you’re worried about security, you should maybe be talking to Christopher.” 
Piper didn’t want to talk to Christopher. He was too much of a wild card for this, and Piper had no idea where his loyalties lay — if they were where they were officially supposed to be, or elsewhere. And Christopher, unlike Terrence, had never hot wired a radio connection across a hundred miles for her.
“You know what I was thinking about the other day?”
Terrence shook his head. 
“Raj’s watch.” 
“Why were you thinking about Raj’s watch?” Then Terrence’s cool dark eyes grew uneasy. “Was he asking about it? Was Raj asking about his watch or something?” 
“No, no …” 
“Because I gave it back to him. Years ago, I mean. Before that all happened with the ship. He might have lost it when—”
“Not literally about the watch, Terrence,” Piper said, strangely calmed by his unease. An angle occurred to her — a way to ask what she wanted — and she grew calmer still. “I was remembering the way you used that watch to get through blocked communications when Cameron and I were on the road.” 
Terrence hummed acknowledgement but didn’t say more, clearly uneasy. Back then, he’d been subverting the Astrals (before they’d even been called Astrals) and working with Cameron. Now, he was more or less employed by the aliens and was supposed to consider Cameron an enemy. Everyone seemed to hide those facts in front of Meyer, more comfortable saying they were allegiant to the capital and its viceroy than to the ships pulling the strings. But in the end you took one side or the other, not both. Sometimes, it seemed to Piper that everyone in Heaven’s Veil had chosen security over their species. Ironically, few seemed at peace with that choice, but the contents of a person’s heart didn’t determine morality or bravery. Actions spoke louder, and they’d chosen to act for the colony — and therefore against people like Cameron. Herself included. 
“Well,” Piper went on, “don’t you think that the … the insurgents—” Careful to use an official word, rather than something biased. “—might be using some of those same old ways to communicate?” 
“The airwaves are open. Phone, Internet, radio, you name it.” 
Piper decided not to call Terrence on his bullshit. Terrence, of all people, couldn’t possibly believe all the old channels were truly open — or that they weren’t being scrutinized with incredible efficiency thanks to the assistance of the neural net threading the globe in double lines of monolithic stones. 
“But the rebels would want to hide, right? If they’re communicating, they wouldn’t want to use open frequencies. They’d need secret ones they could keep on the down-low.” 
“Maybe.” He looked like he thought Piper might be ready to hurl an accusation.
“If you wanted, could you tap into what you were doing back then?” 
Terrence’s cool had fragmented, now it looked ready to break. There was no obviously correct way to answer. He clearly didn’t know where Piper stood. She was Meyer’s wife, queen of the city’s stone mansion. Her family was the new royalty. Everyone knew Piper Dempsey just like everyone knew the beloved and godlike Meyer. If she was asking about old subterfuge, Terrence probably thought, it might be because she suspected something about Terrence — and was here to call for his head. 
“I could, maybe,” he said, “but I wouldn’t ever—” 
“Those channels you were ‘tunneling’ for me and Cameron, through devices like Raj’s watch, using the old cell networks … have they been blocked?” 
“I don’t know.” Defensive now.
“But did you tell someone, Terrence? Did you tell anyone about the vulnerabilities, so someone else — not you, necessarily — could see about plugging the holes in security?” 
“Well … no … but—”
“So they could still be accessible? The rebels could still be using them to talk?” 
Terrence looked at his feet, touched one hand to another, spoke quickly without quite meeting Piper’s eye. “Well even if they could, it’s nothing that would affect us here, in the city anyway; they’d just be using it out in the outlands, among themselves I mean, and there’s no evidence that they’re coordinating among pockets of people in different places, so it’s not like—”
There was the sound of a door closing outside. It was the house next door — Christopher’s maybe — but still it broke Terrence’s hypnosis. He stopped speaking, after inadvertently spilling his guts. Piper felt sure Terrence was hiding something. And maybe that was good. 
“Terrence,” Piper said slowly. “Have you talked to them?” 
“Who?” 
Piper watched him carefully. Whatever power existed in this discussion, it had started with Terrence and now resided wholly in her hands. 
“Cameron and Benjamin.” 
“No.” 
“Or Charlie? Any of them in Moab?” 
“Of course not. If you’re implying that I somehow had something to do with—”
“It’s okay, Terrence. I’m not accusing you of anything.” 
Piper knew one thing for sure. Those lines of communication had never been divulged. They’d still be open. And Terrence, if she could read behavior at all, was either still using them or trying to. And that was okay. Ideal, in fact.
Terrence relaxed but still seemed to be reserving judgment. As if he didn’t truly believe her. Outside, the door slammed again, and Piper heard someone shout. 
“And no,” she added. “I haven’t talked to Raj.” 
He relaxed a little more. 
Piper shifted on the chair and slipped fingers into her pocket. Her fingers touched the stolen drive, but her jeans were tight, and she’d have to stand to retrieve it.
“If you thought talking to Moab was possible—” Piper paused to give Terrence an out, knowing it might help him speak with a thinner guard. “ —  Or if you found a way to monitor any of their communications, as part of your job in security, I’d be interested in knowing.” 
“So we can know what future attacks the rebels might launch on the city.” His eyes ticked toward the window, and the blue hue from the enormous under-construction glass pyramid. “Or on the Apex, or your house.” 
 The way he’d stressed the word Apex told Piper something more. Something Terrence might know about the pyramid or Moab, or Moab’s thoughts on the pyramid. Something, Piper decided on a leap of faith, that meant she could trust him — or try to anyway. 
She stood then had the slip drive mostly out of her pocket when another shout seemed to echo much closer. Almost outside. Her fingers stopped between denim and denim, the drive still hidden.
“Could you get something to them?” Piper asked, her voice now rushed. “Could you get something to Benjamin for me, if you had to?”
An ugly noise chattered from beyond the front porch. A vast, deep sucking sound, slightly guttural, chattering, like a demon inhaling. It turned Piper’s blood and widened her companion’s eyes like saucers, instantly stealing his cool. It was a sound they’d both heard many times, when the ships had first established order on the ground. But she’d never heard a purr so close, or felt so sure she was the target.
“Yes,” Terrence answered, nodding. 
The front door swung inward. Locks didn’t slow them, and privacy didn’t matter. A blue glow illuminated the door’s bottom and bled into the gap along the floor. The tip of an appendage teased its horror, black skin crawling as if covered in a billion writhing insects. The deep, inhaling sound grew louder as the glowing gap at the small home’s entrance yawned from an inch to two, then six.
“Go!” Terrence hissed, shoving a small card into her hand. Then, his brown eyes steeled but terrified, he added in a harsh whisper, “I can make it believe me.” 
Piper knew that wasn’t true, but she sprinted for the back door anyway, ignoring the rattle of death growing louder behind her.





Chapter Eight
NATHAN ANDREUS STOOD on the widow’s walk atop his second commandeered house, sipping black tea, watching the gap amid the hills as the enormous mothership drifted between the peaks.
Feeling meditative, he wondered which ship he was seeing. 
It wouldn’t be the Vail mothership. Nathan had never seen a capital mothership leave her post. According to his network — not the public Internet but the special one beneath that only trusted people like Nathan could access — those nine keystone motherships hadn’t moved since they’d made their first connections, dropped off their first contact teams, and reestablished themselves in the skies. 
Nathan sipped his tea, watching the thing, knowing its identity didn’t matter at all. But a curious man wondered for spectacle’s sake. He’d been inquisitive when average — and was still curious as a baron today.
It might be one of the outpost motherships. They were nomadic, circulating among a handful of cities rather than remaining tethered to one. Nathan hadn’t worked out their patterns — even the privileged network was clearly censored — but he had his guesses. Aliens behaved like territorial animals — wolves, say, which staked out an area and patrolled it in a circuit. But that territorial thinking was meshed with something higher, which coordinated the ships’ efforts on a global scale. The motherships assigned to the larger, non-capital cities (New York, Chicago, LA, Dallas) seemed to stay put like those above the capitals. As a whole, the system of motherships and shuttles behaved more like a colony of ants than wolves. They surely communicated ship to ship, but there was more at work than sci-fi phone calls. Ants worked like parts of a single organism, aware of a group goal that transcended the individual. Those goals served a purpose that no single ant could know or understand. The Astrals, who sometimes seemed to share a common mind, were like that. 
“Mr. Andreus?”
He turned. Coffey was behind him. She hadn’t always been Nathan’s lieutenant and number two, but Coffey was loyal, greedy, and more afraid of her boss than the alien occupiers. As it should be. The outlands were lawless, and if shuttles flew by and saw you out there, you were likely to be vaporized without ceremony or cause. And because of that, there were only two truly safe places. The first was within an alien colony, sucking alien cock and swallowing your pride as a human. The second was in organizations like Nathan’s — those groups tapped by the overlords as being worthy of leaving alone. The Andreus Republic and similar groups didn’t have to suck alien dick. Coffey was second in command at the best place to be during an alien apocalypse — comfortable, safe, and clinging to dignity, so long as you stayed in line. Coffey should be respectful, and fear was adjacent to respect. 
“I keep telling you, call me Nathan.” 
“Yes, sir, Mr. Andreus.” She stammered. “Nathan. I’m sorry to disturb you.” 
“Well, that’s not a problem,” Nathan said, turning but not coming closer. “Really, the only thing worse than disturbing me would be disturbing me for no reason and then not getting to the fucking point.”
“Oh. Yes. Of course. I’m sorry. There’s—” 
“Jeanine?” Nathan said.  
“Yes?” 
“I’d like you to breathe.” 
“Of course.” 
“You like it here, don’t you?” 
“Yes. Of course. Hail Andreus!” 
Nathan rolled his eyes. “Jeanine?” 
“Yes?” 
“I know you’re trying to be loyal. But don’t ever do that shit again. Don’t ever tell me ‘Hail Andreus.’ I don’t like it. They can salute out there, fine; that crap helps them belong and gives them a sense of unity. But I don’t want to be a god. I’m not Meyer Dempsey or Zhuo Feng Huang.” 
“Oh. Okay.” 
“But you like it, I mean. Being here. Hail or no hail.” 
“Yes, sir.” 
“And you like being near the top. Being my second in command.” 
“Yes.” 
“My most trusted compadre.” 
“Yes, of course.” 
“Number two. My right hand. The second most important person around here.” 
“Yes, sir.” 
“Then I need you to get two things through your head.”
“Okay.”
“I don’t want a toady in your position. I moved you up because you were an insubordinate bitch who always did what she thought was smartest even if it wasn’t what her commander wanted. I have plenty of toadies. It’s been a week, and you keep calling me sir. You’re practically bowing. I want you to respect me and listen, but if you don’t stand up and be the person I promoted, you’re out. We’ll use you for mission fodder, and I’ll bring in someone with some balls, no offense to your literal lack thereof. Do you understand me?” 
Coffey stood taller. Her eyes found some of the disobedient sheen he’d first seen in her. You didn’t kill your way to the top in the Andreus Republic, but Coffey had killed enough people either outside the Republic or below her in rank to have earned some self-respect. 
“And I hate pleasantries,” Nathan added. “You used to understand that.” 
“I still do, s — Nathan.”
“Then let’s start over.” He pointed both index fingers at her, smiling something that probably looked more sinister than friendly. He’d once smiled for a living, back when he’d run a business instead of an army — but the world had changed despite so many principles staying the same.
“Go.”
“There’s someone to see you.” She hung on that for a half second then pushed on. “His name is Cameron Bannister.” 
“I don’t know any Cameron Bannister.” 
“He asked for you specifically. And he came here — to the house, not to HQ.” 
“What, right here?” 
“To the front gate.” 
“Nobody knows this is where I live.” Nathan felt his eyes inadvertently narrow. “Nobody outside the High Guard anyway.” 
Coffey should have flinched. It was a direct accusation of the elite few who guarded the home. Those people were supposed to be undyingly loyal. There was no reason for them to betray Nathan Andreus. Doing so threatened the power structure they were trying to reach the top of. Nathan, who’d earned one of his college degrees in psychology, knew mutinies in an organization like his were almost impossible. Mutineers were killed outright by those wanting to please the boss, eager for a safer way to grab the brass ring. You didn’t mutiny to get ahead. You curried favor like a kid seeking a stern parent’s approval.
But Coffey didn’t flinch. Now that Nathan had reminded her why she was in her current position, she seemed to have reverted to the person he’d known her to be. If she’d done nothing wrong, she wouldn’t back down. She’d probably stand tall and bluff even if she had. 
“He knew on his own.” 
Nathan looked toward the hills, toward the place where the mothership had been a moment ago. He could see the perimeter gate, guards circling the house. Once, he’d had none of this.
“What does he want?”
“He claims to have important information about the Astrals’ plans.” 
“Everyone claims that.”
“He told me to give you this. Said you’d understand.”
Coffey held out her hand. Nathan extended his. She dropped something cool into his palm. He unfolded his hand to a thin silver chain, a sort of charm hanging from its front. Two delicate silver lines dangled from beside the charm, which looked like a coin engraved with a crescent moon. On the back, barely readable, was an inscription. One he knew well.
Nathan pushed down a surge of emotion. In the moment, with Coffey still watching, he couldn’t place that emotion. He might have been angry. He might have been wistful. He might have been (if he didn’t cling to rationality and sense) about to shove Coffey from the widow’s walk to her death. 
He slid the sliver necklace into his pocket, ran a hand over his shaved head, and looked at the hilly horizon for another few seconds. 
“Have him wait for me in the front study,” he said.
Coffey nodded and turned. When she was gone, Nathan took another few deep breaths, trying to center himself as if he’d never been interrupted. The flash of anger slunk back, awaiting judgment. His fingers trailed idly across the fabric of his pocket. This could mean anything. It could be nothing — although God help this Cameron Bannister if it didn’t. 
He took the steps slowly, making his way down to the third floor then to the second. He detoured to the washroom off the hallway and splashed his face with cold water. 
Nathan toweled off and stared at the reflection feared by thousands of people inside the Republic’s ranks. Tens of thousands more feared it on the streets and in the outlands sprawled across three states. But it hadn’t always been that way. 
He re-hung the towel and rounded the central hallway to the staircase on his way to the ground floor. Several underlings milled in the corridors, but for the most part this was a house, and soldiers didn’t patrol homes. HQ was for HQ business. This was Nathan's place first, and a quiet spot for high command meetings second. Whenever he had to do business where he slept, Nathan hated it. Having to meet someone bringing this particular nugget of possible news to the house where he’d always planned to make a proper home? Where he’d carefully chosen to raid a place with such a fine master bedroom and separate vanities in the bath? That was repugnant.
Coffey and a Republic soldier stood outside the front study. The place was arranged in an odd position, Nathan always thought. It was at the home’s front, beside the door, walled mostly in glass. It had always seemed mostly soundproof, and Nathan had never minded everyone seeing what he was up to. It was instructional for the others. A way of showing how powers lay in the Republic — with no additional words. 
Inside the room, sitting with his back to the door, was a kid with a mop of messy brown hair. Thick as a twig, with a lean, conniving look — the kind of build that made Nathan think of an agile animal, faster and smarter than it looked. 
Coffey nodded to the soldier. He opened the door. 
Nathan stepped inside then stood above the kid, who was seated in one of the soft red, distressed leather chairs. Meeting his visitor’s patient gaze, Nathan realized the man was older than he’d seemed from the back and side: midtwenties at least, maybe upper twenties or thirty. But he’d be able to pass for his late teens, Nathan thought, if he put on a baseball cap and let some of the experience leave his eyes.
The kid’s look was placid, not nearly as afraid as most of Nathan’s visitors. As he’d felt earlier with Coffey, Nathan wasn’t sure if he admired the kid’s unwillingness to cower and snivel before the great Nathan Andreus, or angered.
A lot depended on his answer to Nathan’s first question. 
“Where are they?” His own bluntness surprised him.
Cameron Bannister stood and — unbelievably — offered his hand to shake. 
“I’ll tell you,” he said, “but seeing as that bit of trivia might be the only thing keeping me alive, there’s something I’d like to discuss first.”





Chapter Nine
CAMERON SHOOK Nathan Andreus’s hand, noting the hard calluses on his palm. Andreus wasn’t a soft despot. Two and a half years of living at the top of a seized kingship was long enough for a man’s hands to smooth with disuse, but this tyrant clearly still worked for what he had. He still built. Still walked the trenches. Still did, Cameron was sure, many other unthinkable things face-to-face without flinching. 
He let Cameron reclaim his seat before sitting in the largest chair, his posture subtly solid and unmoving. Andreus’s bald head gleamed above his neatly trimmed goatee. Forty odd years had added a scatter of salt to the brown. If what Benjamin had dug up on Andreus were true, he’d run a successful software business before Astral Day, helping to pioneer many of the technologies people like Charlie and Terrence had twisted to form their subversive network after the fall. It meant that Andreus held a thug’s facade in front of his brilliance. It told Cameron that Andreus had once been rather ordinary, perhaps unremarkable. 
And as Benjamin had warned, it also told him that the Andreus Republic could listen in to an all-they-could-eat buffet of below-the-wire communications — and had been able to from the beginning. The expression said that knowledge was power, and that seemed to have been literally true for Nathan Andreus. While the world had been scrambling to find its bearings, Andreus had used his software to rig a rudimentary protocol that he’d later released onto the web like a virus. The Andreus Republic had been first to manage communication — and once others found ways to plug in, Andreus had sat behind the switchboard, watching and hearing it all. 
But to Cameron, he didn’t look like a criminal. Beyond those narrow, experience-hardened eyes, Andreus was a man.
“Are you from the Moab research facility? The group allied with those assholes who led the attack on Heaven’s Veil the other day?” 
Cameron felt his eyebrows rise. “You know our lab?” 
“Of course I know it. At the top of Snake Canyon. There’s a house and a building stuffed into a cave. It’s where the mothership above Vail sat before sliding over to the capital.” 
Cameron felt blindsided. He’d come in with what he’d thought was an informational ace, and yet Andreus had taken fifteen seconds to flip the conversation. He was sitting in the big chair, with one leg crossed over the other, his face serious but not intimidating or angry. Everything in the leader’s body spoke of strength and certainty. It was easy to see how he’d risen to power. This was the kind of man people assumed was in charge simply because he seemed to be, and few had guts enough to ask.
Knowing he was only feeding the fire, Cameron said, “How do you know all of this?” 
Andreus gave a humorless smirk. If Cameron wasn’t withholding something sensitive that the bastard across from him was desperate to know (and resented Cameron for holding it back), he felt sure the smirk would have held genuine humor, maybe respectful companionship. But right now the smirk was laced with ire — a power play more than a mention. 
“There’s a backdoor to the protocol you’ve been using to reach your worldwide network, for one. Failing that, I can see you on the satellites.” 
“You have access to the satellites?” 
“I have access to those who control the access.”
There was a quiet, assessing moment wherein Andreus seemed to be asking whether they understood each other. Cameron did, and didn’t like it at all. He’d come here because the Andreus Republic controlled the outlands between Moab and Heaven’s Veil, and those who controlled the outlands owned the roads. If he tried to sneak through the underbrush, making the trip might take a week or two, but using the roads he could make it in a day. 
But this changed things.
The idea of getting the man’s attention with the necklace (proof that Cameron knew at least one thing Andreus didn’t) had sounded logical back at the ranch. Now he felt himself wanting to sweat. New information had just been added to the mix — information about communication, of all things. But this wasn’t someone Cameron wanted to bring deeper into his father’s plans than that of gatekeeper — especially considering Andreus’s soldiers had almost killed him and Piper once upon a time. 
Andreus sat back in his chair, chin slightly lowered, his gaze intense, blazing from the top half of his eyes rather than their dead center. It was a sure look: one that made Cameron feel that handing over the necklace hadn’t bought him a free ride so much as quicksand. 
I have access to those who control the access.
Did they understand each other? Cameron was afraid they did. The aliens and their beast peacemakers patrolled the cities and outposts, but they had an entire planet to occupy. The best way to watch the vast outlands wasn’t to survey everything themselves. It was to enlist help. Human help, provided by people with something to gain. 
“I used to own a small company,” Andreus said, now dominating the discussion and leaving Cameron feeling stupid and meek. “Everyone around me had contracts with all their partners, but I always did my business with a handshake. I just shook your hand. I’m sure that means we’re on the same page, and that I can trust whatever you came here to tell me. Am I right?” 
Cameron nodded slowly, unsure where Andreus was going. 
“Because the way I see it, there are two reasons you might have brought me my wife’s necklace. The first is as a peace offering. Maybe you know where she and my daughter are and have come to tell me we can all be reunited as a big, happy family. The second possibility says you meant it as a threat. Or an implied threat, like a bargaining chip. Like you wanted to hold this over me—” He patted his pants pocket, indicating the necklace. “—as some sort of leverage. But I hope it’s not that second choice … Cameron. Because it would insult me if you thought you couldn’t just come here for a chat. That’s the kind of thing that might make me more allegiant to my silent partners. The kind of devotion that would make me eager to report a band of malcontents rather than letting them continue with what I’d previously believed to be sensible work — in the interest of universal checks and balances, I mean.” 
Cameron felt all his carefully arranged cool coming unraveled. He’d steeled himself while the woman went to get Andreus, and he’d thought he was in control — of himself first, and of the ensuing negotiation second. This was supposed to be simple: You get me to Heaven’s Veil, and I’ll tell you where your family is hiding from you. A betrayal, sure, but once Ivan realized who was among those at the rebel camp, he’d had no compunctions about using that knowledge for the greater good. 
As Cameron prepared his response, Andreus derailed his question with a new one.
“What do you want?” 
Cameron had been thinking of the Moab ranch and of how he’d barely escaped warriors from the fledgling Andreus Republic two years ago. He’d wondered what had happened after they’d fled. Had Andreus been in contact with the Astral ships back then, too? Had they watched Piper and Cameron arrive at Moab, and decided not to pursue them? The man had nerves of steel. Anything was possible. Cameron couldn’t tell which side the man was on, other than his own. 
“I need transportation to Heaven’s Veil,” Cameron blurted.
“Why would you want to go to Heaven’s Veil?” 
“Why do you care?” 
“Because it affects my territory.” 
“Heaven’s Veil isn’t your territory,” Cameron said. 
Andreus smiled then rose from his chair. He went to the window, looked back, and said, “Have you ever heard of a biodome?” 
Cameron wanted to blink and ask the man to repeat himself. 
“They kept trying them, before all this started,” Andreus continued. “In the years before the first Mars missions, they ramped up. There was one in Canada, another in Europe. Truly isolated environments. But do you know why they’re so difficult to pull off in the long term?” 
The question was several paces ahead of Cameron. He knew nothing about biodomes beyond the concept: to wall off a piece of nature and see if it could sustain itself with no exchange beyond the bubble. 
Cameron shook his head. 
“It’s because nobody really understands the complex interactions of an ecosystem,” Nathan said, still glancing toward the window. “There’s the question of what eats what and what breathes what — biologist, ecologist stuff. But I think there’s a lot they’re forgetting, because it’s on a higher level. A thinking level perhaps. Like how a zoo animal will never truly behave like a wild one simply because it’s not free to wander.” 
“Okay.” 
“What the Astrals are trying to do by colonizing the planet, if I had to guess,” said Andreus, folding his hands behind his back, “is to control us. Not exploit or destroy us — not yet anyway — but simply to keep us under control. But like with a biodome, there’s a lot of ‘thinking stuff’ that’s maybe too chaotic to account for, if their little colonization experiment is to work. Stuff in the way we communicate person to person. The way we interact, cooperate, and think in pieces along with collaborators who pick up other pieces. And things like healthy rebellion.” 
Andreus turned to Cameron. 
“This Republic isn’t the only game in town when you consider the whole globe, but it’s definitely the only game in this town. That puts me in a curiously responsible position. I’m supposed to control the outlands to keep the Astrals happy, which in turn makes them want to leave me alone and keep me happy. But even that control has limits, because too much upsets necessary elements within the ecosystem. Does that make sense?” 
It didn’t, but Cameron kept his mouth shut. 
“Someone was always going to fill the void that was once filled with police, government, and other authorities. I didn’t want this position, if you can believe that. But if it wasn’t me, it would have been someone else — someone who maybe wouldn’t have understood that cooperation has its place in a balanced society — as does dissent.” 
Cameron wasn’t sure he could keep playing along. His mission had been completely upended. “What are you talking about?” 
“In your shoes, I’d be trying to work out which side Nathan Andreus is on. Is he helping the Astrals by acting as sheriff or helping the rebels by deliberately allowing their activities to proceed — even when they do stupid shit like trying to launch a 9/11 suicide attack on the viceroy’s mansion?” 
Cameron couldn’t help himself. Andreus’s manner was hypnotic. “We were aiming for the pyramid.”
Andreus turned. He seemed not to have expected that.
“Why?” 
“That’s what I came here to tell you about. The Astrals seem to be …” 
Oh, just tell him. 
“They’re looking for something. Deep underground. Something to help finish off whatever they’re doing here on Earth. Something not good for us. For any of us.” He gave Andreus a look that said, Not good for the Andreus Republic, and certainly apt to shatter whatever biodome it’s trying to keep whole.
“Is that why you want to go to Heaven’s Veil? To destroy the Apex?” 
“To find out what it’s for,” Cameron said, admitting a half truth. It would be folly to tell Andreus about the digging if curiosity about the pyramid itself was reason enough. And it would be the height of folly to convey his real mission — as unsure as he was about which side of the information war Andreus truly meant to play.
“What about the other eight capitals?” Andreus asked. “They’re building structures like the Apex at all of them.” 
“The leader of our group thinks there’s something special about Heaven’s Veil. A reason this structure might be different.” Cameron could continue, but he’d said too much already. 
Fortunately, Andreus didn’t ask. Instead, he looked out the window again, quiet for a while. Finally, he returned to his chair without sitting and again veered the conversation in a fresh direction, disorienting Cameron just as he was feeling settled. 
“Are they alive?” 
Cameron looked up, his face pinched. 
“My wife and daughter. Are they alive?” 
Cameron nodded slowly. 
“Where?” 
This was Cameron’s ace. But for some reason deep down, he knew it was also the tipping point, and the place to surrender his ace. They were still at a standoff, new information notwithstanding. One of them would have to budge, and trust the other to follow. It might as well be Cameron. If he refused to answer, Andreus would probably have him killed — a long-overdue punishment for trespassing that Cameron had already narrowly escaped once. 
“There’s a camp not far from our lab. Just to the east. It’s—”
“I know it.” 
“They’re both in that camp. Healthy and fine, according to our people.” 
Andreus took a moment to digest then sighed. It was a curiously vulnerable thing to hear from the man Cameron had always imagined as a mindless warlord, but the past twenty minutes had changed his impression of who Nathan Andreus was and who he’d once been. Violent? Yes. Ruthless? Yes. Cruel? Perhaps. But mindless? Not in the least. 
“I won’t help you, but I won’t get in your way, either. Due east along Route 70, there was a biker gang stupid enough to try and gate crash one of our barricades. It was unmanned at the time, but as soon as they passed it, the shuttles picked them up and put an end to their joyride. I imagine one of those bikes will get you most of the way to the capital, if it’s fueled or charged. You’ll want to steer it manually. Self-driving bikes rely on GPS, and that’s a protocol I won’t show you how to open. I’ll tell them to let you pass along the way. But once you reach the gates of the capital, you’ll be on your own. Understood?” 
Cameron nodded. He wouldn’t trust a bike to drive itself anyway, and he’d always assumed he’d need to find a way to talk himself into the city. He felt upended and out of sorts. He’d come in here thinking he had the situation under control, had ridden through its middle terrified that he’d misstepped, and was now leaving with the despot’s blessing. How it had happened and what had persuaded Nathan Andreus to — well, not help him, but not hinder him either — was a mystery. 
“So …” Cameron eyed the door and the soldiers beyond it.
“Out the way you came. I’ll send word to let you go.” 
Andreus wasn’t going to escort him out. Cameron was on his own. He’d surrendered his information, and now had to trust the man at his word. Soldiers outside the study might knife him in the belly the second he stepped into the foyer, but somehow Cameron doubted it. The Andreus Republic was the main reason few people tried to cross the outlands in this area, and there were still severed heads on pikes near the headquarters. But that was the work of zealous worker bees, not the man himself. And as frightening as the cabal was, everything Cameron had heard said it valued honor above all. 
Not because Nathan himself was sentimental, Cameron thought, but because honor was an excellent way to maintain loyalty and control. 
Something struck Cameron at the door. He turned to Andreus. 
“Don’t blame the rebels,” he said.
“Blame them for what?” 
“For hiding your wife and daughter. When you go in … keep in mind that they were only trying to keep people safe—”
“I’m not going in,” Andreus interrupted. 
“Why not?” 
“They don’t want to see me. They ran away. I won’t break into that camp and drag them back here. They’re always welcome if they choose to come to me on their own, but I won’t force myself on them. For now, it’s enough to know they’re safe.” 
He watched the man’s stern face for a long moment, but apparently their conversation was over.
Cameron left the room, realizing he’d somehow managed to get what he came for without giving Nathan Andreus anything other than peace of mind.
Maybe there was hope in the world after all. 





Chapter Ten
TREVOR WAS out the door before he realized that Christopher seemed to have forgotten all about him, and that Trevor’s summons from Lila’s room had them running in the first place. 
“Christopher!” he shouted.
Christopher paused long enough to let Trevor catch him, and they both ran toward the estate’s front gates. Trevor wasn’t in uniform, but that was okay; his was more ceremonial than anything, seeing as he was family more than Guard. More like a protégé to his father than Christopher’s boss — though if push came to shove, Trevor was probably both, technically speaking. 
They ran through the gates and into the strangely perfect city streets. Everything was pristine and square without being precisely nice, in contrast to the Apex pyramid’s useless extravagance. The city’s buildings had the look of better-than-average barracks — but barracks nonetheless. 
Trevor had a hard time imagining the place as it had been beneath the footprint of Heaven’s Veil after the ground leveling and slight terraforming, but he thought they might be running near the old location of his father’s Axis Mundi — the home they’d all once thought was just a home. If so, the barrack-like homes and small, almost-businesses were an upgrade: hippie tents replaced by socialist bunks. Nobody had to pay their way inside Heaven’s Veil, but many tried to make a living anyway. The American spirit hard at work, Trevor’s father sometimes said with what always sounded like a politician’s falsely positive voice. His mother had a different interpretation. Assholes will be assholes, she said. 
Trevor and Christopher ran side by side, making their way through the streets toward the precinct. Christopher was part of the Apex Guard, and Trevor was son of the viceroy, but the city’s human nexus of authority was still the precinct five blocks up. They could simply call in, but neither wanted to receive assignments and shatter the illusion that they were masters of their own fate. 
So they ran. And as they did, Trevor felt like he was using his legs to burn worry.
Things had happened one-two back at the house: Trevor’s curiosity about Piper followed by the sounds of outside activity, as if someone were searching. The pair of events, side by side, made Trevor uneasy.
Purring Reptar patrols filled the air, making Trevor’s skin crawl. He forced himself forward, seeing black flashes as the beasts passed intersections, making their horrible sounds. The things acted like animals (huge, shambling timberwolves or cats perhaps, moving like insects), but Trevor tried to remind himself that they were supposedly every bit as intelligent as the Titans or even the rumored Divinity class. 
But that, Trevor supposed, was why they were used as peacekeepers in the city. Nothing kept the peace quite like terror. 
They arrived at a precinct in chaos. A dozen human city police jockeyed with an equal number of Reptars for the same positions. The precinct only had the one main set of double doors — if the action was inside, they’d bottleneck in confusion. Reptars were supposed to stay out of the precinct. Human and Astral patrols were supposed to do their jobs to the same technical ends, but cops didn’t like the alien creatures any more than the Reptars seemed to care for them. 
As Christopher and Trevor neared the precinct, they saw the bottleneck’s heart. Cops and Reptars weren’t shoving to get inside after all. Nobody was getting inside because there was a black man with arms as large as a Titan’s at the double doors, his hands raised and a no-bullshit tenor in his voice: Malcolm Jons, captain of the Heaven’s Veil police force.
“Get out of here, goddammit!” He shooed the enormous, crawling peacekeepers like obnoxious houseflies. “Go back to your fucking posts, and let us handle this!” 
One of the creatures lunged toward Jons — the equivalent of an attempted tackle, if the Reptar had been a person. Jons punched the thing in the side of its yawning jaw. He seemed to realize his error immediately and stepped back as the Reptar bellowed its hollow, purring breath and took another pace forward. Then it fell back, apparently chastised.
“You hear me?” Jons yelled, emboldened. “This is a human precinct! You want to take it, then fucking take it, and be done with it all! Go ahead! You want to vaporize my ass and stop pretending we have anything to do with this city’s protection? Do it!” 
Several of the massive black Reptars — each the size of a midsize car — prickled at the offer. For a few seconds, Trevor thought the encounter would end in death, but one of the Reptars backed up instead, swishing its head with irritation. It must have sent a psychic command to the others. Soon, they all turned and pawed their way out in an expanding circle, moving away from the building. The human police swiveled away to let the things pass. 
Trevor and Christopher did the same as one of the Reptars came directly at them. It paused to assess Trevor. He felt his heart leap into his throat. Its eyes were like a giant serpent’s. It blinked as it took him in, dual sets of eyelids fluttering as the irises underneath shifted from yellow to red to blue to a dazzling emerald green. 
“Hey,” said Trevor, watching it, trying to see it as the intelligent being they supposedly were. But he couldn’t get through the single syllable without swallowing, his hand subconsciously raised in surrender. 
Unbidden, he felt a thought forced into his mind. This was the way the Reptars “spoke,” such as they ever did. To Trevor, who’d felt it a few times before, the sensation was intrusive, like having a blade’s tip pressed not just to his neck, but through its meat. 
The thought came as a series of three bursting images, each lasting a fraction of a second but visible in full detail: a dark place with half walls wet with moisture, a man with black pits for eyes and a ring around his head like a halo, a woman (not Piper) draped in shadow who’d been bisected down the middle and yet remained alive. Trevor got a heavy sense of settling to accompany the blast of images, as if something enormous had sighed its weight upon him. 
Then the thing flicked its head away, trailing that guttural, rattling growl they all made while stalking their rounds. The creature was through with him, its cryptic message conveyed. 
The precinct’s courtyard drained, becoming just another building surrounded by milling humans. Christopher turned to Trevor. 
“What did it say?” 
Trevor shook his head, trying to clear it. He closed his eyes, inhaled, then let the breath escape. 
“No clue. I hate when they do that. I think I’d rather it bit me.” 
“Watch what you wish for, bro,” Christopher said.
“You all,” bellowed Malcolm Jons in front of the doors, waving at the baffled-looking officers. “Get in here. You stay outside wobbling around like you just got your dicks kicked, you make us look like assholes. Except you, Garcia and Niles. You don’t look like you got your dicks kicked, but only because you don’t have ‘em.” His eyes lit on Trevor and Christopher, still near the small group’s back. He nodded to another officer to keep shooing the others inside and walked over. 
“What are you two doing here?” Jons asked Christopher with his fathoms-deep voice. “There wasn’t a general alarm.” 
“We heard it start to happen,” said Trevor. “Ran down to see what we could see.” 
“No offense, son,” Jons said, “but I don’t need any help. We’re still cops.” 
“There was one of those things on viceroy’s property.” Christopher nodded toward the departed Reptars.
Jons’s large jaw worked, considering. “You’re Apex Guard. I suppose you should have been alerted anyway. They were, after all.” He nodded toward the absent peacekeepers.
“Alerted to what?”
“There was some sort of security breach. Looks like it was in the house itself.” 
“What kind of security breach?”
“No idea. But we’re already on alert, and now there’s this blast of instructions to fan out and await further orders.” 
“Await further orders on what?” 
“Fuck if I know, Christopher! I’m just some gumshoe motherfucker who pretends to be in charge of keeping order around here. I’m sure they know exactly what they’re after, but we’re on a need-to-know basis.” The big cop affected a servile voice. “Yes, sir, tell us what to do, Mr. Alien Overlord!” 
“So what was all this? Why did they come to the precinct?” Christopher gestured at the courtyard. The situation had been quickly devolving before Jons flushed the Reptars — or until they’d been called back. 
“It’s a computer thing. The city backups are here.” 
“Here?” Trevor looked at Christopher. “I thought Raj kept that stuff up on the—” 
“Our backups,” Jons clarified. “One of the downsides of the Astrals letting us get about our business is that we have our own brains and don’t always play it exactly as they would. But until they want to drop the act and wipe us out, then yes, we still have our own records. Surveillance plus a hard backup of the local network.” 
“They don’t have access to our network without you letting them in?” Trevor asked. 
“Oh, sure they do. That’s where they’re off to now, I’m sure. Or maybe they don’t need to actually go anywhere. They just talk right on up to the ships or the shuttle or whatever the fuck with their scary ESP — or, hell, just rape it right out of our minds with their magnet rocks, I don’t know. But that’s my whole point. That’s why it’s so fucking obnoxious, the way their first reaction was to come here. ‘Hey, it’s just the humans. It’s just their only fucking farce of privacy. The one fucking place they pretend to actually be doing anything.’ But I’ll be goddamned if I’m going to open the doors and let some spider panther things paw around my files. Shit, like they could even use a touch screen or a keyboard!” 
Trevor wasn’t sure if that was supposed to be a joke, so he kept his mouth shut.
“Anything we can do?” Trevor asked. 
Jons gave Trevor a patronizing look. He wasn’t trying to be disrespectful, but Trevor felt it just the same. Kid of privilege, good only by virtue of sharing half his famous father’s genetic code. Maybe not even then. “I’m sure we can handle it,” he said.
“But a security breach involving the house …” Christopher trailed off. 
“Well, sure Apex Guard would have to be involved.” Jons deferred to Christopher’s position as quickly as he’d dismissed Trevor’s. But that wasn’t fair — Trevor had been the one to come over earlier about all of this, to inform Jons that his father wanted to double the peacemaker presence. Although now that he thought about it, Trevor realized that was maybe why Jons didn’t want to talk to him, or hear what he had to say. There would always be power struggles, and the debate between those who made public proclamations (Trevor’s father) and those who had to live with and enforce the consequences (the human police force) was one of the oldest among them. 
“Trevor’s part of my team,” Christopher said. 
For a half second, Jons looked like he’d bitten into a lemon. Then he reluctantly softened, and Trevor throttled his gut reaction: It wasn’t Trevor who was on Christopher’s team; Christopher was on Trevor’s. He let it go. They were all ultimately on the same team — Team Humanity, which was supposed to oppose any ill intentions by Team Astrals — but played along because it was easier. 
“All right. Look. Like I said, I don’t really know anything other than there’s some sort of problem they care about, which means it’s not a bar brawl. They let us handle human on human, even if it’s a riot. If the cats are all worked up, I’d guess it’s something on the order of an info leak. Gun to head, if I really had to guess, my gut says they’ve got ideas about an insider helping with the recent attack. Whatever it was centers around or in the viceroy’s mansion, so I’m sure we’ll need your eyes. But right now, I don’t know what to tell you, other than hang tight.” 
Christopher nodded.
They were turning around to head back when something prickled at the back of Trevor’s head. “Captain Jons.” 
The big man turned. 
“My father wanted me to check in with you anyway.” 
Jons looked ready to roll his tired eyes. “What about?”
“One of the officers was mentioning problems with surveillance feeds,” Trevor lied. Christopher looked over, confused.
Jons’s eyes scrunched down. He looked perplexed then seemed to maybe recall something barely worth mentioning — a minor distraction that had taken a back seat to the current chaos. Which was expected because Trevor hadn’t heard anything about surveillance from his father at all, and had been anticipating a no. 
Instead, Jons said, “Yeah. We did have a glitch. But it was just this morning. Like, a minute before those fucking things swarmed the station. How did you even hear about it?” 
“Doesn’t matter.” Trevor puffed his chest. “Just get it fixed, okay?”
“Sure,” said Jons, mystified. And ordinarily, Trevor would have been mystified too, except that one of the images forced into his mind by the passing Reptar had looked an awful lot like an alien mind might see Terrence: dark sunglasses looking like deep eye pits, his head surrounded by a wide halo of giant black hair.
The Reptars had been to see Terrence today — and if Trevor could trust the feeling behind the impression, they didn’t quite believe whatever he’d told them. 
Disturbing camera feeds to bury the truth sounded exactly like the kind of thing Terrence might do after being questioned by Astrals — Terrence, whom Trevor had been suspecting for months, was up to something. 
“Which feed has been glitchy?” Trevor tried turning the question into an afterthought.
“Northeast, at the border.” The captain pointed, and Trevor knew what was coming — what Terrence had been trying to hide from prying eyes.
“Near the church,” he added.





Chapter Eleven
“HERE.” 
Benjamin looked up. Charlie was above him, having made his delivery of important information with all of Charlie’s trademark tact. The bug-eyed scientist was standing beside him, his hand still planted on the colorful printouts he’d slapped onto Benjamin’s desk, his brown-gray beard a tidy mess. His bespectacled eyes were meeting Benjamin’s as if in accusation. 
“You run these by Ivan?” Benjamin asked.
Charlie shook his head. “Ivan would try to find nukes if he were smart enough to understand what you said — and didn’t say — about Thor’s Hammer. There are plenty of nukes left out there even after Black Monday, and if anyone knows how to launch them, it’s a guy like Ivan.” 
“You don’t like him, do you, Charlie?” 
“This used to be a place of research and knowledge, not war.” 
Benjamin shrugged. Through the office window, on the main laboratory floor, Danika was watching them. Benjamin gave her a slight nod, telling her it was okay to come over and see what they were discussing — but as Charlie had indicated, not to inform Ivan. Between the three of them, “don’t tell Ivan” was the default. 
“It’s still a place of research,” Benjamin said.
Charlie sat like a mannequin, or possibly someone whose bones had been replaced by rods. “I don’t want Ivan seeing those maps.” 
Danika arrived. She closed the office door behind her, intuiting the room’s mood. 
“What maps?”  
“Charlie got these off of GeoSurvey.” Benjamin tapped the stack of documents. “Topological, but also seismics and a handful of others.” 
Danika picked up the stack and leafed through the maps. All were of Heaven’s Veil and the surrounding mountains where Meyer Dempsey’s Axis Mundi had once stood. 
“Who don’t you want to see them? Ivan?” 
Benjamin nodded. 
“Are they what I think they are?”
“You see what they are.” 
Danika looked at Charlie, annoyed. “I meant, are they for what I think they’re for?” 
“Maybe you could propose what you think they’re for instead of playing guessing games?” 
“Shut up, Charlie.” 
“Some scientist you are.” 
“Shut up, Charlie!” 
“Yes, Danika,” Benjamin said, eyes on Charlie. “I wanted them so we could get an idea what’s underground at Heaven’s Veil. And as you indicated, we don’t have Ivan here because—”
“Because he’ll nuke the mountain.”
“Right.” 
Benjamin had already sifted through a similar set of maps and was reasonably sure of what he’d see. But he’d wanted to be thorough. And per the typical scientific investigation, thorough meant boring. Movies made it look like science was filled with the flash and dazzle of discovery, but Benjamin had been doing this for his entire life, usually with Charlie by his side. Most of the time was spent eliminating dead ends and verifying things they already knew rather than finding new information. It was like searching for your car keys by checking everywhere in the world you were sure you couldn’t have left them, just to be sure. 
Not surprisingly, the new maps were as unhelpful as the previous ones. 
“There’s nothing here,” Danika said. 
Benjamin nodded. Across from him in the chair, seeming snug in his discomfort, Charlie did and said nothing. 
“Right,” Benjamin answered. “Because why would anyone do more than the most rudimentary survey on an area with nothing special about it? You can find all sorts of sonic soundings and blast analysis on the world’s buried cities, but who scopes a random mountain? A mountain in the middle of a bunch of hoity-toity real estate?” Benjamin set the maps on the desk. “So we’re still at zero.” 
“But you’re sure it’s there. A buried temple or something,” said Danika. 
“Of course I’m not sure. Charlie, are you sure that Thor’s Hammer is hidden at Vail?”  
“I have neither confirmed nor rejected a single null hypothesis.” 
Benjamin gestured at Charlie as if his eloquent answer said it all. “But they’re digging. You know they’re digging.” 
“The footage Terrence’s people sent us shows excavated soil and rocks leaving the Apex.” 
“But does that mean they’re looking for Thor’s Hammer?” 
“What else would they be looking for?” 
“Point of consideration though,” said Charlie. “This is the race that built the pyramids. Not the new ones. The old ones. Are we really to believe they need to get in there with shovels and hunt around like nineteenth century coal miners?” 
“Maybe it’s delicate,” Danika suggested. 
“Maybe there’s interference or something,” Benjamin said. “Maybe they’re working blind.”
Charlie slapped a hand on the table. “Oh, come on. Humans can set up explosives and observe the echoes to see what’s down there. These beings travel through space in ships that defy conventional physics. We can’t even imagine how what they do is possible — or why, when they can fly so fast, they took so much time to arrive in the first place. I have a hard time believing that if they want to find something under Vail, they can’t just look through that mountain as if it were glass.” 
“Maybe they know where it is but need time or precision to reach it.” 
Benjamin ignored Danika and spoke to Charlie. “Come on, Charlie. You of all people know you can’t make an assumption like that. We’ve seen extensive evidence of a doomsday weapon throughout the historical records, and those are just the records that survived. The Library of Alexandria, when it burned, surely contained a lot of documents detailing what humanity knew then but will never know now. Even without more evidence of a Thor’s Hammer, what we have is clear enough. The pattern’s been the same forever: They come, they build, maybe they teach. There’s a brief period of maturity, sufficient that later cultures don’t understand how the growth could even be possible. Then, all at once, there’s a reset. Those advanced cultures — Egyptians, Mayans, and on and on — vanish, leaving a handful of dumb ancestors who grow up able to do none of what the old cultures could.” He raised a hand and ticked off points. “Not just the megaliths, but monuments like the Nazca lines, Sanskrit texts describing Vimanas and other obviously flying craft, the writings in the Zohar of the manna machine, the list goes on. Maybe past visitors have just wiped memories and destroyed records to erase all this knowledge instead of invoking a mass extinction, but then why do we sometimes hear the Ark of the Covenant described as if it were a radiation weapon?” 
“Your point?” Charlie said. 
Benjamin tapped around on his computer, displaying images of blue faux-glass monoliths in the nine worldwide capitals. 
“They come. They build.” He tapped the under-construction megastructures, all similar to the Heaven’s Veil Apex. “And based on some of the new tech blips coming from the cities, sufficient that we can get them, I’d say they’re teaching. But what’s next? Maybe there’s nothing under Vail, fine. But we can’t just dismiss the possibility because it seems unlikely based on, ‘Well, they’d just use The Force to get at it if something was there.’ Every one of these eight other spots, investigators have already known there’s been alien contact. Every one of the modern capitals other than Vail is a place we know they’ve visited before. So doesn’t it make sense — not as proof, but as a reason to not give up and say it probably isn’t so — that there might be something at Vail, too?” 
“Giant spaceships,” Charlie emphasized. “Psychic giant spaceships. And this is how they conduct business. They build a pyramid then dig for gold like humans.”
“Excuse me,” Danika said, raising a hand.
“Yes. Danika has the floor.” Benjamin gestured for Charlie’s benefit. 
“I said, what if they do know exactly where it is, right there under Vail, but can’t just ‘use The Force’ because it needs to be carefully excavated?” 
“Like nineteenth century coal miners,” Charlie said. 
“Like intelligent beings who know to be careful when unearthing an ancient weapon,” Danika retorted.
“That’s another thing,” Charlie said. “They can incinerate us no problem, but for some reason they need a doomsday device to finish us off. And they don’t just require the device; they leave the device behind for thousands of years instead of taking it with them.” 
“You know there’s evidence of a shift in the Earth’s axis after each incursion. Maybe it’s something that’s necessarily planet based.”  
“Now who’s grasping instead of using the scientific method?” 
Danika sat on the edge of Benjamin’s desk, her always-thin patience snapping. “Okay, Charlie. So you don’t want to keep scoping GeoSurvey for maps to help us find what’s obviously not there. You don’t think we should have sent Cameron. You—”
“I didn’t say we shouldn’t have sent Cameron. I also didn’t say we shouldn’t keep looking. I’m just saying it seems unlikely.” 
“Well, then, duly noted. Charlie doesn’t have an alternative plan. He just wants to bitch about the plan we do have while the rest of us go about our business.”  
Benjamin waved his hands, asking for peace. 
Danika and Charlie stopped bickering, both turning to find his eyes. 
“Look, none of this changes our plans. Maybe there’s nothing to the Thor’s Hammer theory, but it definitely seems possible, and we can’t just reject it on circumstance. It’s also still possible they’re really here to understand us and have no ill intentions. But I have trouble believing the benevolent-visitors angle these days.”
“Considering they keep killing humans and herding them into what are essentially internment camps,” Charlie said. 
“Maybe they just have really bad people skills,” Danika offered. “Get it?”
“Regardless, it’s all just guesswork because we don’t have enough information. The best we can do is to—”
Danika cut him off. 
“Information is the problem. It really is just guesswork. The Internet’s back up, but so what? It’s clearly being controlled. I can’t raise half the sites I need, and we’re definitely being filtered from the Middle East and Asia, maybe Europe. I get the distinct impression that even what we’re getting from Central America is being … I don’t know … altered somehow? There’s just no way to parse fact from fiction.” 
“We know they’re interfering,” Charlie said as if rehashing an exhausted topic. “Censoring, blocking IPs, actively changing what’s out there. It’s almost random. That’s what makes it so hard to work around. You don’t know what you don’t know.”
“Well,” said Benjamin, “then maybe I should tell you about something else I discussed with Cameron.” He tapped his fingers on the desk. This part had always been controversial, which is why he’d waited to mention it — until after the ship had already sailed. 
Danika said, “What,” but it wasn’t a question. 
“Something I sent with him. Something we need handled, no matter what.” 
Danika’s dark-blue eyes regarded his. “What are you saying, Benjamin?” 
He looked at Charlie then Danika. “I gave him Canned Heat.” 
“Oh, hell.” Danika sighed then turned away. 
“Well,” said Charlie, “I guess we can expect that worldwide network failure any day now.” 
“Dammit, Benjamin. Terrence wasn’t even finished with it. That thing’s based on years’ old technology. Even then it was a risk.” 
Calmly, Benjamin said, “Terrence says there seems to be a communication hub in Heaven’s Veil.” 
“Obviously,” Charlie said. 
“But he thinks it’s run through the network center right there at the viceroy’s mansion.” 
Charlie was about to say more, but something stopped him cold. 
“The hub and Heaven’s Veil database are sending the native connection off the ground unfiltered and out into some sort of unfamiliar wireless network. We don’t have to understand the way the ships communicate; we just have to cut them out of the loop. The Canned Heat virus can do that. And don’t worry about it being old technology, Danika; I don’t think the Internet’s evolved a lot during the occupation. Hell, the Astrals don’t even seem to understand the Internet. Why do we do our thinking out in cyberspace instead of in our heads like they do? It’s collective consciousness without being conscious. Terrence can modify the virus, once he has the code and hardware from Cameron. If he can plug it in and find what he expects to, the virus’s release should give us a window without the Astrals knowing. We’ll grab zettabytes of data before they can fix it, and create secure tunnels under the surface for after. Terrence has plans for those tunnels already. He just needs the Heat.”
Charlie huffed. “If it works.” 
“It’ll work. I trust Terrence. I trust his work.” 
“You’d better,” said Charlie, “or we can say goodbye to whatever connections we’ve managed to cobble together so far — and to Terrence and Cameron when they get caught trying.”
The office fell silent. Benjamin didn’t respond because there was plenty of truth in Charlie’s words. But that didn’t make the risk less worth taking; it was pretty much all they had. If they wanted to know the Astrals’ true colonization plans — especially the daunting revelation of what might be happening under the Apex in Heaven’s Veil — this was the only way.
“You could have just emailed the virus to Terrence and saved Cameron the legwork,” Danika said. “Forget the hardware. Just compress Heat into an image file and tell Terrence it’s a lost nude picture of Pam Grier from the 1970s.”
“Funny,” said Charlie, not at all amused.





Chapter Twelve
PIPER CLUTCHED THE SMALL CARD, bobbing between buildings, staying low and still feeling stupid. She’d crouched her way out to Terrence’s house, ducked behind his hedge before knocking, then stooped her way through his door before closing it like a conspirator. 
And look how that had turned out. 
She hadn’t heard the low, rattling sucking of the Reptar since she’d made her way out the back of Terrence’s house, around to the public gate, then sauntered into the city with a nod to the guard as if everything were perfectly ordinary. She had no idea what she was doing. It had been two years since she’d done anything other than stand beside Meyer and pretend he was unchanged and fabulous. But even during the exodus from New York and all their adventures thereafter, she’d never truly been on her own. 
This was all so odd, only having herself to rely on. She’d always had someone. First, she’d had Meyer, followed by the kids, Raj, Heather, and eventually Cameron and his crew. Then she’d had Cameron — including the months when he’d had her. 
She still felt guilty about that, even though Meyer had been gone. She still loved her husband, but it was hard to feel she’d been out of line with Cameron. There were things Meyer hadn’t told her, and places he’d gone alone. There was little difference between them. 
Although really … was Meyer as ignorant about what had happened between her and Cameron as she hoped?  
Piper stopped behind a building that was as anonymous as all the others. Without circling to the front, there was no way to tell if the place was a residence, a restaurant, or a quasi-black market hardware store. Heaven’s Veil had sprawled a lot since its days as Vail (or, more specifically, Meyer’s small corner), and with increased growth had come the usual human downfalls: crime, menace, even a proliferation of have-nots in a supposedly idealized socialist city. 
But appearances could be deceiving. She’d learned that during her time as the viceroy’s wife, queen in all but name. 
There was poverty even without circulating currency, just as there was wealth. 
There was crime despite the peacekeepers. 
There was corruption, even though the authorities were supposedly beyond profiteering. 
For a second — seeing graffiti on new walls, and the slinking forms of undesirables in what was supposed to be one of nine global utopias — Piper saw her species through the Astrals’ eyes. The ships had changed their world, but what she was seeing now would have existed anyway, somewhere, in some form. Evil bloomed where humans gathered, like rust in oxygen. It only required time.  
She shrugged the thought away and peered again at the card Terrence had given her. Flimsier than a business card but too small for a flier. A sticker without adhesive. 
It read: 
NEW REDEMPTION CHURCH
401 Dempsey Avenue
Come and Be Elevated
A CURIOUS THING, Piper thought, for Terrence to have in his house. An even more curious thing for Terrence to hand Piper on her way out, when time and nerves were in short supply. Terrence had never struck her as particularly religious — or religious at all, to tell the truth. He was a man of logic, not faith. He’d even openly laughed at the new religions that had sprung up after the colony’s formation. People always need something to believe in, even if they know up front it’s bullshit, he’d said. 
But Terrence had handed her this card. A tiny advertisement to have her spirit lifted in times of crisis. It was as if she’d been abused and he’d suggested heading to a shelter.
Piper clutched the card like a talisman, trying not to feel the depth of her loneliness. She’d always had someone to lean on. Or take care of. She was great as half of a whole, terrific with a partner. Piper had learned she was a capable leader — but even a leader needed someone to follow. 
Here, in the increasingly bad part of Heaven’s Veil, Piper had no one. 
Nobody except the little card given by a friend. 
She thought back to Terrence — and thinking of him took her mind to Meyer, from whom she’d so recently stolen. The man she loved, desired, and feared in equal measure. Here and now, Piper wondered if she was in trouble with her husband. She’d walked by the gate guard. Was she in trouble — had she been discovered? 
Maybe they’d never let her return. Maybe this was her new life. 
Oh, how the mighty have fallen. 
Piper thought of the Reptar at Terrence’s door and its death rattle breath. The black paw; its twining, shifting skin. The way the creatures moved. Those movements were so (go ahead, say it) alien. The way she’d seen Reptars swarm: not civilized like the quiet Titans, but as a frantic mass, like feeding piranha. Titans carried discreet weapons just like the shuttles that could supposedly vaporize enemies, though Piper had never seen or heard of a Titan using one. The Reptars carried no such weapons. Maybe they had brains and logic, as those in the know swore they did. But it was hard to remember that after seeing them swarm, tearing heads from bodies, arms from torsos, shredding skin from limbs in long, red-ribbon curls.
If Piper returned, would the peacekeepers be there to meet her? 
Did someone, somewhere, know what she’d done — what she’d learned?
And if they did, would she be tried and found guilty, ripped to bits? Or would she be propped up again, secretly watched, kept as the necessary companion to the powerful Meyer Dempsey? Meyer had done that with Raj, after all. His granddaughter needed a respectable father, so Raj had officially (and compulsorily) become family. Piper’s visibility and public popularity might be her get-out-of-jail-free card. If so, maybe the worst she’d endure would be a sort of slavery at home. 
Piper was consulting the card, trying to work out the unknown church’s position relative to hers, when she heard the tapping of stone on stone. 
She knew the rhythm: a peacekeeper behind her. 
Piper’s breath quickened. Her heartbeat doubled its speed. She pressed her back to the building. 
Piper could hear the thing coming. Then she could see it. 
The Reptar was facing the opposite way. Piper fell back slowly, without any idea of how well the creature could hear. Did it sense every step, biding its time before turning to confront her, its skin giving off its curious blue glow between ebony scales, eyes dialing in and shifting their colors, its mouth open to display row upon row of teeth like thorns? Or would she remain invisible to its senses unless it turned? 
Could other senses give her away?
Peacekeepers had bodies not unlike a large dog, but they moved like bugs on four legs. Limbs skipped too quickly, at odd angles, buckling and twitching, pausing and reanimating when their interest was captured. They could bound like predators, but their movement had a curious burst-pause-burst pattern, like a scurrying spider. 
If it turned now, the Reptar could be breathing down her throat within a second or two.
Or — since the creatures seemed to always breathe in rather than out — it might be sucking down her throat. Subtly pulling her into its too-far-unhinged jaw, toward that needle teeth forest. 
Could it smell her?
Could it somehow taste Piper on the air, like a snake’s bifurcated tongue? 
The Titans looked like idealized men and women — strong, powerful, almost Zen. Reptars were the opposite. 
Maybe they saw through compound eyes, like a honeybee. 
Maybe they saw through sonar, like a bat. 
Maybe they saw in infrared or ultraviolet or X-rays. Maybe it could see Piper now, as she slipped around a corner. 
She’d never imagined that a Reptar could see through walls, but who knew what senses an alien species might have evolved?
Piper waited, her breath shallow and held, heartbeat like a snared rabbit’s. She listened. She heard the clack of its somehow hard-ended feet on stone. She heard the short inhale as purred — smelling for her, perhaps.
Or maybe it was out on a normal patrol, minding its normal duties to the city: allowing those who didn’t cause trouble to stay, while slaying the troublemakers. 
Maybe she could walk right by the thing, and it would let her go. But Piper didn’t want to find out. Reptars weren’t dumb animals. They’d stop you. Assess you. Interview you in their invasive way … but because humans couldn’t communicate directly with Reptars in any meaningful fashion, it was hard to plead a decent case. 
The clicking, inhaling, rattling sounds receded. After a breathless moment, Piper exhaled, her eyes closing of their own accord. 
She had to reach the church. The place Terrence had so heartily dismissed in words — then endorsed when push came to shove. 
She ran through the guts of Heaven’s Veil, hearing the rattle of bones at every corner.





Chapter Thirteen
IT TOOK Piper a while to find the church. She had no familiarity with this part of Heaven’s Veil and felt somewhat guilty for her ignorance. She was apparently too fancy for the city’s lesser quarters — and this despite the sector being just an hour away on foot. It was a breed of guilt she’d once associated with being white and relatively privileged, but now she felt it for being one of only a handful of humans used by the Astrals as puppets. 
At each turn, Piper paused and peeked around, stopping to listen like an old school bus at a railroad crossing. She saw peacekeepers a few times and human police a few others. She avoided them on a hunch, still unsure whether they were looking for her or merely on their usual rounds. There were a few close calls. Once, Piper found herself in a Reptar’s direct line of sight. The thing crossed a street two blocks down, and she froze, trying to appear occupied by something on the street by her feet. It halted, slunk closer, then suddenly lost interest and turned, off to find other prey.
After the close call, Piper darted into a residential backyard (really just a stone courtyard) and snatched a black shawl from a clothesline. Feeling ridiculous, she wrapped the thing over her head like a babushka, allowing it to hang over most of her upper body. An absurd look: she was still wearing one the pretty dresses Meyer liked — something that didn’t complement the half burka even a little. 
Piper finished her journey sneaking, sure her efforts to hide were making her more (rather than less) obvious. 
Eventually, she found Dempsey Avenue, felt disgusted by its existence, and found that once on the street, the church’s spire was plainly visible. Piper was at the door ten minutes later. 
The church was adjacent to the city’s outer wall, which in this quarter was nothing more than a fence with barbed wire at the top. Fences weren’t meant for security. Piper, as wife of the Heaven’s Veil viceroy, had more insight into city security than the average citizen — not all, of course, but enough to know the shuttles kept the place safe, not the fences. The fences were there to make a point: if you leave, it won’t be so easy to come back … so maybe you’d better stay put. 
Few people ever wanted to leave anyway, and visitors would be stupid to try and climb in without going through the official checkpoint — but new arrivals were rare these days. There had been a time of great migration, influx, and exodus, but capitals and outposts had mostly stabilized, and citizens knew to play by the rules, lest they end up as a pile of blackened ash, or a peacekeeper’s dinner.
Before trying the door, Piper paused to peek through the fence at the first of the enormous effigies in the parched land beyond: one of many religious artists’ stabs at a portrait of Divinity, the rumored Astral class that never left the motherships. 
The door opened. Piper’s hand had been resting on the wood while she looked through the fence at a twisted, angular black-marble monstrosity, so the door’s sudden retreat surprised her. But it was only a Rational Monk — a man in a brown cloak, his chest bearing the symbolic lever and fulcrum.
“Oh, I’m sorry,” the monk said, watching Piper jump. “I didn’t realize you were standing there.”  
Piper’s hand had gone automatically to her chest. Her head shawl had come askew, and now her hair was mostly in her face. From the neck up, she probably seemed like a crazy vagrant. From the waist down, she probably looked like she was ready to go skipping in the park with her parents on the better side of town. 
The monk didn’t seem to notice her odd attire or care. He appeared in his forties, with small, round glasses beneath his hood and short, graying hair. He lowered the hood then looked at Piper’s quasi-babushka, seeming to encourage her to do the same. She did not. She’d spent almost two hours on high alert, jumping at every sign of possible pursuit. Relaxing would take a while to come.
“Are you seeking elevation?” 
It was a ritual greeting. Piper had seen the monks around and thought they were nut jobs, but the duality of their garb always made her wonder if she was being fair. On one hand, the New Redemption Church and others had formed their cult-like religions within months of the city’s formation and begun praying at the altar of Interstellar Jesus. That unseated Piper a little, whose relationship to Traditional Jesus had always been complex. But on the other hand, they wore that insignia on their robes — supposedly a nod to pragmatic realism. The lever was one of the simple machines — a group of concepts that first helped mankind master its physical world. 
“I … I’m not sure why I’m here.” 
The monk took Piper’s hand. “Many who find us feel the same. Were you admiring the images?” 
Piper wasn’t sure what the monk meant, but then saw him looking through the fence at the black stone creature, buried to the waist with its hands raised as if in greeting. 
He didn’t wait for her answer. 
“One tenant of our predecessor faiths was to refrain from creating graven images. The intention, as we interpret it, was to not worship false idols.” He gestured. “But we believe these are the true idols.”
“You think God was an alien?” 
“We seek the truth. Whichever form it may end up taking.” He gestured again. “This is only one guess as to how our deliverers may appear.” 
“Well, they don’t look like that,” said Piper, who’d lived around Titans and run from Reptars in just the past few hours alone. 
“I refer to the unseen class,” said the monk.
“That’s a lot of work for a guess of something you’ve never seen.” The effigy was huge — the size of a moderately sized building in the New York of her not-terribly distant past. She’d heard cranes at work on this side of the city before. She didn’t think permission to work outside Heaven’s Veil fell under Meyer’s purview, but clearly the Astrals had no issue — allowing the church to build as it wished as a tribute or possible warning. Piper hadn’t been outside the city since the fences had gone up, but she’d heard there were church-built effigies surrounding it. All were different — each a specific artist’s attempt to capture the unseen face of his new god. 
The monk had apparently finished discussing the statue. He took Piper by her shawl-covered upper arm and gently steered her toward the door. 
“Come. It doesn’t matter why you’ve come. Only that you seek elevation. We welcome all who are interested in the truth.”
Piper was suddenly unsure she wanted to enter the church after all, no matter what Terrence had shoved into her hand. It seemed dark in there, and was sure to be filled with weirdos in robes who thought God looked like a praying mantis. 
She moved opposite the monk, not quite pulling away but not going with him either. The slight tugs in different directions resulted in a stalemate, but it did unseat her shawl. It spilled from Piper’s head and pooled in a drape across the monk’s beckoning arm. 
His gaze met her big, blue, famous eyes. 
“You’re Piper Dempsey,” he said, his mouth slightly open. 
“I …” Piper couldn’t finish. The monk’s grip had tightened slightly — just enough to inform her that he wouldn’t be letting her escape so easily. She tried again. “I made a mistake. I need to go.” 
“You are, aren’t you? I’ve seen you on television. On the city network. You’re the viceroy’s wife.” 
She tried to pull away, but the man’s grip tightened further. He wasn’t overly large, but she was small. Piper could flee, if she hit him. 
“That’s right,” she said, trying to puff up. “So you’d better let me go right now.” 
The monk shook his head then pulled her hard, his grip certain. Piper found herself stumbling into the church after him, the big wooden door falling closed behind them. 
With the door closed, the stone room’s silence was palpable. An empty silence didn’t permeate the cathedral; it was a thoughtful, contemplative quiet. The place was inhabited by no fewer than thirty monks, men and women, all staring directly at Piper. 
She opened her mouth to protest, scream, or bluff her way out, but nothing came. 
Piper was caught, quite literally. 
She felt herself twisted, then looked back to see the monk holding her leaning back to slide a heavy bolt into place on the church door. 
“Tell Gloria to call off the search,” he told the others. “I’ve found her.”





Chapter Fourteen
THE MOTORCYCLE CAME WITH A HELMET. Cameron had to yank it from its dead rider’s head — simple because the head, like the rest of the body, had been transformed into shiny charred cinders like those on a campfire floor.
Cameron shook the helmet out and blew inside to clear the dust. He set the thing on his head, then heard a chirp and realized it was active, still paired with its bike. It took him a while to figure out which bike the helmet matched, but he found it soon enough. He righted the heavy vehicle, kicked it to life, then threaded it back past the barricade its rider and his companions (Her companions? It was hard to tell gender from ashes) had unwisely decided to cross. 
Passing the barricade made Cameron nervous. Nathan Andreus had promised him clear passage to the Heaven’s Veil gates, but he’d offered no escort. Cameron was trusting Andreus about two things — one he hoped was true, and one he hadn’t even thought to ask. He was trusting that Andreus was a man of his word, and would prevent his men from waylaying Cameron — hopefully also keeping the roads clear of human marauders outside the Andreus camp, if there were any fool enough to cross without permission. 
But Cameron had also assumed that safe passage meant clearing the road of human interference. The bikers, however, had been incinerated by a shuttle. Did Andreus have sway with the shuttles? Or was he only promising to keep himself out of the way, leaving Cameron to roll dice with the rest?
He looked slightly upward, afraid to properly scan the sky and topple the bike. He’d only ridden a motorcycle once before and felt uneasy atop it. He straddled it to look above. The sky was empty. But shuttles moved like hummingbirds; one might blink into position any second. He’d never know what hit him. 
Cameron could only keep moving. 
So he did. The roads were vacant except for a few broken-down hulks the Republic must’ve cleared away with tow trucks or heavy machinery. 
At the first roadblock, Cameron’s heartbeat had quickened and he’d reached for the pistol at the small of his back — the one Andreus’s lieutenant had taken upon arrival and returned at departure. Before Cameron could get close enough to merit withdrawing the weapon, the blockade shifted. Soldiers pulled an orange-and-white highway barricade aside then flanked the gap like ushers. Cameron practically expected them to salute as he passed. 
The second roadblock was the same. 
The third was slightly larger, on the periphery of one of Andreus’s many unofficial settlements in the outlands. Cameron could see paths that were almost roads (some floored in gravel), buildings, and cleared sections of trees. Guards wore official-looking uniforms, unlike the ruffians Cameron had previously encountered.
He rolled through their gap then stopped the bike and turned toward one of the guards. Cameron tapped one of the circular gauges on his dash panel. 
“I’m low on fuel. I don’t suppose you can set me up with any?” 
Cameron fully expected a “fuck off” — in which case he’d roll on, hoping to siphon from a dead gas station, cursing himself for not grabbing an electric bike and harvesting charges from the others. His chances if he had to siphon were, he thought, rather slim. He’d probably end up walking the rest of the way. The world’s gas had gone bad months ago; you were lucky if you could fire an engine.
But the guard nodded and beckoned. Cameron puttered forward, only now realizing that he’d ridden a hundred miles without a hitch. The bike was a hybrid, of course, but still the gas had ignited, hadn’t misfired or given him any trouble at all. 
The guard stopped at what looked like an old oil barrel suspended six feet in the air on a lashed-together wooden stand. He removed a hose with a nozzle and looked at Cameron, waiting for his next move. 
Cameron killed the engine, and the guard filled his tank. 
“Where is this gas from?” Cameron asked.
“We have a supplier,” the guard said without looking up. 
“Who?” 
“Who do you think?” 
The guard’s tone was terse, so Cameron didn’t press further. The guard’s question was likely rhetorical, but Cameron didn’t think anyone at all, and had inquired because he didn’t know. Did the guard mean the aliens were manufacturing fuel? If so, why? They didn’t use gasoline. Its use polluted the atmosphere. But if the ships were using their technology to refine oil or allowing human refineries to regrow and do the same, Cameron hadn’t a clue. And, he supposed, it didn’t matter. 
Before pulling away, he chanced a final query. 
“How are you communicating with your headquarters?” 
“None of your business.” 
“He’s letting me pass,” Cameron said, trying to sound braver than he felt. “I think he’d want you to tell me, don’t you?”
The guard’s eyes flicked to the side. “The Republic has its own communication system.” 
“Is it over the air?” 
“That’s classified.” 
“Look,” Cameron said. “I just want something to listen to. I can’t get the radio to work on this thing.” 
“There’s no radio out here, you asshole,” said a second guard. He didn’t elaborate, but Cameron knew he wasn’t referring to the bike’s lack of receiver — but to the lack of public radio broadcasts this far out.
“You can listen to the pirate bands if you want,” said the first guard, probably remembering what Cameron had said about Andreus and where his favors had fallen. 
He tapped the console a few times, and Cameron heard a burst of static in his helmet speakers. The pairing between helmet and bike suddenly felt purposeful. Until now, he’d only been able to listen to system notices, like the low fuel warning that had caused him to stop in the first place. 
“Tune it here.” He tapped the console again. 
Cameron tapped around but realized something delightfully unexpected: He could enter a manual frequency into the receiver. Most radios weren’t like that, restricted to the public range of both the frequency- and amplitude-modulated bands. But Cameron had memorized a number before he’d left Moab (a slow frequency that would carry low-fidelity voice outside the normal ranges) but hadn’t thought he’d be able to use it until reaching the city and Terrence’s equipment. 
Cameron thanked the guard, who seemed annoyed, then steered out and was again on open road before he dialed the frequency and spoke into the wind-dampening microphone that lowered from his helmet on a boom. 
“Hey,” he said. “Hey, Ivan. You suck.” 
It wasn’t official protocol language but whatever. Nobody would be listening at a frequency this low and so far outside the normal range. Maybe the Astrals, but that only meant he’d have to watch what he said, not the official manner in which he said it. 
“Cameron?” came a woman’s voice. 
“Who is this?” 
“Danika.” 
“I thought I’d get Ivan.” 
“Predictably, Ivan found something better to do. He’s all for the comm room, except when he has to sit here for hours waiting. So I’m doing it. But I was listening for Franklin or Terrence, not you.”
“You got me,” Cameron told her. 
“I’ll take you.” 
“Oh. Well, thanks for looking out for me.” 
“Don’t get too excited,” Danika said. “I’m only in here because I’m heating up a burrito.” 
“Oh.”
“Are you there?” Danika, like Cameron, knew the limits of what should be said over the air and didn’t specify where there was. Terrence had cobbled together secure protocols in the past, but this wasn’t one of them. Most of the time, Terrence ushered them into an existing system, allowing them to piggyback rather than generating something brand new like this one-on-one radio show. But Cameron’s options had always been limited, and both sides knew it. 
“I’m on my way,” Cameron told her.
“You’re calling from halfway?” 
“I’m on a motorcycle.” 
“A motorcycle, huh?” Cameron imagined Danika putting a hand on her slim hip through the pause. “I won’t lie. I’m a little turned on.” 
“Is … is the main man there?” 
He meant Benjamin, but flinched from using his name. He’d already used his own, and Danika had used hers, but for some reason Cameron thought there was a possibility the Astrals might know a Benjamin who knew too much information, out there in the desert. Piper might have told Meyer, who might have finked. But then of course, Meyer would know and be able to tell the aliens about Cameron, too. 
“You mean Benjamin?” 
Sigh. “Yes.” 
“He’s outside somewhere. I think he’s trying to look at the … the hole thingy again.” 
Danika meant the old money pit, which the ship had used to recharge while hovering above Moab. The same ship, Cameron sometimes thought, that was now over Heaven’s Veil and yet never bothered to float back over for long enough to incinerate the camp of dissenters it had spent so much time floating above. They must have better things to do, or found them unworthy of notice. 
“How long for you?” Danika asked. Meaning: How long until you reach Heaven’s Veil? 
“Hard to guess. Unless I run into something, maybe two or three hours.” 
“That close?” 
“Yeah.” 
“Hey, when you get there, can you also — ?” 
A flash of something caught his eye. Cameron cut her off. “I’ve gotta go.” 
“Why?” 
Cameron swallowed, looking at the shimmering cluster ahead. 
“Because I’ve run into something.”





Chapter Fifteen
THE MONK, who’d introduced himself by the name Thelonius (said with a smirk, as if it were a joke), led Piper past the group of milling robed figures, toward the large doors of a back room. Chanting hummed from somewhere — a sound Piper now realized had been forming a subtle buzz in the background for the final few blocks of her journey. She had no idea what times of day the Rational Monk choir did their rational chanting, but if done at night, the area’s people must sleep well. 
Heads continued to turn toward the dignitary among them as Thelonius dragged Piper through the gathering. They were nearing the choir room, and Piper had a bizarre hope that she wouldn’t be asked to sing. The chanting was in Latin, for one. For another, it would have to be about aliens or rational science. She knew some about the former, less about the latter, and none of it in any dead or foreign tongues. 
“Unbar the front doors once we’re through here,” he said to a brown-haired woman, before seeming to reconsider. “Actually, prop them open. I don’t think anyone saw us out there, but I feel a sudden urge to appear open and holy.” 
The woman nodded and crossed the shadowed space to stand by the door. Thelonius stopped in front of the large inner doors as Piper remembered her reticence and pulled against him. 
“Who are you?” she asked.
“We’re friends. Friends of your friend. Of Terrence.” 
“How do you know Terrence?” 
“It’s not important.” He tugged again, but Piper resisted. Behind the closed back room door, the rich, deep sounds of the choir continued to roll like soothing tides. 
“I have no idea who you are, why you’re looking for me, or what you think I—”
“He sent us a message, Mrs. Dempsey. Terrence. He told us that he sent you our way but was concerned that you either wouldn’t make it or would fail to understand. You’ve seen our pilgrims walking the streets?” 
Piper nodded. 
“Today they walk and search for you.” 
“Why?” 
“On that, I’m trusting Terrence.” 
Piper looked at the door. This was all too strange. She felt snared in a trap, and took a step back. “Prove it.” 
“I don’t have details.” 
“Who is Terrence to you?” 
Thelonius, who’d seemed so serene outside, now looked urgent, maybe annoyed. He grabbed her again with a glance at the barred front doors. 
“Terrence,” he said, “is the man we trust enough to believe when he asks us to show the wife of this city’s viceroy this.”
With Piper’s now-bare arm firmly in his grip, the monk leaned back toward the choir room door and rapped a complicated knock on its surface. A loud metallic clang preceded a swinging door and a sight that was nothing like Piper expected. 
She’d heard a choir that sounded fifty monks strong, but there were only three people in the large room. None were singing. They were all working at the strangest computers Piper had ever seen. Each had a touch screen embedded in a large slab of wood, like an ancient console television. The monks were in the same brown robes as the others, but their expressions as they turned, Piper thought, were anything but Zen. There was no serenity or peaceful contemplation. Instead, there was hard light and skeptical intelligence. One was at rolltop desk, holding a plastic device that looked like an enormous syringe with a plunger under his thumb. On the desk, its top open, were dishes, trays, and some sort of electronic fluid-containing device that Piper didn’t recognize. 
She watched the choir room doors sigh closed behind them, the reticence shocked from her body. Large metal bolts extruded at the edges — bolts that would extend and seat once the doors were closed, but would be mostly invisible when fully recessed. The door itself was much thicker than it appeared, and the monk closing it now was sliding a compartment closed on the right door’s surface, hiding a high-tech-looking control panel. 
Piper stopped resisting, and Thelonius released her. She looked around the room, noticing something else amiss — just one among many. 
“Where are the windows?” 
“They’re stained glass lightboxes on the outside.” His temper seemed to settle with Piper’s mood. 
“The chanting. Where is the chanting coming from?” 
“It’s a recording. There are about a dozen speakers in various places, leaking the approximate amount of sound your ear would naturally expect from any given place around the perimeter. Fortunately, that many sources facing out means it doesn’t have to be deafening in here to sound loud enough out there.”
Piper felt her head shaking. She stepped into the room’s center, baffled. The monk scientists returned to their work, apparently less interested in Piper than those outside.
“What is this place?” 
“A place of science,” said a voice behind her. 
Piper turned. She hadn’t seen the large Hispanic woman when she’d entered, but now she saw an alcove to the right filled with a paperwork nest. There didn’t appear to be a computer. Just paper. 
The woman was dressed in a robe similar to the others, but her hood, also down, appeared much fuller, its color a deep maroon. Her insignia was slightly more ornate, edged in golden thread. That struck Piper as strange, too, considering that traditional monks were supposed to eschew flair to celebrate modesty and homogeneity. But then again, these weren’t traditional monks. 
The woman held out a hand. “I’m Gloria Reyes, this order’s abbess.” 
“Abbess?” 
“Spiritual leader of a monastery,” Gloria explained. 
Piper looked around, feeling more out of place than at any time in her life. She was wearing a girlish summery dress and half of a draped shawl on her shoulders. Her hair was askew but carefully brushed. She must look immodest amid the monks, city royalty among the poor. Famous among the anonymous. Infamous while the monks, apparently, championed the resistance.
“But you’re not a religion,” said Piper. “It’s a cover for … for whatever I’m seeing.” 
“We’re very much a religion,” Gloria said. “Honest religions seek the truth.” 
“Then what is all this?” 
“The search for truth.” 
Piper paced the room, drawing glances from the working monks. Thelonius waited, silent behind her. 
“We’re able to convert this room if needed.” Gloria gestured at one of the huge, wood-framed touch screens, which Piper now saw was backed by some sort of even larger wooden base. “These fold down into pews, hiding the screens at their bottoms,” she said, nodding toward a long hinge at the consoles’ bases. “Where Michael is working, the rolltop folds down and there’s a compartment toward the back, hollowed into the wall behind, to stow his equipment. The door keeps curious eyes out. And if we have time, there are freestanding pews in the narthex we can move into this area here.” 
Piper looked around. It wasn’t like a spy movie. Maybe the space could be made to look like the choir chamber it sounded like, but it wouldn’t happen at the pull of a lever.
“What if you don’t have enough warning? How did you build this place? Where did you get the big doors with their huge bolts?” 
“It’s not relevant,” Gloria said. “What’s relevant is that Terrence sent you to us. The message was limited, but it did suggest that you have something we should see.” 
The woman held out her hand, softly smiling. 
Piper met the abbess’s brown eyes. Terrence had sent her here, yes. But there was still far too much unknown to surrender herself so easily. She was tired of the dark. She’d lived in it under Meyer during their flight from New York, then under Cameron. Now she was in the dark yet again under a new Meyer, who kept personal secrets as well as the more tangible sort she’d seen then copied from his office terminal. Piper was tired of not knowing. Tired of not deciding. Tired of being another person’s pretty thing to command.
“Did Terrence have this church built?” Piper pretended she didn’t see Gloria’s open hand. 
“No, of course not. A faction here had it built. But in a city this size, under duress, it’s never long before curious minds find similar thoughts. Since then, along with us, he’s been communicating with others from here.”
“Who?”
“We should get started, Mrs. Dempsey.” Gloria extended her hand farther. 
Piper clasped the drive in her pocket, aware too late that she was drawing an X on her treasure. 
“Not yet. First, you tell me who Terrence has been talking to.” Piper figured she knew the answer but wasn’t about to volunteer information these strangers might not yet have. 
“Very well. It’s a group in the Utah desert. The principal’s name is Benjamin Bannister.” 
“You know Benjamin?” 
“Somewhat. But Terrence knows them best.” 
Piper’s eyes darted around. She urged herself to relax. What were the odds that these people would bring her in here, show her their treason, speak of both Terrence’s dual allegiance and Benjamin by first and last name … and still be playing Piper into a trap? The Astrals wouldn’t go to these lengths; they’d have killed or detained her outside. Meyer wouldn’t go to such lengths either. His approach to disagreement was simpler and surprisingly effective. He bullied the other party into seeing his way of thinking.
Piper found herself willing to deliver the drive (she’d wanted to reach Benjamin and was now at the source), but Gloria lowered her hand from its beckoning then gestured to a second alcove and a pair of comfortable-looking chairs.  
“Please have a seat,” she said. “You seem uneasy.” 
“I’m okay.”
“Nonetheless.” She gestured more firmly. 
“Really, I’m okay.” 
“You have questions.” 
“It’s fine,” said Piper, now fearing a conversion sermon. They were scientists, sure, but the abbess had made it clear this was also religion. Piper had grown up religious, giving her mixed feelings today. In Piper’s experience, the pushiest among the faithful saw the unenlightened as filled with questions. Conveniently, the church always had answers. 
“Please, have a seat. Time is always short, but it’s important that you’re comfortable.” 
“I’m okay,” Piper said for the third time. 
The abbess approached, using her superior bulk to herd Piper toward the chairs. 
Piper sat. Gloria followed. Scientists continued to work in the background. 
“Are you going to tell me why your people carve those stone effigies around the city walls?” Piper asked, unsure what to say. 
“The artists among us believe in something they cannot see, and hope to reach it through the journey of spirit.”
“Oh,” Piper said. 
“That’s the perfect place to begin,” the abbess said. “We believe this is happening because your husband did the same thing.”





Chapter Sixteen
“MOMMY,” said Clara, “what did Grandpa lose?” 
Lila looked at her daughter. Once upon a time, she would have been shocked by the child’s ability to manage a sentence like that at two years old. But given the other developmental leaps Clara had taken ahead of time (early crawling, early walking, an eerie inability to be fooled while playing peekaboo), Lila usually thought of Clara as normal in advance. It wasn’t like she had a talking infant — just a precocious toddler. She could almost close her eyes, pretend she’d given birth five years ago instead of two, and forget for long periods of time that other mothers had it different. 
Instead of noticing the girl’s words, Lila found herself wondering how to respond to the question’s oddity. 
“I don’t know, sweetie. His wallet?” 
“What’s a wallet?” 
Right. That didn’t make sense. Her father had lost his wallet in the past because he didn’t carry it in his back pocket like most people, but now he didn’t even have one. Same for car keys. Maybe the world was on its way to perfection: a place with literally nothing to lose.
Lila squatted next to Clara. “I don’t know, sweetie. Why don’t you tell me?” 
“I don’t know what it is.” 
“Then how do you know he lost anything?” 
“No, Mommy,” Clara said, giving her a look well beyond even her seeming years — a look straight from the derisive face of Grandma Heather. “I mean I don’t know what the thing he lost is.” 
Lila stood. She didn’t like questions like this and usually responded the way many parents answered their children’s questions about sex: by pretending they hadn’t heard then changing the subject. 
Clara’s question filled Lila’s awareness with a dark cloud. Clara knew Meyer had lost something and could picture it just fine. But unlike a remote control or a tablet, Clara didn’t recognize the thing. She wasn’t asking if something was lost; she knew what was lost but couldn’t identify it. Maybe it was a wallet after all. 
“Oh, I don’t know, honey.” Lila looked toward the window. “It’s such a nice day outside. Would you like to play in the yard?” 
Clara brightened, her thoughts easily distracted. “Sure! Can Daddy come too?”
“Which Daddy?” Lila, hearing herself, flinched. It was a habit she was supposed to discourage, not off-the-cuff perpetuate. If Raj ever heard Clara (let alone Lila) refer to Christopher as “Daddy Chris,” he’d lose his head. He might even request that Christopher lose his. 
Clara beat her to the punch. She sprang up and gave Lila another of those condescending Heather looks. 
“Daddy daddy, Mommy.”
“I’m sorry, honey, Daddy can’t play right now.” 
“Why not?” 
“He’s working,” Lila said. Though that was a laugh.  
“Oh, Daddy is always working!” Clara pouted. 
“Well, we’ll just have to play without him. Want to go to Grandma’s house and—”
A voice behind Lila cut her off. “Play without whom?” 
Lila turned. Raj was behind her, wearing his ridiculous robe and even more ridiculous canvas shirt beneath. He claimed the outfit was culturally Indian — and that now more than ever it made sense to honor their old cultures as the world melted together. But in Lila’s opinion, the world wasn’t melting together so much as melting. It was true that cultural borders were decaying into multicultural cityscapes worldwide, almost as if humans were being deliberately shuffled. But that didn’t make his get-up any less ridiculous, or make her want to wear lederhosen and a cap with a green feather to celebrate her German-Irish roots. And besides, since when was canvas beneath a robe Indian? He did that because the shirt was warm and Raj was always cold — and never mind the incongruity.
“Daddy!” Clara ran to Raj. 
He scooped her up. “You weren’t going to play without me, were you?”
“I thought you were working,” Lila said.
“It’s under control. Interestingly, it looks like your stepmother was the problem.” 
“Piper?” 
Raj nodded. 
“That’s ridiculous. The peacekeepers are just riled up after that plane attack. There are too many out there on the streets. They’re going to cause more problems than good.” Lila couldn’t help adding, “As always.” 
“I see,” said Raj. “So your solution is to just let Piper go.”
“Let her go for what? Are you saying she did something wrong?” 
“Perhaps.”
“How the hell could Piper do anything to merit all the …” Lila stopped herself from saying “shit” then took Clara from Raj’s arms and set the girl aside with her toys. Raj looked angry, but Lila didn’t feel like caring. 
She whispered, “How Piper could merit all the bullshit out there is beyond me, Raj.” 
“Fortunately, you don’t have to agree since it isn’t your call.” 
“It’s not yours either.” 
Raj’s brown eyes hardened. Lila wasn’t surprised to feel a flash of fear. Still, her irritation was stronger. As she’d reminded him before, Raj should never have made it to Colorado and had only been saved by the grace of her father. What’s more, Old Dad would have punched a hole in Raj’s face after learning that he’d knocked up his daughter. The fact that things had turned out different were just Raj’s good luck.
“I’m Commander of the Guard.” 
“Christopher is Captain of the Guard,” Lila said. “Sounds redundant, but what do I know?”
“Are you questioning my position?” 
“I’ve questioned your position for years, hon.”
His jaw worked. Lila’s heart beat harder, but she kept her eyes on his. And to think: she’d gazed into this man’s eyes with love, back when they’d been stupid kids together. 
“You’re right,” said Raj. “I guess I don’t have time to play today.” 
“Shocking,” Lila said, tallying off a mental point won. 
“What does that mean?” 
“It means that I’m a single fucking parent, Raj. That’s what.” 
“Really? That’s my bed in there, too.” 
“Oh, and how happy I am about that.”
Again, Raj’s eyes watched Lila’s. She reminded herself that even though the man across from her was commander of the guard (and chief network nerd, among many other useless titles) and the viceroy’s son-in-law, she was the viceroy’s daughter. Her father might think this family needed to appear shiny and happy for the laughably named free press, but that didn’t mean Lila had to lie down and take it from someone whose only relation was through the viceroy’s granddaughter. 
Raj’s head twitched toward Clara, who Lila hoped had managed to miss every word, despite her excellent hearing and astonishing powers of comprehension. Her father’s voice, when he spoke next, was saccharine sweet. 
“Hey, honey,” he said to Clara. “I’m afraid I won’t be able to join you after all.” 
“What? Why?” Clara snapped.
Despite her fury at Raj, Lila had to cover her mouth to hold in a smile. Hearing her husband abused by his barely-out-of-diapers daughter was funny in itself, and it got funnier when she did it in Heather’s caustic, mocking tone. Lila half expected a racial epithet to follow — possibly something having to do with spicy food or math skills.  
“I have to work,” Raj said, his voice still pleasant. He crossed to the girl, stooped, then gave Lila a look before kissing Clara and straightening again. Lila recognized that look, too, and tallied it as another point in her favor. It was his old look: pathetic and sad, as if she’d wounded him and should feel awful about it. Fortunately, Lila had grown immune. 
Raj paused at the door then spoke quietly to Lila, his voice edged with spite. 
“I know you’re close with Piper.” 
Lila didn’t reply, not wanting to play into his games. 
“As it turns out, your father seems to think she copied something from his office computer. He won’t go into detail, but it seems to be of some importance. Something new from above.” 
Raj looked up, indicating the mothership. Lila tried to keep her face impassive, but doing so was becoming hard. She knew her father’s modified mind was somehow able to talk directly to the Astrals — not to individuals, but to the hive mind they all seemed to share — but that some information still came down in traditional ways. Before now, that information usually had to do with insurgency and pending attacks, because those things most directly required human involvement and assistance. Raj’s assertion that Piper may have stolen from her father — perhaps claimed by the Astrals above — filled Lila with chills. If it were true, Piper would have some serious explaining to do when she returned. 
If, that was, she ever did return — something a few piecemeal comments by Clara had already caused Lila to doubt. 
“So?” said Lila, not feeling the word’s intended apathy. 
“If it turns out to be a problem, I imagine the questions could extend to others who are friendly with Piper. In the interest of being thorough, you understand.” 
Lila chewed her lip for a second then stopped. The nervous habit betrayed her. 
“Whatever you say, Commander.” 
Lila turned back to Clara, waiting for Raj to leave.
“If the Astrals themselves feel they’ve lost something to Piper and those who might have helped her,” he told Lila’s back, “I wonder how far a viceroy’s protection could possibly extend?”





Chapter Seventeen
CAMERON KILLED the connection before considering that he should have maybe kept the radio on. But before he could move his finger to reactivate the connection, he realized that the large, burnished-metal spheres above the road ahead weren’t the problem. The problem was that he was still screaming down the highway at nearly forty miles per hour, and someone had covered the road with thousands upon thousands of ball bearings.
Cameron used his final moment of wobbling stability to jockey a few inches closer to the left-side berm and gently apply the brakes then surrendered to the inevitable skid. 
He managed to slow some but not enough.
When the bike bit the dust, canting hard to the left as the bearings overwhelmed its traction, he struck the ribbed concrete first. He bounced farther left, and his helmet smacked the ribs like keys on a xylophone. Then he rolled into the grass, trying to form a ball to protect his guts from harm.
The bike stalled. He wedged to a stop then lay on the grass, breathing heavily.
Rolling, Cameron managed to extricate what turned out to be a rather thrashed leg from under the bike. He paused to wonder if he was still alive. He was. By luck, not fate. 
Now looking around, Cameron counted himself fortunate — first to have had the helmet, which now had a sizable crack down its middle, then for the grass itself. Back when this road had been maintained, the berm would mostly be hard-packed dirt and gravel. Today, it had sprouted a bushy coating. 
Which, for the time being, was also hiding him from sight as long as he stayed mostly flat. 
But thinking of the grass as cover was stupid. Someone had placed those ball bearings, and whoever had — likely Andreus’s people — would be watching for someone to fall into their booby trap. The spheres ahead, too, had almost certainly seen him coming. And even if they hadn’t, they’d surely heard his engine. He’d seen as few Astrals in person as possible but knew from their pirate connection — the censored Internet he was currently on a mission to free — that the two known classes of Astrals could hear just fine. 
But even after Cameron sat up, nobody came for him. He could still see the shuttles ahead — not sitting on the ground because the things never seemed to, but floating a few feet above the road — and they hadn’t flinched. 
They gave no indication that they knew he was even there. 
Cameron looked around, not trying to hide, figuring that he almost certainly had been noticed, and that the ships simply didn’t care, just like they didn’t care about Moab. Like they didn’t seem to care about the rebel camp nearby. 
It was almost insulting. 
Cameron looked at down at his leg. He’d been wearing jeans and boots. The denim was shredded, but the damage appeared superficial. He’d managed to slow some and had heaved toward the berm. His jeans seemed to have taken it worst. His skin was still raw and bloody. He’d be picking gravel from wounds for a while and really could use some hydrogen peroxide and Neosporin, but he’d live. 
Still leery about exposing himself too fully, Cameron crawled farther over the down-sloping berm and into a drainage ditch before kneeling to give the leg some weight. Tentatively, he stood. It ached, and his jeans seemed to be sticking to the wound even now, but he could walk. And if he could get past, he could still definitely ride. At least far enough to pick up some salve and an assload of Band-Aids.
Now fully upright, he looked at the shuttles above the road ahead. There were five of them, huddled together like beads on a string. Three mostly covered the breadth of the eastbound highway, with one hanging over the grass on either side for good measure.
Still, none had moved. 
Cameron looked at the road’s surface. There were thousands of ball bearings. They were everywhere: some asshole prankster’s idea of an excellent time. Even now, he could see the swath he’d disturbed while fishtailing in, rocking before settling and rolling into clusters. 
Cameron looked ahead at the shuttles still blocking the highway. 
But really: Were they blocking it? 
Farther down the hill, Cameron could see that the alignment he’d taken to put five ships perpendicular to the road was more of a diagonal. They weren’t side by side; they were one slightly behind and to the side of the other, lined at an angle rather than perpendicular to the highway. 
Cameron looked to the side. Grass was tall all the way to the trees — and there were plenty of trees now, farther from the desert, and into the forested area. He should ditch the bike and walk away — or better yet, right the bike, walk it a bit, and re-key the engine once around the odd alien obstruction. He had no idea why the spheres weren’t reacting, but should he question it, or count his blessings and move on?
 Something nagged at Cameron. Something on the same frequency he remembered from years ago, when he and Piper had crossed that double line of stones not far from here, south of the highway. 
That sense of psychic connection wasn’t precisely returning, but the deserted stretch of Andreus-controlled highway felt like a double exposure. There was more here than met the eye, and Cameron’s mind was tuning into some of it — whatever it was. 
He ascended the hill, now standing tall at the road’s edge, fearless. Now, his sensation felt closer to curiosity. 
But that curiosity wasn’t his own.
And considering that there was nobody else here — no Piper to sense, as there had been during his previous psychic inklings — it wasn’t those absent people’s curiosity, either. 
There were no sights, no sounds, no images beyond Cameron’s own senses. 
But there was that sense of wonder. Or rather, of wondering. 
There was a large building not far from the road. There was also a highway maintenance garage on the left. There would normally be cars here, Cameron supposed, but the Andreus Republic made sure that there weren’t. Several dozen thick black cables emerged from boxes on the building’s roof to the left. They formed a thick almost-braid, suspended from towers and crossing the roads above … 
Well, right above the line of Astral shuttles, in fact. 
With that thought, Cameron realized where he was. 
And he realized what the building was.
And then, he realized whose curiosity he must — against all sense — be feeling. 
It was Astral curiosity. He was feeling a sense of wonder and befuddlement from … from the alien ships themselves. 
There was a strange rattling behind him. He almost jumped, wondering if a rattlesnake had crept up from behind. Or dozens of rattlesnakes, by the sound.
But it wasn’t snakes. Or castanets. It wasn’t the stir of bones in a crypt or rolling dice. 
It was the ball bearings. 
The tiny metal spheres were rising from the road. All of them. Slowly, almost tentatively. Within a moment, they began circling Cameron like a lazy tornado. Assessing without threat. The little BB-like objects seemed to be wondering about him, just as their larger brothers had been wondering about those cables, and about that building to the road’s left side.
The building, Cameron knew from Benjamin’s attempts to reach an uncensored network, housed operations for MultiPlexity: the leading wired Internet provider for the western United States. 
Something about that building made the Astral ships — or possibly those inside it — extremely curious.  
Cameron watched the tiny spheres circle him.
A line of the things seemed to reach out like an arm — like a column of insects swirling above a body of water. Cameron felt a nudge at his backpack. He shrugged it from his shoulder. The balls pushed their way inside the pack then used their bulk to force the zipper open from the inside. 
The cylinder of what Benjamin had called Canned Heat rose from the backpack on a floating cushion of ball bearings. 
“Hey,” Cameron said, reaching for the cylinder, dimly aware that he should be frightened, worried about discovery … basically any emotion other than the numb and stupid curiosity he felt, inherited from the air and its psychic alien activity. 
The cushion of tiny balls flinched playfully back. They held the cylinder away from Cameron then covered it in a writhing, moving mass. Its surface became a roiling storm of beads, then drained away and opened like a blooming flower. The bearings held the Canned Heat above his hand and let it go. Cameron caught it. 
The swarm moved away, heading toward the five shuttles under the braid of data lines leaving the MultiPlexity building. 
Cameron, feeling as if he were in a trance, followed. 
His feet found the road’s hard surface. There were now no ball bearings on it at all — no hazard for the weary motorcyclist on his way to sabotage. And yet here he was, facing emissaries of those he planned to disrupt, still holding his instrument of destruction. The Astral occupation had bugged and filtered the network, keeping lines of communication between people like Benjamin closed while allowing only population opiates to escape in a parody of freedom. The tiny balls had held the device he’d use to undo all they’d done then let it go. 
Just as they were letting Cameron go. 
What is it? said a voice inside his head.
But the voice wasn’t his own. Or in English. It wasn’t words. Only a feeling, the same one he’d been feeling since he started standing in the grass. 
What is it? he wondered. 
They wondered. 
Cameron could feel tendrils wanting to infiltrate his mind. Searching for his plans, perhaps — his intentions with that strange metal cylinder he was transporting to the capital from nowhere. But Cameron had felt the intrusion before and thought he could deflect it. He thought of Piper. He thought of Dan, who’d last made this trip at his side. He thought of Vincent, who’d been there too, before he’d been murdered while protecting a family of strangers. 
What is it? 
It’s nothing, Cameron tried to reply. 
The shuttles moved upward, approaching the wire streaming its billions of data bytes drifting side to side to side in rhythm, as if trying to find resonance. Now rising, circling the cables. The ball bearings approached Cameron, and for a blink he thought the cloud of tiny spheres formed a Titan’s face, but then it was gone. 
What is it? he wondered. 
They wondered. 
It wondered. 
The world, itself, seemed to wonder. 
But Cameron wouldn’t answer. They could kill him if they wanted. The shuttles could release their death rays and turn him to ash. They could open up and release their terrible black-skinned, blue-glowing creatures with needle teeth. The tall, hairless Astrals could come from the shuttles, walk forward, and snap his neck like a twig. The ball bearings could surround him again, then squeeze the life from his body, clog his throat, or fill his lungs. 
They could do anything they wanted, but Cameron wouldn’t answer. He could fail at his mission, but he’d never willingly give it up. 
What IS it?
Now the curiosity was frustrated, borderline angry. 
Cameron felt emotion surround him like a cloak. He was so close to something, yet he couldn’t solve it. He was a man with four sides and sixteen squares of a Rubik’s Cube solved who couldn’t move the last two squares into place. He was a man playing solitaire, almost finished but unable to find the final ace. Something felt very, very close. 
But it was their feeling, not his. 
Just as Cameron was considering running after all — as if that would make a hair of difference — the bead-like spheres began to float upward like a cloud of hornets. They roiled in a tiny tornado again, now spilling upward instead of down. They coated the lines above, hugging them, making them sag and bounce. They flicked up and down with the eerie speed of their larger counterparts. The five large shuttles rose up and swapped positions, one for the others, like a dealer shuffling cards for three-card monte. 
Then all at once, five shuttles and countless ball bearings formed a giant circle in the air, pausing, seeming to send Cameron a silent message. What it was, Cameron had no idea.
Then the formation exploded, flew into separate directions, and was gone. 
Cameron stood in the middle of the now-deserted highway for a few more minutes, his foggy mind slowly returning to normal. Then, feeling hypnotized, he slipped the cylinder containing Terrence’s communication virus back into his pack. He zipped the bag, shrugged it back onto his shoulders, and took a moment to wonder what the hell had just happened. 
Five minutes later, Cameron was again motoring eastward in shredded jeans, with a bloody leg and shattered helmet, unable to radio anyone about his suddenly more interesting mission. 
But it was okay. For a while, Cameron was content to have only his own voice in his head.
It took Cameron another hour and a half before the capital gates entered his view — but when they did, a single ball bearing was still rolling along behind him, unseen, like a tiny escort. 





Chapter Eighteen
PIPER FELT ACUTELY aware of the slip drive’s presence in her pocket but forgot it once the abbess started discussing things she couldn’t possibly know. 
“This church represents a diverse group,” Gloria said. “There are those like me, who seek the spiritual. There are those like the people in this room and Thelonius here (whose real name is Franklin, by the way) seeking rationality. There are people like Terrence, adept with their minds and hands, easily able to fix things. There are malcontents — people who never quite fit, rarely satisfied with the status quo. But of all the people who know and visit this church, most will never see what you’re seeing now.” 
“Why?” Piper asked. 
“Because most people are looking for someone to follow. Others? They’re searching for something to believe in. Many want someone to tell them that everything will be fine. Those last are usually lost. I can spot them on sight.” 
“How?”
“Because everyone is lost.” The abbess smiled. “I was reverend of a small Methodist church, back before it all. There are many schools of religion and spirituality, but we all have something in common, organized or not — congregation, bedside, or the depths of a mind.” 
“What one thing?” Of course, Piper already knew. 
“Faith.”
Piper repeated the abbess’s out-of-place word, deadpan: “Faith.” 
“Belief in the absence of a sure answer,” Gloria elaborated. “But you see the trick there, don’t you?” 
“What trick?”
“Being lost becomes necessary if one is to ever be found.” The abbess shifted in her chair, still smiling in spite of their strange surroundings. “See, in order for any of us to get on in life, we must have faith in something. And in order to have any faith, there must be something we cannot know that requires our trust. That leap of faith might be small, and for most it is. But regardless, it is still a necessary leap. A leap past uncertainty. A leap you took in coming here, Mrs. Dempsey. A leap you’re taking right now in listening to me, believing I am who I say, and that my words are worth hearing.” 
“But you said most of your … your congregation? … would never come here. To this room. To know what you really do at this church.” 
“There are many things this church does. This room represents just one. The only one your friend Terrence cares about, perhaps, and probably the only one you care about — but merely one of many nonetheless.” The abbess looked toward the closed doors to the chapel’s body. “If this bit of rebellion isn’t what they’re seeking, they may stay out front for our services.” 
“But it’s all a sham. A cover.” 
“Our services are as true as what happens in this room, helping Terrence reach his friends in Utah.” 
Piper took a breath, held it, then exhaled with a feeling of deep fatigue. She must have been running on adrenaline when fleeing the mansion, then evading the Reptars. Now she was crashing. Piper realized how beaten she was, how frightened she’d been, how alone she was starting to feel. 
“What does any of this have to do with Meyer? You said something about my husband.” 
“I’ve spoken to enough of those who were taken into the ships and later returned to guess at what compelled him,” Gloria said. “But you tell me, Piper: Did he seem strangely driven to come to this place? Unduly driven, like a compulsion? Like he was being told to come?” 
“Are you saying he was in communication with the Astrals from the beginning?” The idea was a little offensive. Piper was split on how she felt about Meyer today, but her root — especially relating to the Meyer of the past — was still in unwavering love. He’d never been a traitor. But he’d surely been compelled. 
“Not consciously,” Gloria said, seeing Piper’s discomfort. “But below the surface, maybe? The accounts I’ve heard and read — both from the ‘lesser abductees,’ as they’re called, and from people who know the viceroys — all point to a feeling like an itch. Each of the Nine traveled to a place that is now a capital and waited for contact. But if you ask me, it wasn’t that these people saw the Astrals coming. I believe the Astrals saw them.” 
Piper sat up straighter. 
Gloria nodded toward the computers, to the scientist working at his bench under the rolltop. Thelonius — Franklin, apparently — had wandered over to stand beside Gloria’s plush chair. The abbess nodded, and he brought over a stool then sat atop it to form a rough circle. 
“This is a rational church,” he said. “I taught high school science before coming here. I’ve never been a religious person, or even believed in God.” The monk pointed at the ceiling. “But I do believe in them.” 
“The Astrals?” 
He nodded. “Gloria will tell you that a higher spiritual being watches over us all. I’d say it was a bunch of alien ships. There’s room for both our beliefs, but there’s no question we’ve been observed from the start, as if by Gloria’s god. Because they’ve been here before, you know.” 
Piper nodded, knowing that particular theory from her time in Moab. 
“Many people — especially now, given what’s happened — believe that some of what ancient people thought of as gods were actually alien visitors. Beings who ‘descended from the sky in chariots’ and did remarkable things that seemed like magic. They built colossal, impossible structures. They wielded fire and light. They could fly and communicate by thought. To ancient people, they must have seemed plenty godlike. It raises questions about so many of the old stories. Maybe the biblical flood was caused by ancient aliens. Maybe there was a real-life Noah’s Ark that’s nothing like we’ve imagined before. We can only guess. All we know for sure is that this isn’t their first time here. And if they were once interested in us, it makes sense that they’d want to keep an eye on us.” 
“Which is why there are UFO sightings, right?” Piper was still unsure where this might be going. 
“Some, I imagine,” said the monk. “Some of those are probably wackos, like everyone’s always assumed. But that’s not what I’m referring to.” 
“What then?” 
Gloria looked at Thelonius and said, “Go ahead. This is your stuff, not mine.” 
The monk turned back to Piper, wobbling a bit on his stool. “Look, I could go into a lot of stuff that would bore the hell out of you, but for now let’s just say that quantum physics tells us a few things about the universe that are as confusing as they are amazing. Just one of those crazy things is that our world is made up of more than the three spatial dimensions we know: length, width, and height.” 
“What else is there?” said Piper.
“The math says there are probably seven more. Maybe twenty-three. It’s either ten or twenty-six dimensions total, but the point is there are more than we think. We can’t access those extra dimensions because they’re rolled up too tightly … but maybe the Astrals can. It would explain how they arrived at Jupiter without us ever having seen them out there before. Maybe they appeared from somewhere else after traveling through one of those higher dimensions. What might commonly be called a wormhole.” 
He waved his hand like a conversational eraser. 
“That’s not even my point. To what Gloria was saying, we think the Astrals can’t only travel through those compressed dimensions. We think they might be able to see through them as well.” 
“See through them?” The words made Piper’s skin crawl. She felt watched by an invisible voyeur. 
“We argue about this,” said Gloria, patting Thelonius companionably on the leg. “But at this point, our rational contingent hits a wall because the next step has to be a leap of faith.” 
“I don’t know about that,” Thelonius said.
“It’s okay, Franklin,” Gloria replied, clearly enjoying the scientist’s predicament. “I do, and some day you will, too.” 
Piper looked from one to the other. “What are you talking about?” 
“Even their science holds many things that seem almost spiritual,” the abbess explained. 
“I wouldn’t say it’s—”
Gloria cut him off. “His quantum physics basically says that energy responds to intention and thought. That sounds spiritual to me. The universe behaving like a giant hologram? Also spiritual to my ears.” 
“The math is more than—”
“You go on, Franklin. Keep trying to calculate my soul.” She turned and took Piper’s hand in hers. “Honey, they’ve told me stories about supercolliders being used to smash things together to try and find the universe’s secrets — to open up that tight little ball of something they can’t understand. But there aren’t any of those machines around anymore — and still we know those holes in space are opening today.” 
“How?” 
The abbess tapped her head. “Thought.” She eyed Thelonius. “Prayer.” 
“Meditation,” the monk added, his word like a correction. “Altered states of consciousness.” 
“I hate to admit it,” Gloria said, “but it does seem like there’s a shortcut to spirit.”
“What?” 
“Drugs,” said Thelonius. 
“Not drugs.” 
“Drugs,” the monk repeated. “Not just anything. Most drugs just fu—” He cut himself off, seeming to remember he was a monk in a church. “—just screw you up,” he finished. “But of the abductees who’ve returned, a surprising number report having felt their abductors before, in drug trips. The strongest connections seem to have come from a plant-based hallucinogen called—”
“Ayahuasca,” Piper finished. Something she knew all about. Knew her husband’s fascination with. Knew how driven and purposeful he felt after those hallucinogenic sessions, and how the aftermath made him do strange things — like purchase unremarkable land in the Colorado mountains and build an end-of-the-world bunker beneath it. 
Thelonius nodded. “Precisely.”
“They’ve been watching us,” said Gloria. “They’ve been peeking through the eyes of people like your husband. Maybe through people who are deeply connected without substances, too, like monks.” She looked over at the man beside her. “Real monks, I mean.”
“They know everything then,” Piper said, thinking again of the information she’d taken from Meyer’s computer and what it might mean. What would the people in this room make of what was on the slip drive? What would Benjamin make of it, if they could, in fact, get it to him? The idea that the Astrals had been peeking over humanity’s shoulder filled her with a sinking sense of futility. Organizations like this church were playing rebellion. There was no way to evade an enemy who knew you as well as you knew yourself. 
“They don’t know everything.” Impossibly, there was a tiny smirk in the corner of the monk’s mouth. He looked at Gloria, who gave him an indecipherable look.
Piper watched them both. “What?” 
“The Astrals have come to Earth many times before,” Gloria said. “From what we can figure — and from what people like Benjamin Bannister tell us — they’ve done so when instruments they left behind to guide us have nudged our social evolution forward to a point of critical mass. The Egyptians, the Mayans, the Incas — all cultures who were highly spiritual, highly connected at the level of mind or soul. Cultures who Benjamin thinks were able to call to the Astrals through the combined force of their minds, albeit without realizing they were doing so. But this time, we’re different. For the first time, they seem to have arrived and been surprised by what they found.” 
“Surprised how?” Piper asked.
“This time,” said Thelonius, “we’ve formed a rational society instead of a spiritual one. We’ve built our own magic devices and a highly advanced technological culture — contrary to past cycles, in which we’d developed more mental connection rather than gadgets, and had those tricks to show them when they appeared to check on us.” 
“So what?” 
“Diverting toward technology — and away from mental or spiritual development — has thrown our visitors for a loop,” said the monk. “We don’t have the group mind they expected — and might need in order to fully understand us. That’s why they spent so much time building a network of stones: to fill in the blanks. But it’s only partially working. So far, they can’t quite comprehend the way modern humans have chosen to store and utilize their collective consciousness. Our current group consciousness is too new — too totally foreign to them.”
“What are you talking about?” Piper asked. 
The monk smiled. “The Internet,” he said.





Chapter Nineteen
TREVOR STOOD at the door to his father’s study, wondering if he should dare to follow his instincts. 
The computer was right there. Right friggin’ there, not ten feet away. Trevor had been in this room plenty of times, to grab books from the shelves or look something up in the home’s digital library, which was clunky to access anywhere other than at the main console. 
He had no business on the computer now. But that could, if he was discovered, be explained. There were no Titans in this part of the house; they were all closer to the dining room, helping to prepare for the evening banquet. Reptars didn’t enter the house. The human kiss-asses who did his father’s bidding had mostly gone home for the day. Only members of his family might find him tinkering. Trevor could make up excuses for them — maybe say the catalog interface was acting funny. He’d just hopped over for a second. And so on. 
Trevor stared at the thin screen, still leaning rather conspicuously in the doorway. Whatever made Piper run had come from inside. It might still be there. He’d passed his father earlier and seen him agitated, mumbling about folks sticking their noses into things that didn’t concern them. Surely, he’d have known what she’d taken. And it’s not like computers were filing cabinets. You copied files, then only deleted them if you had a good reason and knew how to do it without alerting anyone. Piper would have had neither. 
Trevor could go to the computer now, poke around, and maybe discover what Piper had found. Maybe. It felt worth a stupid, foolish, futile shot, given his current inner turmoil over his missing stepmother. If Trevor got caught? Well, he could play dumb. Nobody would assume he’d intentionally done anything wrong. 
Except maybe for Raj. 
Trevor’s palms were sweating. Not good for secret agents trying to get in and out undetected. He was about to leave, thinking himself a coward, when his father brushed by him to enter the study.
“Hey, Dad,” he said, his voice almost breaking with nerves.
“Hey, kid.” Meyer opened one of his desk drawers and began rifling, glancing up just once. 
Those two simple words felt like a sigh. Only after he’d felt himself relax did Trevor realize how strange his father had seemed lately. He’d tried getting used to the new Meyer Dempsey and convincing himself that nothing had changed. Yes, he seemed to be mentally connected to Earth’s invaders, but what father didn’t have his eccentricities? Meyer had been powerful and arrogant before, same as today. No biggie. 
But hearing him greet Trevor so casually now made Trevor realize how odd that simple greeting sounded. Meyer sounded like Trevor’s dad … which made Trevor think of how he hadn’t seemed like his father for much of the past two years. 
It doesn’t matter. Either way, he’s becoming his old self again. 
A second voice inside Trevor contradicted the first: Or maybe you’re finally getting used to his new self. 
“I was going to grab a book,” Trevor said, realizing he should probably explain his presence. 
Meyer looked around at the study’s dusty old volumes. “One of these? Why don’t you download one on your Vellum?”
“I don’t feel like running down to the public library.” 
“The download sites are back up. You didn’t know?” 
Oh. Right. Trevor did know. The net had been coming up little by little — progress always being made in the land of the viceroy.
“Oh. Yeah, I forgot.” 
His father opened another drawer and searched anew. 
“So,” Trevor said, “that dinner thing tonight.” 
“Yes?” Meyer closed one drawer and opened another. His tone was short, sliding downhill from where it had been when he’d entered.
“Do I have to go?” 
“I told you. Yes. Everyone needs to go. There will be press for at least an hour at the start. You can go when they go.” 
“Do I have to dress up?” 
Meyer slammed the last drawer, his face frustrated. 
“What?” Trevor asked. 
“I can’t find my signet cufflinks.” 
“Do you need them?” 
“For an official dinner, yes, I should wear the seal. Goddammit.” He said the last syllable to his desk, as if it had wronged him. 
“Maybe they’re in your bedroom.” 
“They’re not in the bedroom.” 
“Did you check in Piper’s—”
Trevor stopped when his father vented a frustrated grunt and kicked a cardboard box beside the desk hard enough to impale it with his wingtip shoe. A tiny rain of leaflets fluttered out — probably more useless pro-Astral propaganda.
“I’m sorry,” he said, fighting for control. 
Trevor blinked. “No problem.” But it was strange, all right. His father prided himself on unfettered calm, and Trevor could count on one hand the times he’d seen him lose emotional control. 
“It’s this banquet. This fucking banquet. Why do we have to have it tonight? You know about this thing with your stepmother?” 
Trevor nodded slowly. 
“It’s all a big misunderstanding. She’s always using my connection to grab shows for her juke because the net is … well, you know how it’s been. Problems with the wires or something. Which is why I’ve been on Raj to find a way around the issues with the city net, at least for connections in the house.” 
Trevor said nothing. That seemed wrong, too. After two years, you’d think that intergalactic travelers who’d built the pyramids could do some basic electrical repair. Or for that matter, properly secure data on a computer.
“She tripped an alarm or something — some bullshit security they have on this thing. But then she chooses right now to go off somewhere, and it looks bad because they think she did it on purpose and is running away.” 
“Did what?” 
“Something was accessed that shouldn’t have been. Nothing terribly important. I keep telling them it’s a mistake; that’s not like Piper to do something underhanded. But they …” He trailed off then touched his temple. “Well, it’s hard to explain, but since I’m tuned in to their groupthink or whatever you want to call it, I don’t just get answers like talking to a normal person. I can feel their disbelief, as if I didn’t believe her myself.” 
“Oh.” 
“But I do believe her, Trevor. Or I mean, I would if she were here to tell me what I already know.” 
“Sure.” Again, Trevor felt a new sense of familiarity in his father, reminding him that it had been missing before. 
Meyer’s perfectly combed hair had come slightly askew after kicking the box. His tie had flapped out of his coat. But it was more than those simple bits of disorder that caused Trevor to wonder. His father looked momentarily lost.
“Never mind,” he said. “I’m sure it’ll be fine. But the last damned thing I want to do tonight is have dinner with a bunch of ambassadors.” 
“The other viceroys?”
Meyer shook his head. “Just ambassadors.” 
“Couldn’t it be handled over Skype or something?” 
“Banquets like this are never to talk business, Trevor. It’s a PR thing.” 
“Why?” 
“We’re still a human society. New power structures don’t change that. People have to believe in all of this. Believe in the system.” 
Trevor resisted the urge to ask if he meant “believe it” instead of “believe in it.” So much of his father’s job as viceroy seemed like acting rather than politics. The new government and social infrastructure was all human, with the Astrals supposedly acting only as supervisors. But the visitors weren’t merely observers, and everyone knew it. Too many humans had been killed, and the old governments had been forcefully rebuked when they’d attempted nuclear mutiny. But the public image machine kept churning, spitting out colonization-is-good-for-all-of-us propaganda, broadcasting fancy dinners like tonight’s as the new and elegant norm. Trevor would have rolled his eyes if he hadn’t seen his father’s mastery of the public eye in the past, and his fervent belief that reality was simply whatever someone declared and repeated. Enough dinners with smiling human dignitaries broadcast to the population, and people would eventually believe all the lies. 
“Sure,” Trevor said. 
Meyer looked at the kicked box. He seemed baffled by his actions, as if unable to fathom why missing cufflinks had roiled his stress into a momentary loss of control. 
“Dad?” 
“Yeah, Trevor.” He smoothed his hair, retucking his tie. 
“You said the Astrals were digging below the Apex. And that’s why the rebels tried to blow up the city with that plane.” 
“Not exactly in that way, but yes, that’s what we think.” 
“Why are they digging?” 
Meyer looked into Trevor’s eyes from across the room. He seemed to be warring with a decision. “I guess there’s no reason I can’t say,” he finally said. “There’s a structure underground here. Something that got buried by time.” 
“And they have to dig to reach it?”
“That’s how you get below dirt, Trevor. You dig.” 
“But they’re aliens.” 
“There’s still dirt between them and the structure. And the Apex is on top of it anyway.” 
“Why did they plant a giant glass pyramid on top of something if they meant to dig it up?”
“I don’t know. They’re building at all the capitals.” 
“But right on top of a dig site?”
“I don’t know. Why does it matter?” 
“What’s the structure underground?” 
Meyer’s eyes had narrowed slightly, but he answered without hesitation. “A temple, I think.” 
“But they’re being so slow.”
“They’re trying to find its door then search it carefully.” 
Trevor felt less than satisfied. Each answer birthed ten more questions. What exactly was down there? What were the new monoliths for? Were the Astrals just digging to get at an old structure or digging around it for artifacts? The compulsion to keep asking was a horrible itch, but Trevor knew he had to pull back. His father could sense prying, and so far he was still in the realm of curiosity. If he connected the rest of the dots for his father, asking how a discovery at the dig site could possibly have attracted Piper’s attention and launched a citywide manhunt, Meyer’s demeanor might change from paternal to guarded — maybe suspicious. He’d been betrayed by one member of his family already, and his denial would only stretch so far if a second joined the first. 
“Oh,” Trevor said. “Okay.” 
His father’s eyes had hardened, his momentary weakness now gone. “Have you heard anything from Piper?” 
Trevor fought the urge to swallow, knowing it might be misinterpreted. “No.” 
“You’re sure? Not just from her, but about her? No idea where she might be?”
Trevor saw a Reptar’s vision of Terrence in his mind. He saw the police captain, talking about bad camera feeds near one of the churches. He saw Terrence in the flesh, revealing things he shouldn’t have known.
“No.”
Meyer met Trevor’s eyes. His fingers trailed along the desk as if in search. “Was there anything else then?” 
Trevor swallowed. “No. I guess I’m good.” 
“You came in for a book. Aren’t you going to look around for one?” 
“I can download one. I just forgot.” 
After a pregnant moment, Meyer nodded slowly. “Good.” 
At the door, he called Trevor back. 
“Yeah, Dad?”  
“If Piper can’t make dinner, I’ll need you to be my second. The person I turn to as my right hand when the press asks questions.”
“Oh, sure,” Trevor said, feeling a bit blindsided. 
“Because you are my right hand. My best man. And I know you’ll stand beside me no matter what.” 
“Sure, Dad.” 
Meyer nodded. “Then I’ll see you in a bit.”
Trevor walked back down the length of the rear hallway, the clacking of his hard-soled shoes echoing off the stone floor. He needed to prepare for dinner, and an evening as the viceroy’s right hand. 
His father’s greatest ally, whether he liked it or not.





Chapter Twenty
BENJAMIN SHUFFLED the windows on his largest monitor, dragging them to adjacent screens, trying to make sense of it all. Nothing quite fit — but in a maddening almost-there sort of way, something was definitely about to break the surface. 
He looked from window to window. From screen to screen. Limitations in the public network had become an even bigger problem than restrictions in the underground web he used to communicate with the other rebel labs worldwide and the church in Heaven’s Veil. That network might (might!) be free and secure, though Benjamin still had his doubts. But regardless, Wikipedia was on the public net, not the private one. As were conspiracy blogs, with millions upon millions of pages packed with the puzzle pieces Benjamin needed. And who controlled the public net, at least until Cameron could get into Heaven’s Veil and plant the virus? Astrals, of course.
And the Astrals, unsurprisingly, were stingy about the alien-related information they allowed through their filter. 
It shouldn’t have mattered. Benjamin knew most of this by heart and had untold terabytes of data culled from a lifetime of paranormal and extraterrestrial research. He knew history better than most historians — the real history, he often thought, rather than the official bullshit. He had his photos and videos, materials traded with others through the years. A smart and properly paranoid person didn’t rely on the Internet to answer his questions; Benjamin made copies and backed them up. But even his local records didn’t tell the whole story. Since the occupation, every amateur UFO researcher had become a serious investigator. Every conspiracy theorist, duly vindicated, had sprung into action. But with the worldwide network neutered, there was no way to share and parse new research. He had all the old information in the world, but little of the new. It was frustrating. 
That’s part of what Cameron had set out to fix. The Canned Heat virus, properly unleashed, should give Benjamin and his prepared colleagues a cache from which to grab handfuls of unrestricted data as fast as they could. They wouldn’t get anywhere near all of it unless new Internet activity had been surprisingly light or the Astrals proved to be surprisingly inept at plugging the hole Cameron was about to drill, but they’d get enough. They’d get the most important sectors. The story behind the story. Then, maybe, this puzzle would begin to make sense. 
Something with the Templars begged attention, for instance. 
Benjamin knew the basics. He knew about the Rose Stone in Hertfordshire. He’d even been into the artificial cave below its original position. He had archive photos of the carvings inside that cave, and his own photos, samples, and rubbings. But what else might have been discovered? Were people still heading into Royston Cave, or was it too far into lawless outlands? Were there wild barrens overseas like there were here? Did shuttles guard the cave? A deep hunch swore it was important. 
But Benjamin didn’t think Astral shuttles would guard Royston Cave. It was, he thought, entirely possible that the aliens didn’t even know the cave was there. It had been dug a millennium ago, well after the last evidence of a widespread alien occupation. And although the Astrals had proved they could scrape the surface of human thoughts, they didn’t seem to understand the electronic networks at all. They weren’t stupid; they knew what those networks were and had cut them on arrival. But they’d reactivated them just as suddenly, their only known attempts to access having proved no more skilled than any user who sat down in front of a terminal. In their shoes, confronting an unknown as baffling to Astrals as their technologies had always been to humans, Benjamin supposed he’d have put native experts on the case. But seeing as the Astrals wouldn’t know what they were looking for in this foreign soup of electronic information, it seemed entirely possible that nobody — alien or human — had stumbled across information about an obscure English cave. Or had any idea what it might mean. 
Even Benjamin didn’t know what it meant — to either the old story or the one currently unfolding. But the Templar carvings at Royston had always been considered a kind of codex — and if Benjamin’s hunches were right, that codex might be needed to decode something after all. 
Now … as to what that something might be? It was impossible to tell. 
He didn’t even know what to ask. Nobody did. But the Knights Templar had been the Benjamin Bannisters of their day, and there was plenty in biblical times — even during the Crusades — that smelled extraterrestrial to Benjamin. If the Templars had known something about that last occupation, there were only so many ways they’d have chosen to pass that information along to those who’d need it in the future. In code, surely. 
A loud rumbling rolled in from outside. Benjamin looked down and saw the water ripple in his glass. There had been a few rumbles minutes ago, but he’d been too focused to pay them much mind. Earthquakes, perhaps, if those happened in Utah. 
There was a louder noise. Sharper, rawer. Not deep like the others, but tinged with treble notes. 
Ivan burst into the office, his eyes wider than usual. It took Benjamin a moment to realize what was different, but then it hit him: even during the capital attacks, he’d never seen the hard man frightened. 
“Benjamin! Get out here!” 
“Where? What’s going on?” 
Another sound outside — this one deadly similar to a distant explosion. 
“Just come!” 
Benjamin tumbled out the lab door behind Ivan, finding the courtyard between the lab and the ranch house in chaos. 
The entire staff was outside, techs milling in their casual clothes and occasional lab coats as if unsure where to go or what to do. Ivan’s small band of military roughnecks and the minor delegation from the nearby rebel camp were climbing into an electric Jeep, one hard-jawed man with a crew cut yanking the charge cord from its rear before piling in. The lab wasn’t military, so there were few guns, but people piling into the jeep and the low transport beside it were packing and racking, cleaning their weapons and loading shells by the box. 
On the horizon, there was nothing but fire, like napalm. East. Toward the resistance camp. 
“What happened?” Benjamin shouted. 
Ivan’s head only cocked, unhearing. Benjamin’s voice had been drowned by a helicopter thundering by to the south, moving at what had to be maximum speed. Ivan turned to watch it pass then flinched hard when an Astral shuttle appeared in front of it from nowhere. The shuttle didn’t bother to fire its weapon. Instead, as had happened above Heaven’s Veil, it allowed the copter to plow into it, detonating in a plume of rolling flames and spinning debris. 
The crowd half ducked; the explosion was nearby, and the rotors had been spinning fast enough that the lab’s grounds were peppered with the outer halo of shrapnel on detonation. Ivan ducked with a hand on Benjamin’s back then straightened as the copter’s remains pounded the desert and the shuttle zipped away. 
“What the hell happened?” Benjamin shouted. 
“We don’t know! Carter saw it going down. Tried to run toward camp with the Jeep still tethered and about fucked our only vehicle charge port in the process. He has family over there.” Ivan’s lips formed a line. “Did have family anyway.”
Benjamin looked. Black smoke eclipsed the fire. Whatever had happened was already over. The ships had left them alone until now because they were barely a threat. The just-concluded ninety-second solution ran that point home. 
“What did it?” he asked, knowing the question was unnecessary. 
“Shuttles.” 
“Just the one?” 
“Carter said there were three. But they …” He looked around. “They seem to have bugged out already.”
Benjamin scanned the sky, seeing nothing. They’d left the lab untouched. Why? They knew it was there, just twenty minutes west in an electric Jeep. The Vail mothership had spent six months suckling from the money pit on the property, and shuttles had buzzed the place repeatedly. The lab wasn’t an Astral mystery. 
Yet they were all still alive, free to sabotage the capital another day. It didn’t make sense, just like the Astrals’ refusal to destroy the nearby rebel camp until now. There’d been no warning. Five minutes ago, Moab had been at peace. For a flash, it had been in the grip of a one-sided war. Now that skirmish was over, and the survivors could only bury their dead and wonder. 
Two vehicles screamed across the parched soil, headed toward the pillars of black smoke. Ivan sat heavily on one of the outside chairs — in the shade during the afternoon and evening, where techs tended to take their breaks while pretending the world wasn’t ending. Benjamin doubted there would be many sitting outside this evening. Being inside didn’t make anyone safer from the shuttles’ return, but sitting outside would feel like spitting in Fate’s eye. They’d been on this spot for years, several spent in the aftermath of an alien occupation they’d been working to subvert. Being left alone so long had lulled them into feeling charmed, as if there were a bubble above that made them invincible. That illusion was gone. For days and weeks and months, residents would live in a throbbing state of quiet panic. 
Benjamin watched the lanky man sit. He looked out across the pan, watching the flame and smoke of what used to be the resistance camp. Despite his fear and sense of loss (he hadn’t known many in the camp, but people were people), Benjamin couldn’t help but feel sorry for Ivan. What woke him in the morning and kept him going through the days was the dream that, eventually, brute force might be able to settle humanity’s grievances. But now it was more obvious than ever that the Astrals had merely been letting them play their ineffectual games — and that at any point they could tire of the irritation and end things with a snap. 
What would drive Ivan now? What did he have to live for? 
“Jesus, Ben,” he said, not turning his head. “They’re all gone. Every one of them.” 
Benjamin didn’t bother to say that there might be survivors. It might make things worse rather than better. 
“What now? That’s all the equipment. All the people who might know how to get more jets, tanks, anything at all. There must be other camps, but … what now?” 
Benjamin sat beside Ivan, unable to summon a fitting platitude to make it all better when he knew things were only getting worse. 
“I think we should go inside,” he said instead. 
Benjamin rose, but Ivan didn’t seem to hear. 
So he went back inside alone with the horizon still on fire, a pair of engines purring their way toward the charred atrocity. Benjamin could only leave the man to his loss, knowing that all anyone could do was to reach the next day … then the one after that. 
“Cameron,” he said to his empty office once the door had closed behind him, “you’d better give us something to believe in, Kiddo.”
Cameron didn’t respond.





Chapter Twenty-One
“SIR?” 
“I told you not to call me that.” 
“Nathan?” Coffey repeated. 
Nathan’s hands fell from his face. He looked at his second in command, trying to make his features stoic and hard. It wasn’t difficult. His default face had always been sort of impassive, and years of running a rogue paramilitary state had helped him to hone it. She didn’t ask what was on his mind, but Coffey was, of course, smart enough to intuit — and to allow no emotional inflection into her voice about that intuition when news went sour. There was a no-bullshit policy between them. Nathan always respected directness over tact. 
“I’m afraid they’ve identified your wife’s body.” 
“I know,” Nathan said. 
He didn’t know, but he’d assumed. It was usually best to assume the worst. The upside was that the only two possibilities, if you planned like a pessimist, were neutrality or pleasant surprise. Optimism, on the other hand, had a way of clearing the path for defeat. 
“No news on Grace,” Coffey said.
“Keep searching.” 
“To be blunt,” she said, “there’s not much searching to be done. The camp is in cinders. It looks like they might have got a few minutes’ warning because most of the intact bodies were in their meeting hall structure. You know, the circular roof near the stream.” 
Nathan nodded. He’d looked at a few satellite images since Cameron Bannister’s visit in the way most husbands and fathers looked at beach photos from family vacations. He knew his late wife and possibly late daughter’s home from above: all rectangles and circles, the peaks of trees appearing as shrubs.
Coffey looked like she might be waiting for dismissal. She’d been better at not being subservient — being the hard-nosed number two he could respect. She’d informed him of deaths and losses, but never like this, never his own family. He couldn’t blame her hesitance, but didn’t like it. Showing him sympathy meant she felt he needed or wanted it. Either that, or Coffey just couldn’t help it. 
Served him right to let her see him with his face in his hands after hearing the news.
“You can go.”
“Anything you need?” 
“Just keep searching.” 
Coffey looked like she might be thinking about repeating that searching was pointless, but thankfully she kept the message in her mouth. If Nathan had to repeat himself to earn compliance, he might very well snap. He was already barely forestalling a desire to throttle her. She was right, of course; he’d seen the after images of the camp. It wasn’t much more than a smoking hole in the ground — a few hundred square feet around the collapsed meeting hall being all that remained unburned. If they hadn’t found Nathan’s daughter yet, it meant she’d been in the torched areas when the shuttles had come. Maybe sleeping as death came from above. 
Coffey paused for a final moment then turned to leave. The door closed. Nathan waited until his lieutenant’s footfalls were no longer audible on the steps before pulling the tall bookcase against the wall over on its face.
For a few delirious seconds, a red rage of fury subsumed him. He shouted in the mostly soundproofed room; he ripped a television screen from its mounting and smashed it on the ground. He kicked the desk, doing little more than chipping the wood and stubbing his toe. 
Nathan paused, chest heaving. After a moment, he launched into another tantrum, knowing how his impotent rage would appear from the outside, not caring. 
Glass vases detonated. Office items were hurled. Picture frames were shattered. 
Nathan stood in his ransacked office once it was finally over, shoulders bobbing up and down with his heaving breath, unable to dominate an enemy he couldn’t see, hear, or touch. 
Broken glass littered his chair. He brushed it away, suddenly delicate, and sat. Again, he planted his face in his palms then pulled himself upright. 
No. He wouldn’t mourn. Not yet. 
Someone had fucked him. They’d fucked him hard. It didn’t matter who you were; you didn’t fuck Nathan Andreus. Unless you were looking to get fucked right back. Step on Nathan’s land and lose a foot. Kill an Andreus warrior and get friends or family slaughtered before your eyes. 
He knew who’d done this, and why. Obviously, it had been the fucking Astrals. On their own. They didn’t need permission or a tip-off. So far, their needing Nathan to control the outlands had kept their fucking ET hands off the camp, meaning the Astrals had somehow known where Nathan’s people had fled before he himself had. Choosing now to decimate a camp that couldn’t dent Astral armor was spittle in his eye. An intergalactic fuck you, as repayment for … for … 
Well, Nathan wasn’t sure what it was for. For letting the camp survive until now rather than raiding it? That didn’t seem like a good reason, considering the Astrals had proved they could raid that camp fine without his help. Same for Benjamin Bannister’s lab. 
So: Was this comeuppance for helping Cameron Bannister? That didn’t seem right either. One man headed to the capital was hardly an insurgent threat. Besides, if they knew Cameron was on his way (something Nathan didn’t imagine was likely), they could easily stop him without sending a message to Nathan. 
Unless they wanted to remind Nathan that they could do whatever they wanted at any time, and that they were allowing him to keep living, too. 
Unless this was a reminder … and deeply personal. 
He stood and paced. He had to do something. It didn’t matter that the aliens were responsible. He was in bed with the Astrals, but Nathan Andreus of all people knew to keep one foot on the floor no matter who shared his bed. He followed their orders but kept his own. He controlled the area’s outlands in his own way, not just as their puppet.
If they’d done this to spite Nathan and teach him a lesson, then it was game on. The shuttles destroying the camp rather than Andreus HQ or his co-opted residence told Nathan that even though he’d done something the aliens didn’t like, they still needed him. His army, his Republic, maybe even his mind. They’d given him access to the unrestricted net before he’d even worked out the back doors that allowed him to peek in on Moab’s chats with … 
Nathan stopped. An interesting idea flitting inside his mind. 
Thanks to snooping on Bannister’s communications, he knew Cameron was on his way to the capital not just to snoop around the Apex dig site but to sabotage the network. 
A good plan: it might seriously punch the Astral below their cosmic belts, right in their interstellar testicles. 
But only if Cameron could get into the city. 
Which, of course, he couldn’t. 
Or maybe he could.
Nathan had told Cameron that the conversations Benjamin thought were private weren’t secret to someone like Nathan, who’d once made his living in communications software.
Including conversations involving the whereabouts of certain city fugitives who might, properly leaked, act as a fine distraction for extraterrestrial minds. Distractions that might draw forces away from an intruder at the gates. 
Intruders who, according to satellite, were outside the city now, trying to figure a way in.
The Astrals wanted to fuck Nathan Andreus? Well, fuck them. 
Nathan’s portable computer was smashed, but this could be handled by someone else, easy as pie. 
Nathan tapped a wall unit. Coffey answered. 
“Jeanine,” he said. “I want you to have Greg send a message to Heaven’s Veil Viceroy. Not to the house, but to him personally — right into his goddamned pocket, so he can’t possibly miss it.” 
“Of course. What would you like the message to say?”
Nathan smirked. “Tell him where his wife ran off to.”





Chapter Twenty-Two
RAJ DABBED the linen napkin at the corners of his mouth, realizing that doing so was excessively decadent and not caring. Everything about this official banquet was excessively decadent. They were eating wagyu steak and Yubari melon while the world roiled in chaos. None of the ambassadors from the other cities would look at Raj and think him pompous for dabbing with a napkin — and if they did, who cared? They were pompous. 
The slope graphing inequity in modern America (modern Earth, really) was sharp, and they all stood at its top. The outlands were lawless; outposts were poor and exploited for resources; larger cities were filled with opiated labor. Only the capitals were prosperous — and within the cities, you only had to go a few miles from the viceroy’s mansion to find the poor. This well-set table was the crème of even the elite crème. Nobody would fault the commander of the guard for being dainty when they were all (let’s be honest) fluffing their beds with human lives. 
The woman across from Raj was giving him suggestive glances. She was an assistant to the Giza ambassador and had an exotic look that Raj couldn’t help but see as his personal vision of Cleopatra. Maybe she wanted him. Maybe he could have her. And why not? His marriage was a sham. He was only at the table because he was Lila’s husband, and only married because he’d accidentally fathered a girl who’d essentially become a princess. People only knew Raj as the brown guy standing beside the girl with the baby in press photos and public interviews of Meyer Dempsey, but so what? Family was family, and power was power. It no longer mattered how Raj had arrived; he’d done it and now had what others wanted. He couldn’t be kicked out of the family, even if Lila tried to leave him. Because how would that look? People turned to the viceroys for cues. Dissent in his family would look horrendous to the citizenry.
Raj spotted Lila from the corner of his eye. She’d attended this event with the greatest reluctance, bemoaning the need to dress up, to wear her fine jewelry, to be paraded in front of tabloid cameras and presented as if their lives were a fair representation of life on Earth. But where was her moral superiority now? She was dressed to the nines, looking damn fine in Raj’s opinion. Jewels dangled everywhere. And now that she’d been dragged to the table with gemstones dripping from her wrists and neck, Lila was having a grand time. Laughing while the outlands burned. 
Of course, it wasn’t just Lila’s clear lack of fortitude that would give Raj permission to play footsie under the table with the fine woman across from him — and whatever else later on. He also had an ace in the hole. 
Raj had Piper. 
Everyone knew by now that Piper had gone missing. She wasn’t at the table, of course, but she’d also been acting strange beforehand. She followed Meyer like a puppy, but everything recently had left her mouth sideways, as if she were parroting what everyone else (especially her husband) wanted to hear. Raj had been thinking of saying something about Piper for a while, but raising suspicions about the lady of the house was a fine line. Done right, it would earn him more respect than a yes man like Christopher because it would show he was willing to make tough choices for the greater good. But Meyer was also attached to Piper, and might not appreciate Raj suggesting the treason they all now knew was true. 
Plus, Lila might be involved. Trevor, too. 
Farther down the table, the ambassador of somewhere-or-other (Raj hadn’t paid attention and didn’t care) asked Meyer about construction on the Apex — as if human hands had anything to do with that. 
Meyer gave a suitably PR-appropriate answer. 
People behind the cameras smiled and nodded. They knew where their bread was buttered. They knew who funded the press. They knew who controlled all information into and out of the city. 
Raj ate his scallop sashimi with lemon confit steak, glad to have good food but failing to appreciate why this, of all things, was what the mansion served when it had important guests. But whatever. He was where he needed to be, with a hot woman sitting across the table, clearly into him. He merely had to wait out the dinner. 
How much longer would this all drag on? 
When the cameras finally packed up and left, Raj relaxed, knowing he could stop posturing. The cessation of the media circus meant they were at the meal’s halfway point, maybe more. Now tongues would loosen. They could all drink more freely. And Raj could get up and leave the table if he wanted to — which he would, if he could get the Egyptian ambassador’s assistant to follow. 
But the Giza ambassador distracted the girl’s attention before Raj could send signals, demanding this or that bit of information that the ambassador could have extracted her damned self.
The discussion droned on, making Raj’s head hurt with its dullness. 
Progress of the South American monoliths. 
Unrest in Asia, quelled in seconds by shuttles. 
There was talk of human power structures — slightly guarded because there were Titans at the table, silent but seated among the humans for appearances. Everyone was greedy. Everyone wanted a grab at the brass ring. The Astrals clearly planned to stay, to let human society regrow under its thumb now that it had governments back in place. The Astrals needed to be here for reasons that were none of Raj’s business (To teach? To advance humanity? It sure didn’t seem to be harvesting organs, and the Astrals could be peaceful if people would just do as they were fucking told), but supposedly the Astrals didn’t want to rule and would leave such things to the humans. 
There were viceroys today. Maybe in time — perhaps when things had stabilized enough to spread into the outlands — there would be presidents. Or kings. Everyone at the table was well positioned to accept those roles, the viceroy’s family and friends (and sons-in-law) prominent among them.
There was a lull. Raj made sure nobody was looking and winked at the girl across from him. She winked subtly back. A half wink, but definitely there. He whispered an unnecessary excuse to Lila, who barely heard him and didn’t bother to act like she cared, then gave a final look to the girl, set his napkin on his seat, and left the room. 
He was in the hallway before realizing the girl hadn’t followed. 
Raj peeked his head back into the room. The Giza assistant was still where she’d been, giving no indication of moving anytime soon. 
Bitch. 
Unable to return immediately lest he look stupid, Raj made his way to the bathroom. He was about to go in and wash his face when a dinging farther down the hall, like an old-timer’s spit striking the bottom of a brass spittoon, grabbed his attention. 
He waited. The noise repeated. 
Curious, Raj walked forward. The sound chimed a final time then stopped. 
After a moment, it started again. 
It was a ring. A strange ring, but a ring nonetheless. A single ping, like an incoming message.
He found himself at the door of Meyer’s office. It was open because this was a house first and a government building second, and everything on the computers was supposed to be protected. You could only access them if you had clearance to be in the house, and could only access anything sensitive with a palm print. The Titans didn’t seem to understand Raj’s recent changes, and he’d been embarrassed to realize that at least part of the problem was that the Titans didn’t have palm prints. But for human-to-human communications — and certainly for storage — everything was secure. No need for closed doors around here.
But the ring wasn’t coming from the computer. It was coming from Meyer’s phone. 
His phone? 
Raj didn’t like using the phone anymore because he had the distinct impression that everything he said was being captured and analyzed. But ever since the network had returned, phones had regained their status as a necessity, even for the viceroy. 
The phone chirped again. This time, Raj was close enough to see the screen light up. It read: 
INCOMING TEXT MESSAGE FROM
ANONYMOUS
WELL, which was it? A call or a text message? Raj didn’t text anymore. Text was worse than voice calls. The feeling that the Astrals were reading texts was even stronger than with calls — especially given Raj’s better-than-average understanding of such things from his vantage as ad-hoc network engineer. 
Raj picked up the phone. It chirped again. 
Meyer was busy. He wouldn’t want to be interrupted. And besides — if this were an Astral thing, they’d talk directly into his head. Nobody liked to admit that Meyer could hear the aliens in his thoughts, but he obviously did. He’d even admitted it to the media. Hell, the media played it up. Part of Meyer’s image as slightly supernatural. A god, really, that people shouldn’t just love and adore and be fascinated by, but worship. Like a pharaoh. 
The phone chirped again. This time, Raj felt like the thing was talking to him. Ordering him to take the message. That was his job, if he wanted to be the viceroy’s right hand. Or maybe, if he proved himself, the viceroy’s second in command. Possibly his eventual successor. 
He could answer it. The phone would unlock on his thumbprint, seeing as he was the home’s sysop and had administrative access to the system. And what was even better: if the call turned out to be something that didn’t concern Raj in any conceivable way, he could relock the phone. The sysop could do that kind of thing, too. Meyer would never need to know. 
Raj pressed his thumb to the screen.
He read the message and smiled. 
He wouldn’t need to bother Meyer with this trifling matter at all. 
He could send the peacekeepers after Piper Dempsey all by himself, and accept the viceroy’s gratitude once it was over.





Chapter Twenty-Three
PIPER THOUGHT she heard it again: a distant sound filled with a dry but somehow gurgling rattle. The sucking sound of a vacuum — not the kind you used to clean a carpet but the vacuum of space, where there was no air, life, or anything but endless miles of gas and rock and fire and nothing. 
“Do you have cameras on this side of the church?” she asked Thelonius, indicating the place she may or may not have heard the strange noise.
The monk looked up. He’d plugged in the slip drive of pilfered data from Meyer’s computer and was dragging files over to the church system. Piper had been lucky, finding what she’d found. Human records were encrypted and locked down at all times, but the Astrals were sloppy because they didn’t understand the system. They worked on thought and biological energy. Codes and electronics weren’t beyond them in concept but did represent another language. A custom the aliens hadn’t yet learned. 
You were lucky to have seen this before anyone else, Thelonius had told her. 
Lucky indeed. Now she was up to her armpits in shit. Piper could do with less good fortune. 
“Of course,” he said, “I’ll just need to pull up the surveillance program on this monitor. I want to abort the copy first because sometimes we have fidelity issues here when too much is running at once. Hang on.” 
He moved to stop the file copy process, but Piper waved him away, feeling stupid. She’d felt stupid for exactly as long as she’d felt lucky. An odd combination that left her all alone because it meant she was probably a fool. 
She was standing beside a monk, jumping at noises that, the harder Piper listened, the more she realized probably weren’t there. She kept imagining pursuers at every turn, even though she was safe. Piper was among holy people who were also rationalists, wearing her dainty little dress, her almost-black haircut and styled with fashionable bangs, her giant blue eyes probably making her look like a doe in headlights. She couldn’t find a comfortable position for her body and kept crossing and uncrossing her legs as she sat, and her arms at her waist to match, fluffing her hair, propping her chin on one hand, the elbow below with nowhere to rest. 
She couldn’t get comfortable. Her mind wandered. 
Piper was certainly unwelcome back at home by now, based on the way the peacekeeper had come to Terrence’s before she’d fled through the back door. Where would she sleep? Could she ever go home? Was she now a member of this dissident church? Should she trade her dress for a robe, so she’d be appropriately modest rather than flaunting her deposed status as city royalty?
What had she got herself into?
“No, no, don’t bother,” she said. 
“It’s no problem.” 
“It’s fine. I just thought I heard something.”
“What did you hear?” 
“Nothing.” 
“What did you think you heard?” 
“Oh, nothing.” Piper giggled nervously, hating how weak it must make her sound. “One of them. A Reptar. But I hear them everywhere now, after a near-miss.” 
She laughed again. Thelonius watched her. “I know what you mean. I think I hear them sometimes, too.” 
Piper didn’t want to dwell on her petty fears. She changed the subject. 
“Why did they use stone?” 
The monk looked up, confused.
“Before, when you were talking about old alien construction,” Piper said, trying to orient him. “When they first showed up, they plunked down all those big stones. Then they cut all those big bricks — or someone did anyway — and started making the Apex out of stone at first. So, I mean … why stone? They’re an advanced culture.” 
Thelonius watched her for a moment then said, “Our best guess — and by our I mean us here and your friends in Utah — is that they used stone because they thought that’s what we expected.” 
“But they changed. They took away the stones before the first row was finished and began using that blue glass instead. Or at least, it looks like glass.” 
“It’s definitely not glass. I’d love to get my hands on a nice big chunk of it to be sure, but so far we think it’s something they grow.” 
“Grow?” 
“A crystal. It can be seeded and grown. Interestingly, it would have been far easier five thousand years ago to just grow the pyramids instead of building them, but it would have been too jarring to us.” 
“Wouldn’t the arrival of aliens be jarring enough to those ancient people? What’s the harm in building blue pyramids after that?” 
Thelonius shook his head. “No. I meant to us. Jarring to people today, not the people who were around back when the pyramids were built. Today, we can almost explain pyramids. Archaeologists content on kidding themselves have been trying to do that forever. But if the ancient structures had been like the Apex back then, what would we have thought?” 
Piper felt like she was missing something. “I’m not sure I follow. Are you saying that they didn’t build blue glass pyramids in ancient Egypt because it would have been jarring to us today, in modern times?” 
“That’s my theory, yes.” 
“But how — ?”
“Believe me, you don’t want me to go into it.” Thelonius smiled. “Let’s just say our perception of time is dependent on the human experience. Mathematically speaking, it’s more accurate to say that every time is now.” 
“So they know the future?” 
“I wouldn’t go that far, but don’t get me started.” 
Piper decided he was right. She didn’t want him to elaborate. Heather had all of the Back to the Future movies from the 1980s and ‘90s on the juke, and they’d watched them a few times through as a family, both pre- and post-Astrals. Thinking about time always hurt her head. 
“Then why are they building with glass now?”
“Crystal.” 
“Whatever.” 
The monk shrugged. “They must think it’s more in line with what we expect today, and that it won’t shock those who find them in the future, given all our society has done on its own without Astral help. We’re not ancient stonecutters ourselves anymore. But what’s particularly fun, and gives me hope for what you’ve got here—” He tapped the screen, where the files had finished copying. “—is that if you ask me, I’d say they’re making it up as they go this time.” 
“Don’t you make life up as you go? Or are you implying that they know the future again?” 
“No…” The strange monk turned his body toward Piper’s. She’d already surmised that he only wore his robe as disguise, to make him fit into the church’s cover. Inside, he looked as straight-laced and rational as they came: an egghead in any clothing. “I mean, they seem to be adjusting their plan on the fly to account for new information they hadn’t anticipated.” 
“Is this what you said before about the Internet?” Piper hadn’t really understood that the first time. 
“Our worldwide network is just an effect, but yes, it’s one thing. Didn’t Benjamin tell you about the past alien visitations when you were in Moab?” 
“Yes, but …” Piper didn’t want to finish. She was embarrassed to admit that as nice as Benjamin seemed, his theories had always struck her as convenient, paranoid, and decidedly wacko. But even more than that, Piper was embarrassed to admit that she still didn’t really believe those wacko theories, even though Earth’s occupation proved her version of history to be the wackier between them. 
“Ask Gloria about it when you get a chance,” he said. “I was never a churchy guy, but in this case some of the hard facts make me want to believe. I can tell you all about quantum entanglement, but that’s not much different than what she’d call ‘the energy of connection.’ I used to think that ‘Law of Attraction’ bullshit was … well … bullshit, but really it sort of reflects what theoretical physicists have been seeing in the way intention and observation affect reality. It’s a bit outside her sweet spot, but Gloria will tell you that ayahuasca might have opened real doors for Meyer rather than just showing him hallucinations. It might have allowed him to see other worlds … and, more importantly, allowed those other worlds to peek in on him. My first instinct is to roll my eyes about that (the idea that we’re all somehow connected through an invisible god energy), but it’s the same phenomenon we see with quantum flux and the holographic universe theory as calculated by Susskind and ’t Hooft.” 
“Okay,” said Piper, not at all understanding.
The monk laughed. “It’s just funny. History has always moved back and forth between periods of spirituality and rationalism, each a reaction to a previous period of the other. But both sides are arguing for the same stuff in different languages. The point is that in the past — when the Astrals were here before — human society had more or less reconciled the two. Those old societies all seemed to have developed high degrees of spiritual connectivity while remaining rational — something someone with my nerd background would probably try to explain as ‘nonlocal energetic phenomena’ and other big words. But it boils down something between church and science — or more accurately, both. The records imply that ancient human societies had learned mental tricks that the Astrals use without being taught — which makes sense, considering that the Astrals clearly seeded life here in the first place. But the thing is, what happened in the past — the development of a deeply connected human society, like the Egyptians or Mayans — didn’t happen this time around.” 
“Why not?” 
“Who knows? But it didn’t. Instead, in the false dichotomy of spirit and intellect, intellect won. The Astrals have been able to peek in on us through people who learned how to reach some of those far-away worlds with their minds — doing the things the Mayans did every single day — but could only get glimpses until they crossed space-time see our society in person. We’re far less spiritually connected than they seem to have anticipated, but we’re far
more technologically advanced. I don’t think the Astrals quite know what to do. In a way, we went wrong this time around. We failed to grow into what they seeded us to become. But still, something deep down in modern humanity seems to know we should be connected and still yearns to build the mental bond we should have in another way — a way that suits what our minds became, more rational than spiritual. Hence computers: our attempts to recreate brains. And networks, which allow us to connect in a way our souls seem to crave.” 
“It’s strange to hear a scientist talk about souls,” Piper said. 
Thelonius flapped the loose arms of his robe. “Hey, I’m a monk, too.” 
Piper smiled, feeling herself relaxing, descending from her paranoia about Reptars coming to get her. 
“So,” he went on. “Let’s see what you’ve got here, shall we?” 
He clicked on an icon indicating the archive’s primary image. It was the image, Piper saw as it opened, that had led her to commit theft and seek a second opinion. 
The picture showed what looked like a stone tablet, indeterminate in size because there was no point of reference. It had been taken (probably with an iPhone; the Astrals had given up using their own technology for anything that had to pass through human hands) somewhere dark. Piper could make out a dark corner, as if of an underground passageway. The light seemed to have been provided mostly by the flash. The stone was covered in strange glyphs that Piper had never seen in any museum. 
Propped below the tablet, visible as an apparent way of marking the object within the photograph, was a tablet computer, its screen filled with large white text on a black screen. The text — again, probably for the benefit of human toadies who’d file and analyze the image — was in English, likely typed by human hands. 
EXHIBIT 401
EAST CHAMBER LOWER LEVEL
FOUND IN ARCHIVE CRADLE
** DEVICE MISSING **
“WHAT DOES IT SAY?” Piper asked. 
“Exhibit four oh—” 
“No. I mean the markings on the tablet. Is that a language?” 
Thelonius squinted. Then he enlarged the image, pinched it in and out, scrolled around at the scratches, drawings, and indecipherable markings. 
“I have no idea. But like you said, if anyone knows, it wouldn’t be the science teacher. It would be Benjamin.” 
Looking at the image, Piper felt her creeping dread return. The image was only one of many files bundled into the drive’s package. Her heart had been pounding with hurry, but she’d popped open a few of the other documents before creeping intuition had sent her from curiosity to espionage. Some of the language (again in maddeningly readable English) in those files that had made her sweat, but seeing this one image sent it all rushing back. It renewed her sense of dawning hopelessness — a certainty that her husband, whom she loved and wanted to trust, was playing for the wrong team. 
“What do you think this means,” the monk asked, “‘device missing?’”
A booming erupted from the front of the church, as if the doors had been blown open. 
Then screams.
Around the enclosed back room, the scientist monks traded stares with wide and frightened eyes. Then they scurried like ants, grabbing drives and shutting down screens, every move purposeful and rehearsed.
Thelonius yanked the drive from the computer and shot a glance at the others. Across the room, Gloria stood. 
“They found us,” he said, his voice barely calm. “Grab what you can in ten seconds, then get to the passage.”





Chapter Twenty-Four
“MOM.” 
Heather waved Trevor away. She was watching Meyer at the table’s end. He’d behaved strangely for long enough now that she’d finally grown used to it, but this was unusual for even the new and improved Meyer Dempsey. 
A man with a gray beard was speaking to him in a rather self-important manner, but Meyer was pressing a finger to his head, barely listening. As Heather watched, his hand rose until the finger was straight out and parallel to the ground. Meyer looked like he might be pantomiming a gun to his temple and was soon to pull the trigger, completing the visage of blowing his brains out with boredom. Heather didn’t think he was making an attempt to show the table how dull the conversation in front of the man, but it would be hilarious if he was. It was the kind of thing Heather would have done, if this banquet had been in her honor rather than his. 
“Mom. I need to talk to you about Piper. I think she might be—” 
“Shh, Trevor. I’m watching something funny.” 
From the corner of her eye, Heather saw Trevor’s head tick toward Meyer. He looked back at her and set his hand on her arm, begging for his mother’s attention. 
“Now. I need to talk to you now.” 
“Hang on.” 
At the end of the table, Meyer’s eyes settled. The last of his attention turned from the man. This wasn’t lost on the orator, who all at once seemed to realize he was being ignored but appeared similarly reluctant to call the viceroy on his lack of manners. Instead, he kept speaking, hoping the moment might pass. 
Meyer’s finger pressed harder to his head. Wrinkles formed against his perfect dark-brown hair, graying at the temples. His finger paled from pressure. It trembled, the digit giving at the knuckle. 
“Mr. Viceroy?” Heather heard the man say. 
Meyer stood. He didn’t look at his inquirer or any of the dignitaries who broke from their conversations at the sound of his squeaking chair. Instead, he looked down at his own chest, pressing harder, seeming to focus intently on something that no one could hear. 
“Mom!” 
“Shut up, Trevor. Look at him. What do you think he’s doing?” 
“Who knows. Listening to alien radio?” 
“I’m serious.” 
“I know you’re serious, Mom. But I need to tell you something about—”
Meyer left the table, exiting to the hallway. Baffled heads turned to watch him go.
Heather stood. A few people turned to look at her, but no one cared about Heather Hawthorne. She was something of a matriarch at this table, like a retired queen kept around to feign respect. She probably wouldn’t be here at all if Lila hadn’t given birth to Goddess Baby Clara, who so fascinated Meyer’s adoring public. 
 “Mrs. Hawthorne?” said the man to her right. He’d already offered his official title, but Heather had given so little of a shit that she’d actively forced herself to forget it. 
“Mom?” Now Trevor sounded more curious than urgent.
Heather pressed a finger to her temple then followed Meyer from the room, trying to mimic his zombielike walk. Those who’d been watching the viceroy’s strange, out-of-the-blue departure turned to Heather instead. She was wearing a long green dress that might have been at home on a Hollywood red carpet. Her days on real red carpets were probably over, but at least the stiffs at the table could watch her still-fine ass on its way out. 
Trevor came behind her, snapping at her heels like a terrier. She found herself safely out of the dining room with her seventeen-year-old son now demanding her full attention. Some of that attention was still on Meyer, who’d gone farther along the hallway and rounded a corner. So far as she could tell, he’d yet to notice her behind him. 
“Mom!”
“Not now, Trevor! Can’t you see that your father is having an episode?” 
Heather pushed past him. She reached the bend in the hallway where, thankfully, Trevor took a hint and fell silent. A good thing. The minute Heather arrived at the corner, she heard voices trickle around it: Meyer and someone else. 
She peeked around the corner. The other voice was Mo Weir, Meyer’s aide. Meyer had beelined directly to him as if he’d known precisely where the man was, despite Heather assuming Mo had left for the day. 
“Mo. Where’s Christopher?” 
“The guard captain?” Still spying, Heather watched Weir shake his head. “I don’t know. I can radio out. Or if you’d like to go into your office—”
“No, no. Look. There’s been some sort of a breach.” 
“We know that, Meyer. Your wife—”
“Not her,” Meyer said in an irritated, impatient voice. “Jesus Christ, nobody’s told you?” 
“Told me what?” 
“Fucking hell, Mo. You need one of those earbud things.” 
“Maybe you could just tell me, Meyer.” 
Heather liked Mo. He didn’t take shit, just like her. Half the world was awed by Meyer Dempsey, and the other half was afraid. Weir was neither. When Meyer said stupid things, Mo threw them back. If the fabled emperor had employed a right hand like Mo Weir, he’d never have embarrassed himself by parading naked in his new clothes. 
“It’s hard to say. Nobody’s really talking to me.”
“I’m talking to you, Meyer.” 
“In my head. It’s all just confusion. I’m not hearing anything direct from Divinity. It’s like trying to listen in on a cocktail party.” 
“This is fascinating. But until you give me something I can use, I’m at a loss as to—”
“Someone’s outside. Someone at the gate.”
“Okay. Do you want them let in?”
“No. He’s not supposed to be there. He’s … he has something.” 
“Jesus, Meyer. This is like playing charades.” 
“They’re pissed off. Just hang on. I’m … I’m trying to sort it out.”
“Maybe they sent you instructions. Have you checked your computer or your phone?” 
“They’re in my office.” 
“Well, let’s go there then.” 
Meyer turned forward. Heather fell back and rammed Trevor. 
“Wait,” she heard Meyer say. 
“What?” 
“There’s a few things happening. That’s why it’s confusing. Something in the desert. Did we launch an attack?”
“We? Nothing I know about, but they don’t ask my permission.” 
“It has to do with the person at the gate. From Utah? He’s here to … shit, I can’t tell.” 
“Go check your messages.” 
“Fuck that. Hang on. I can get it if I focus.” 
Heather had caught this particular tone a time or two from Meyer and recognized it plain as day. If there was one thing Meyer Dempsey hated, it was being excluded as if he were an idiot incapable of making his own decisions. Meyer was no one’s toady. Heather could hear his irritation at being kept from the loop, and his natural defiance to subvert the authority keeping him out. 
“Meyer …” said Weir.
“Shh!” 
Silence. Heather looked carefully around the corner and saw Meyer with his hands on his head, eyes closed. Mo Weir was beside him, arms crossed in obedient annoyance. 
“Okay. There are a few things.” 
“The thing with Piper …” 
“No. They don’t care about that. At least not right now. It’s … the man outside, he has something. He’s … being watched.” 
“If he’s a problem, they’ll kill him.” 
Meyer shook his head. “They can’t. Something to do with … dammit, I can’t tell. They … sent a message? Something. But they don’t want to kill him. Just stop him. Where did you say Christopher was?” 
“I didn’t.” 
“Get him.” 
“Okay, let’s go to your office.”
“They’ve sent peacekeepers to the gates,” Meyer said. “They know right where he is.” 
“And you want to send the guards? Christopher?” 
“No, there’s something else. Shit. This is impossible.” 
“Sometimes, I wonder if you’re just making these things up to fuck with me,” said Weir. 
“Dammit.” Heather watched Meyer open his eyes and shake his head. “Wait. My office.” 
“Your office,” Weir repeated. 
“Did I get a package today?” 
“Like FedEx? They’re out of business, I think.” 
“A data dump, I mean. About the Apex. There’s something about the Apex.” A look of recognition crossed his eyes. He seemed almost frightened. 
“What, Meyer?” Weir sounded tired. 
“Shit. I wonder if that’s what Piper saw.” 
“What? Hell.” 
“I missed something. The archive. Under the Apex.” 
“What archive, Meyer?”
“Did anyone tell you that they’re digging under all of the capitals?” 
“No, but why do I care?” 
“It’s not just here, Mo. Hell. That’s what I’m feeling. That’s what I’m hearing; they’re not just searching here in Heaven’s Veil. They’ve lost it. They can’t find it, and now they’re looking all over.” 
“What can’t they find?” 
Meyer pinched the bridge of his nose. “I don’t know, but it’s a problem. Is it related to the guy outside? I don’t know.” 
“Meyer …” 
“Come on, Mo. We have to leave.” 
“Where? Aren’t you still in the banquet?” 
“Not anymore.” Meyer bit his lip. “Come on.” 
“I could help you more if I knew what you were planning,” said Weir’s voice.
Heather flinched back, preparing to slide into an alcove. 
“Whoever’s outside is a problem, but they’re not telling me why,” Meyer said. 
“So?” 
They turned to head away, toward Meyer’s office. “So we’re going to find out for ourselves,” he said.





Chapter Twenty-Five
PIPER RAN.
She’d been in low heels when leaving the house, but she’d discarded them a while back, content to walk the streets in bare feet like a kid. Now running, bare feet were painful. Enough that Thelonius (Franklin, she felt compelled to call him in her mind now that they were sharing the same peril) had doffed his sneakers and handed them over during their flight. 
Piper didn’t know what was funnier: that a monk would wear sneakers under his robe or that this particular monk’s shoes didn’t fit her all that badly. They were far from perfect, but stayed on as the group traversed the underground tunnel, accessible by the hidden doorway and staircase in the church. 
Piper ran, her questions mounting. 
How had this tunnel been built? Heaven’s Veil was an alien city. It had grown from a collection of hippies in tents, before the trees had been razed and the ground leveled. Work had been shared equally. The Astrals had used their energy beams to ease the burden, but human dignity seemed to require that they not all sit around and be waited on. Even so, it was hard to believe anyone had missed the tunnel’s creation. 
But there were other questions, too. Like: How had the Reptars found her? And really: Had the Reptars found her, or had she merely had the horrible misfortune of being in the building when the Reptars just so happened to find the dissident church instead? 
What about the monks in the chapel’s large main room? Piper, Gloria, Thelonius, and the others in the back had run without hesitation, moving with the smooth precision of a practiced drill. She’d heard the rattling, purring Reptars. She’d heard the screams. So were the others dead? And if so, why didn’t any of those running in the tunnel seem to care? They’d turned tail and sprinted, yanking removable drives from computers, grabbing samples. There would be no mistaking the church’s true purpose once peacekeepers breached the back room; there hadn’t been time to right the room or silence the artificial choir. They couldn’t return, and they’d left the others to die. Like cowards. 
Piper ran, listening for pursuit behind her. 
The tunnel wasn’t long. After a few minutes, they reached a set of stone steps, and Piper got the answer to at least the first of her questions: the tunnel existed because it wasn’t a tunnel at all. It was a series of interconnected basements with doors knocked through adjoining walls, supports added to hold back the soil between them.
They emerged in the home of a small old woman with a shock of white hair. She was wearing thick glasses — one of the stubborn few people who’d refused vision correction and kept the eyeglasses industry afloat. They stormed up through the basement door with a crash and found themselves staring right at her. She was in a wheelchair, a shotgun leveled directly at one of the lead monks’ chests.
With a clucking tongue, the woman raised her weapon’s barrel, pointing it at the ceiling, then slid it into a makeshift holster on her wheelchair’s side. That, Piper had many new questions about. Did the woman just sit here all day, waiting? Who kept a shotgun in a holster, especially on a wheelchair? And how had she kept the weapon from the police and peacekeepers?
Gloria pushed to the front and nodded briskly to the old woman. 
“Mary.” 
“I’d say it’s good to see ya, Gloria,” the woman said, her voice carrying a slight Appalachian accent, “but I guess tha’ad be a lie.” 
“Peacekeepers,” Gloria said, out of breath. The abbess wasn’t a small woman. Piper was winded, and she’d maintained a decent yoga routine even in her new station as Queen of Sheba. Gloria, who didn’t seem to be in peak condition, was probably knocked flat.
“Yeh, I saw. Ran by an’ raised a helluva holler. I guess you’re retired now, ain’t cha?”
“I don’t know if they followed,” Gloria huffed.
“I guess if they did, they’ll get a chest fulla buckshot,” the old woman said mildly. 
Gloria nodded. Without a parting word, they ran again, leaving the woman to her apparent duty.
Out in the streets, Piper saw a pattern in their duck-rush-duck movement. She fell into step without effort, but again: it had the feel of something the monks had rehearsed — on paper if not in life. 
“The others,” Piper said, catching a glimpse of the distant church. Still just a steeple, nothing unusual. But what did she expect? For it to be on fire? The church was only a building and, in itself, had committed no crimes. The peacekeepers would appear and keep peace. It’s what they did. It’s why Heaven’s Veil had so little crime despite its heavy air of malcontent.
“They knew what they were signing up for,” Thelonius said, his tone short.
“You can’t go back.” 
“No.”
“What will you do?” 
“We’ll have to head into the outlands. That’s the plan.” 
“The plan?” 
“It’s always a good idea to know your exits,” Gloria said. “On a plane or in life. I didn’t want any of this, but it’s hard to feel bad. Everything happens for a reason, and is right in the end.” 
Piper thought that sounded like an icy answer. She glared at the abbess, her sneakered feet pounding concrete. Like the others, Gloria had discarded her robe in the old woman’s home. They were all in the normal clothes they’d been wearing beneath: jeans, tees, and sneakers. As if they spent their days ready to run at a moment’s notice.
“How can you say that?” Piper hissed. 
“No matter what I say … nothing changes,” Gloria said, still searching for her breath.
“The outlands,” Franklin repeated. They paused along the side of a building, his gaze asking for peace. “We’ll need to get out of the city.” 
“How?” Piper asked. 
“It’s not hard to get out. I doubt they’d chase us.”
“You doubt they’d chase us?” Piper said. 
“Not us,” said Gloria, pointing at the entire group. Then she pointed instead only at the former monks, excluding Piper, and corrected her: “Us.” 
“So just you, then. Not me.” Now feeling colder, angrier. Apparently, this was a group that just cut and run — all for one and … well, and apparently that was it.
“Not you. You’re the viceroy’s wife.” Realizing how she’d taken her exclusion, Franklin rushed to clarify. “You have to go back home.” 
Piper assumed she’d heard wrong. “You think they’ll just let me go back to him?” 
“No,” Franklin said. “You’re not understanding me. You’re the viceroy’s wife, so you have access to the mansion.” 
“Access? What the hell do you mean?” Piper wanted to scream. She’d heard gunshots a few seconds ago, and was hearing Reptars purring nearby. They were barely concealed, nowhere near … well, nowhere near wherever they were going, as a group or in pieces. The issue felt undecided, hanging by a thread. 
“The drive,” said Franklin, pointing at Piper’s pocket, where she’d restowed it. “The information we were about to send to Moab before they broke in. You can get it to the network hub. We’re fairly sure it’s in the mansion.” 
Piper’s patience broke. She’d nearly died a few times today and would live with the screams of others who hadn’t been as lucky. The world had been turned then turned again. She couldn’t keep up and longed for it all to stop long enough to get her head straight. These weren’t her enemies. But they were the only people she could shout at, and the number of things they were taking for granted was stupid.
She didn’t know what the network hub was. 
She didn’t know where it was.
Even they didn’t seem certain exactly where it was.  
And besides, Piper didn’t know what she was supposed to do with this hub if she found it, the drive, or anything else. Send the information to Benjamin? Okay. But how? Astrals controlled the networks, and the Astrals wouldn’t be happy that Piper was trying to share her contraband. Even if there was a way to send a signal — and she had a clue how to do it — the Astrals would surely block it. 
How did mansion access matter? If the peacekeepers had been sent to pursue her, there was no chance she’d be allowed back on the grounds. Even if she was, there was no way she’d be left to roam free. There was no way she wouldn’t be searched. There was no way — no way in the deepest pit of Hell — she’d be able to take what she’d shown to the monks and magically deliver it to anyone outside the city. Worst of all: Franklin had left a copy on the church computer. There would be no question of what Piper had taken from her husband. She was caught red-handed, and the evidence — whatever it was evidence of — would die with her.
“It’s the best chance we have,” Franklin said. “The tablet in that photo—”  
“Might not mean anything!” Piper almost shouted. She felt near tears. They were tying knots with her arguments. So what if some device was missing? It didn’t mean a damned thing, and wasn’t worth the loss of more lives.
But even as she screamed at Franklin, Piper knew she was fooling herself. She hadn’t just seen the tablet. She’d seen the other files, too: a plan nearing completion. A clock that would soon start ticking. Repetitions of some of the stories Benjamin had told her in Moab, only this time from many years past. Whoever had written what she’d seen, he or she had been human. Alien work done by human hands, before the hammer fell. And it was indeed a hammer meant to fall. 
She remembered what Charlie, Benjamin’s colleague, had said a long time ago. 
Contact has only ever been phase one.
What’s phase two?
Extermination.
Yes. That’s why she’d stolen. That’s why she’d run. The Astrals meant to use whatever they’d left behind. 
“Then we can just take it to Benjamin. We can ride to Utah. Or walk, if we have to.” 
“Something tells me they won’t just let us go if we have the drive.” Franklin looked at Piper. “Or if you’re with us.” 
“But I can’t just — !”
Piper stopped protesting when she heard a low, rattling growl from around the corner in front of them. She stepped back to feel the press of bodies behind her. For a moment, she wondered why the monks wouldn’t back up too, but then she turned and saw the problem. They’d taken shelter to catch their breath and plan in the most closed-off place they could find: a dead-end alley that would soon be their grave. 
“Go. We have to get out of here right now,” Franklin said. 
“It’s out there.”
“We can’t go back. We have to run. We’ll split up.” 
But they couldn’t. By the time Franklin was finishing his sentence, the alleyway’s open mouth end was eclipsed by an enormous, slinking black shape. It moved into view, almost too wide to enter. It entered anyway, its powerful haunches taut, its black-scale skin shifting with that strange luminescent blue glow bleeding from beneath. 
Despite its sheer bulk, Piper’s attention was drawn to its eyes — its double-lidded, color-shifting eyes. 
First, they were yellow.
Then black, vanishing into the churning skin of what passed for its gruesome face. 
Then red. 
Then a blue as bright as the deepest ocean. 
The Reptar came on tapping claws, its body like a beast, its movements like an insect. Its mouth opened. Piper saw rows upon rows of needle-tipped teeth, arranged in concentric rings. The jaw seemed to unhinge too far then almost flatten. Its core made a noise like specters stirring. An inhaling, grating rattle, something wet and boiling into a gurgle. 
Piper raised her hands in surrender, knowing it was futile. 
“I’m the viceroy’s wife.” She tried to keep her voice even, fighting panic’s downward drag. 
The Reptar roared, its breath rancid like soured meat.
It coiled its twisted haunches to spring. 
There was a noise like thunder, and the thing’s head disintegrated. Piper found herself spattered in gore — a curious blend of red blood threaded with glowing blue, like something squeezed from a firefly.
Christopher stood at the alley’s mouth, just behind the Reptar’s body, holding something that looked like a sawed-off shotgun that had been somehow modified, covered with tubes and gears. Terrence was behind Christopher, with Trevor beside him. To Trevor’s other side — unbelievably — stood Heather. 
“It works.” Christopher handed the weapon to Terrence with a satisfied nod. “What d’ya know?”





Chapter Twenty-Six
MEYER STOPPED, his head cocked, Mo Weir dashing to his side. Mo never ran. It was odd to see his blazer flapping, the man nudged into urgency against his will. 
“What was that?” Mo asked. 
Meyer wasn’t sure. It had sounded like a gunshot, but it felt like forever since he’d heard one, back when he’d almost felt like another Meyer Dempsey. He remembered the sound concussing his eardrums and the way it made everything sound muffled as if by ill-fitting earplugs for a while afterward.
“Was that a gun?” Mo asked. 
They were still inside the house, nearing the front door. The sound had been like the striking of a mallet and had definitely come from ahead, but that only told Meyer it had happened outside. The house had no sense of auditory direction. All sounds that didn’t originate inside came from the door, from all over the city, above and below. 
“So you heard it,” Meyer said. 
“Of course I heard it. Why wouldn’t I hear it?” 
“I thought it … never mind.” Mo wouldn’t understand. Plenty of what Meyer heard these days came from inside his head. He could hear the Astral discussions even now: Reptars on patrol, curiously disturbed, quiet Titan minds, Divinity’s overarching judgment — and, when Divinity saw fit, its orders to the viceroy.
Mo was moving forward. Meyer hung back, curious. Christopher carried a pistol. It wouldn’t thump like that, and since Meyer had ordered him to the gates where there’d be Astrals, gunfire didn’t make sense. You didn’t hear guns inside Heaven’s Veil. Peacekeepers used their teeth to enforce order, and shuttles blasted silent energy rays. Humans hadn’t been stupid enough to fire their primitive weapons inside the city in months. It was possible Christopher had run off to the gate as Meyer had asked then fired a shot, but why? And besides, Christopher’s pistol would have made a distant crack, not that low, heavy thumping sound. 
Mo shook his head, approaching Meyer. He’d been willing enough a few seconds ago, but that simple report had taken the wind from his sails. 
“I’m going back. We can monitor this from your office.” 
Meyer rubbed his temples. They’d both seen the new message on his phone. Meyer didn’t know if he could trust whoever had sent him Piper’s whereabouts, but he could easily believe that her disappearance at this specific moment wasn’t a coincidence. Piper had trekked through what was now outlands with Cameron Bannister then spent months with the man and his crew at the Utah lab the Astrals perpetually ignored. If the man waiting outside had come from some sort of rebel camp, perhaps Piper was on her way to meet him. Especially given the information she seemed to have stolen. 
Meyer didn’t know how he felt about any of it. A sense of betrayal? Anger? Crushed dignity, owing to the Astrals cutting their human viceroy from the loop and handling everything themselves? Or was it jealousy? Everyone talked readily enough about Cameron Bannister, but Piper was tight-lipped despite knowing him best — at least around Meyer. What did that say about their relationship in Meyer’s absence?
“No, Mo. Come with me.” 
“We’re not soldiers.”
“And it’s not a war. I just want to see.” 
Mo shook his head, still heading away from the front door. “If you want to see what’s happening around gunfire, you’re on your own.” 
Meyer wasn’t sure he wanted to see what was happening after all. 
But he ran through the door anyway, feeling the skies open and exposed — nervous and conflicted for the first time in what felt like forever. 





Chapter Twenty-Seven
CAMERON HEARD THE LOUD, low thumping report echo to his position from inside the city. Immediately afterward, he saw the shuttles stir and shuffle without leaving the gates. 
Cameron swore from his concealed position behind a burned-out car. This had always been the plan’s trickiest part. Crossing the outlands — especially with Nathan Andreus’s permission and offer of a vehicle — had been easy. But getting past the gates and its guards, even after ditching the bike and approaching slowly on foot? Now that felt downright impossible. 
He heard a low, deep stirring in the distance. The sound of Reptars, seeming to scream out in unison. He looked toward the shot’s apparent location, somehow expecting a flock of birds in startled flight. But nothing happened beyond that growl. No movement of shuttles. 
He’d been here for over an hour, staring at the gates, waiting for a solution to surface from nowhere. He had no way to communicate with Moab; his helmet had shattered when he’d rolled through that field of (apparently alien) ball bearings. He had no way of speaking to anyone inside the city. He had no line to Terrence, no line to anyone friendly in the Heaven’s Veil resistance. He could go around to where Terrence’s church stood against the wall (and now that he thought about it, probably should), but that would mean approaching through a razed, baked pan of land, passing the massive statues denoting artists’ attempts to capture the face of Divinity. Heading around to the church would mean moving in plain sight, and if any shuttles or Astral guards were in the area, he’d be dead. Besides, he’d be giving away more than just himself if he went to the church. The Astrals weren’t stupid. They’d let him make contact before striking — and that would spell the end for Benjamin’s contacts. And for Terrence. 
He sat back against the destroyed vehicle, trying to think. Cameron had a singular mission: to get the Canned Heat to Terrence. He could hook the thing to the hub on his own, with or without Cameron’s help. He liked the idea of taking a rest and perhaps staying hidden in the city for a while before heading back (ideally leaving a newly freed Internet behind) but didn’t need to do anything beyond making contact and delivering his parcel. 
Stripped to its basics — getting the Canned Heat over the wall and into Terrence’s hands, without taking a Heaven’s Veil vacation — the idea sounded more manageable. But regrettably, even more manageable didn’t take him to possible. 
Maybe he could sneak up to the fence and throw the thing over when no one was looking. 
Maybe he could lure a hawk to the ground, tie the Canned Heat to its legs, then somehow train it to find Terrence.
Shit.
He had no idea how to do what needed doing. He’d anticipated improvisation, but now that he was here, Cameron found himself clueless. 
He was about to walk a wide circle around the city, searching for weak spots (or possibly carrier hawks), when several loud sounds boomed from behind him. 
Cameron turned then stood enough to peek through the car’s shattered windows. His breath caught in his throat. 
The double set of gates were opening wide, and the shuttles were moving out of the way, circling around toward the city’s center and rear, out of sight. 
Ten minutes passed. The gates stayed open, seemingly unguarded for no reason at all.
Cameron stared at the wide-open gate for what felt like an hour before deciding that the shuttles seemed to be gone, and the gates would stay open.
And worst/best of all, he knew the gates hadn’t merely opened. They’d opened for him.
It didn’t matter if it was a trap. If the Astrals knew he was here, flight was futile anyway. If they knew he was here, he’d have to take his chances at a trap or die running. 
There were still things they didn’t know. There was still a chance, no matter how slim. 
Between a thin chance and none at all, Cameron’s choice seemed clear.
He stood. 
Walked forward slowly. 
And waited to see what would happen.





Chapter Twenty-Eight
RAJ WATCHED the guard shack’s security monitor, seeing a red dot appear a handful of blocks away. Whether the red dot indicated a shot fired to match what he’d heard or something more, he didn’t know. Christopher knew exactly what all of the grid map’s symbols meant, but Christopher wasn’t here. He was off picking his ass, like always. Captain of the guard indeed. What was higher? Captain or commander? 
Damn right. 
The oddity of the commander not knowing how to read the map occurred to Raj, but he brushed the notion away. He didn’t know how to read it because that sort of triviality was beneath him. Raj was head of security, in name if not in practice. Meyer trusted his judgment. That made Raj a strategist, whereas Christopher was one step above a grunt. Human guards were pointless anyway, like Christopher. 
Still, the red dot held his attention. The map was fascinating to watch. It tracked the position of Reptar peacekeepers and other forces. Raj had entered the shack to watch the detail he’d dispatched using the viceroy’s command string roil toward the church at the city’s edge. 
There’d been a shot and that mysterious red dot just down from the gate. That seemed to have stopped his patrol. They’d regrouped, now headed more or less back in this direction. Toward the Apex, toward the house. Maybe toward the red dot. 
Raj watched the screen, fascinated and annoyed in unison. He hoped the fucking Reptars had at least grabbed Piper before turning back. They’d certainly had the time. He’d seen them surround and enter the church. He’d seen them stream throughout the sector afterward, focusing in a narrow line pointing away from the besieged church, as if tracking or retreating. There were twenty or thirty peacekeepers out there now — plenty to catch one disobedient woman. 
He hoped they’d at least stop by the guard shack on the way back and drop her off before running toward this whole red dot incident. Raj wanted credit for the bust, and he might not get it if too much happened between then and now. 
Raj waited. 
His eyes rolled. The stupid animals were heading toward the front gate, apparently not planning to stop at the mansion. 
He exited the guard shack. He touched the pistol at his hip. 
Raj nudged the shack door closed behind him, making sure it locked, and headed off the mansion grounds into the buildings ahead, following the running peacekeepers’ purrs.





Chapter Twenty-Nine
“JEANINE,” Nathan said into his intercom. 
“Yes, Nathan.” 
“Is Bannister inside yet?” 
Coffey hesitated a moment for replying. Then: “Almost. But …” 
“But what?” 
“He’s literally just walking into the city, Nathan.” 
“So? You sound like that’s a bad thing.” 
Another pause. “I’m sending you the satellite feed. Take a look, and see what you think.” 
Nathan looked at his shattered laptop, victim of his earlier tantrum. Seeing its dead screen reminded Nathan why he’d destroyed half of his office. Remembering made him think of Julie and Grace, dead merely because they’d chosen to hide in the wrong place. To hide from Nathan in the wrong place. He’d been vacillating in his anger for the past hour while milling through his destroyed office, trying to decide whom he was angriest at. Did he most hate the rebels who’d sheltered his wife and daughter? It was hard to hate them, seeing as they were dead themselves. That left two parties left to loathe: the Astrals who’d murdered them — and Nathan himself, for driving his family away. 
But self-pity could come later. Vengeance was his target for now.
“I can’t see the feed.”
“You’ll find it under—” Coffey began.
“I’ll be right down.” 
“Yes, of course.”
Nathan found his lieutenant in front of the communication room’s large screen, pinching and swiping to view various parts of the satellite feed. Normally, the feed wouldn’t warrant the biggest monitor, but Coffey might have heard his earlier destructive spree. 
“Look,” Coffey said, hearing Nathan’s approach. She pointed at a lone figure approaching a pair of wide-open gates like a gunslinger tromping into a showdown. Or an ambush. 
“Are you kidding me?” Nathan asked. “Are the Astrals still over by the church?” 
Coffey pinched out, then back in on another section of the city. “They’re here.” She tapped the screen in a few places, her fingers leaving small, irregular blue dots to mark her touch. “Reptars. Maybe twenty or more.” She tapped again. “There are Titans here and here.” 
“Titans?” 
“Looks like it.” 
“Where is this?” 
She scanned and pinched back out. “Around 400 meters from the front gate.”
“Of the viceroy’s mansion?” 
Coffey shook her head. “Of the city.” 
“The fucking aliens are going toward the front gate? Why aren’t they at the church?” 
“Only a small peacekeeper detail was sent. The shuttles stayed where they were but have now rolled back to here and here—” She touched the screen. “Probably out of his line of sight. Hiding, like they’re waiting to pounce. You didn’t see any of this up in your office? I assumed you were watching, since you—”
“I wasn’t watching,” Nathan snapped, his lips pressing bloodlessly together. His fists clenched. He wanted to pick one of the people in the communication room and beat the living shit out of him just to vent his frustration. There wasn’t anyone in the room over thirty years old, and all were fit and well trained, but none would lift a finger against him. It wasn’t safe to beat Nathan Andreus in anything he cared to win if you cared to see another sunrise.
  “You’re saying the Astrals didn’t divert at all?” Nathan stared at the overhead view. “They didn’t even care to chase down Piper Dempsey?” 
“Just the small detail, Nathan. The rest of what you see moved toward the gate.” 
“Titans.” He exhaled. “Why are they sending Titans?” 
“I don’t know.” 
“When Bannister was on the move, did someone spot him?” 
“We weren’t able to watch him the whole way. I don’t know.” 
Nathan chewed his lip. “They knew he was coming.” 
Coffey nodded. “Yes.” 
“And now they’re waiting. Opening the gates and slinking out of sight … and this stupid asshole is dumb enough to just walk right in, as if they left the door open by mistake.” 
 Coffey’s head tipped: a half shrug. “Looks that way.” 
Nathan’s head slowly moved side to side. “He’s carrying that device. The one Bannister mentioned  over their channel a while back when he was talking to his man in the city. Terrence.” 
Coffey looked shocked. “You mean the virus? The one Terrence created? How do you know he has it with him? Did he tell you about it or see the device when he was here?” 
“He’s headed into the city, Jeanine. They wouldn’t try something so dangerous just for reconnaissance.” 
“But what makes you so sure he’s—” 
“It’s what I would do,” said Nathan, cutting her off. 
Coffey’s head returned to the screen. Cameron Bannister was still making his way slowly toward the wide-open city gates, right out in the middle of everything like an asshole wearing a bull’s eye.
“They know,” Nathan said, deciding. “I have no idea how they know, but they know he’s carrying the virus. They’re letting him in so they can take it away without destroying it, so they can study it and see how the network ticks. Once they have what he’s holding, they’ll kill him.”
“Well then,” said Coffey, “I guess we’re about to see the end of Bannister’s resistance.” 
Nathan reached toward the screen, pinched it wide, then wider still. Maybe five to eight miles away, the computer had laid an Andreus graphic over a small clump of dark boxes. 
“Not if they get reinforcements,” he said. 





Chapter Thirty
“NOT THAT WAY,” said Terrence. 
Piper looked at Terrence, now with the enormous modified weapon Christopher had used to dispatch the Reptar in some sort of holster behind his back. She had to stop running because Terrence was behind her, and she didn’t know what “not that way” meant. 
“I don’t know for sure,” he said, breathing heavily as he caught up with her, “but given the way they all seem to communicate mentally, I’ll bet they know a Reptar was killed. First time that’s happened inside the city since the occupation, I think,” he added. 
“And?” Piper could feel seconds ticking away. The peacekeepers’ rattling purrs seemed to come from all directions and had since they’d resumed running. The group was uncomfortably large, but there wasn’t much point in discretion. They’d either make it or not. Their loud weapon rang the dinner bell, and it seemed miraculous that they hadn’t been overtaken yet. They’d rounded a few corners, stumbled through someone’s piled up trash bags, and nearly broken their necks on a spill of what looked like tiny silver BBs on the far side. None of it had been quiet, and yet they’d been fortunate so far, surviving only on speed and luck rather than skill and evasion. 
“I’m pretty sure they were already onto me,” Terrence said. “From earlier.” 
“And if they weren’t,” Heather added, “they probably are now that Chris here so subtly discharged an illegal weapon.” 
“Maybe I should have let it eat them,” Christopher said, turning to face Heather. 
“Maybe you shouldn’t’ve come, Mom,” Trevor added. 
“You told me to!” 
Trevor ignored Heather then turned to Piper. Of course he hadn’t told her to come; Piper knew from past experience that she’d simply tagged along unwanted. For the half second before he spoke, she was struck anew by his change. Trevor wouldn’t be legal to vote in the old world, but the past years had already turned him into a man. She saw shades of Meyer in Trevor’s eyes — a kind of merciless practicality that told Piper he’d leave anyone behind if they slowed the group. Better for some to survive than none at all. 
“You need to go back, Mom. I keep telling you, it’s not safe.” He pointed back toward the house, where they’d been about to go. “They’ll let you back in, no problem. Christopher will go with you.” He turned to Christopher as he would an underling. “Make sure she gets home safely.” 
Trevor looked at Piper and extended a hand. For a crazy moment, Piper though he wanted her to give him five. 
“What?” she asked, staring at the hand.
“You took something from Dad’s computer.” 
“I—” 
“Give it to me, Piper. I heard Dad say there’s someone outside the gates and the Astrals know it. They’re all worked up.”
“And?” 
“And that tells me it might be someone from Benjamin’s lab. Or the rebels at least. If you give me what you took, I can get to them. I’ll tell the cops I want to join the contingent at the gate then sneak out or at least toss it somewhere safely beyond the fence for someone to find later.” 
“Why would I take anything from your fa—” Piper began.
“I don’t like what Dad’s doing any more than you do.” He jabbed the outstretched hand toward Piper again, insisting. 
Piper looked at Trevor then at Heather, who of course hadn’t moved. Her jaw worked. “I’m going with you,” she said. 
“They won’t let you out. I’m technically Apex Guard, so I have options. But they’re looking for you, Piper.” 
She gestured toward the monks, who’d trailed behind in an untidy bundle. “What about them? They have to get out of the city, too.” 
“Not now. They’ll need to try and hide in here, then sneak out later.” 
“I’ll hide and then sneak out with them.” 
“No, you won’t,” said Christopher, shaking his head. “They’re looking for an Astral killer, and you’re already a fugitive. The shuttles will be circling for a while. Running is the worst thing you can do.”
“So you want me to—”
“Go back home,” said Trevor.
Piper felt her eyes widen. Exactly what the monks had been saying, and this from her stepson. How could they be so stupid? He’d just said she was a fugitive. Did they really think she’d be welcomed back?  
“It’s you they’re looking for, Piper, but mainly because of Dad,” said Trevor. “He’s upset, sure it’s a misunderstanding. They wouldn’t do anything to unsettle their viceroy. Some eyebrows will raise, but they won’t hurt you.”
Piper felt abandoned. She glared at Terrence — her last chance at sanity.
“Sorry, Piper. I agree with Trev. Give him what you have to deliver, then come back with me and Heather.”
“You?”
“Yes, me too,” he said, nodding his huge head of hair. “Gotta take the chance that they’ll keep buying what I’m shoveling. So far, so good because I’m still here after my little visit this morning.”
“They aren’t stupid, Terrence.” 
“We need someone inside. It’s the only way.” 
“Not you.” She turned to Trevor. “I’m talking about me. I won’t go back.” 
“You have to.” 
“I don’t have to do shit.” 
Trevor flinched; Piper rarely swore.
“If you think you can get outside, you take all of us,” she said. 
“Piper, I’ll be walking right through lines of guards and police and Astrals! I’m not getting out; I’m just taking your delivery!” 
“Take us too.” 
“There’s no way! It’s—”
There was a loud humming sound behind them. Piper spun to see the edge of a shuttle hovering low, now visible between the buildings. They never flew this low. It seemed as if it hadn’t seen them yet, but she could already hear another on its way. 
“Give it to me, Piper!” Trevor hissed. His hand shook. His eyes seemed panicked. 
Instead of answering, Piper looked toward the gate then back at Heather, who was now dragging Christopher toward the house. She began to move. Terrence had joined Trevor behind Piper rather than going with Christopher and Heather. Monks in street clothes brought up the rear in a second group. 
As Piper looked back, a second shuttle loomed behind Franklin and the others. 
There was a bright flash, a chorus of screams, and a waft of hot flame. 
In that flash, the party of fugitives had dwindled to three: Piper, Trevor, and Terrence. 
They ran, the deadly alien sphere moving into position behind them.





Chapter Thirty-One
CAMERON COULD HEAR A COMMOTION AHEAD, but the path between gates remained deserted and still. 
He’d seen Heaven’s Veil many times on the various hacked camera views Terrence had given them access to over the years, but he hadn’t seen it with his own eyes since leaving the house with Piper all that time ago. 
The surrounding area was still thick with trees and hills, but Astral terraforming had denuded the city’s land itself and a wide ring around it, grinding rock and soil to make it flat. He’d heard and seen that the city was mostly concrete, slab stone, and the odd patch of grass for opulence (especially around the viceroy’s mansion), but the apron was almost baked clay. 
The gate was wide. It scrolled backward into recesses at the opening’s sides. Between the two edge posts lay a wide area cut lower into the rock, like the vast drainage systems Cameron had seen in urban California. The valley continued forward to a second set of gates, also left open. 
Halfway between the two gates, walking steadily through the center of the recessed valley, Cameron wondered if the Astrals would simply close the gates and trap him between them. 
A new question rose to match it: 
Why? 
They could have killed him a dozen times already. He’d stood in front of five shuttles a few hours ago, before being surrounded by millions of floating BBs. 
They knew he was here. For whatever reason, they’d decided it wasn’t in Cameron Bannister’s fate to be killed out of hand. Why, he didn’t know.
But really, did it matter? 
He couldn’t run. 
He couldn’t ask Benjamin, Danika, or Charlie for advice.
He couldn’t get in touch with Terrence. 
If the Astrals knew he was in Heaven’s Veil, Cameron was doing all he could hope to do. If he played along, he might find a way to hand off his true purpose. He wasn’t carrying a nuke, which they might suspect. He wasn’t here to assassinate Meyer Dempsey, which they also might suspect. He was carrying a small cylinder. He merely needed to plug it into the right holes, or hand it off to any one of several right people. 
That might still be possible, even in the throat of a trap. There still might be a way.
Cameron walked forward, heart in his throat.





Chapter Thirty-Two
MEYER WAS STOPPED by the massive muscular arms of two Titans as he tried entering the main thoroughfare near the gate. He’d passed several circling Reptars already, all eyeing him with what he thought (and definitely sensed) was anger. But they’d let the viceroy by. He’d seen two shuttles, both practically parked as they hovered in their out-of-the-way positions in two of the better city back yards. They hadn’t even twitched. 
But the Titans stopped him. 
“I’m the viceroy,” Meyer said unnecessarily. “Let me through.” 
The Titan on the right gave Meyer a soft, pleasant smile without moving his arm. The smile was maddening in his agitated state. It was impossible to anger the Titans. You could drop your drawers and shit on their feet; they’d smile blandly down while you did it. Reptars would correct your faux pas with teeth and claws. 
“Let me through,” he repeated. 
The second Titan shook his head, also smiling. Meyer’s mind filled with an image of a green circle, its edges outlined in black. The symbol meant nothing to him, but he understood its meaning from a warm sense of emotion wafting from the Titan: the area was controlled, somehow restricted. And he wouldn’t be going through no matter who he was. 
“My wife is in there. Piper. You know Piper Dempsey?” 
Meyer saw a flash inside his mind: Piper, as she appeared on the occasional broadcast. He was annoyed to be reminded of his wife’s identity, but he understood. He’d asked the question. They’d answered. 
“One of the rebels, too. One of them is outside. I know something about him, if he’s who I think, you might not know that—” 
Again, Meyer saw the green circle with the black outline. This time, the image came from higher. From Divinity, aboard the mothership. 
“You’re just going to let him in?” Meyer tried to summon pointless indignation. “What if he has a nuke? What if he plans to blow up Heaven’s Veil? I don’t know if you know much about nukes, but if they get close like this, it doesn’t matter how much you try to—”
The Titan on the right cut him off again, still pleasantly smiling. He held up a tiny sliver object. It looked like a stainless steel pearl.
To accompany it, again, Meyer saw the green circle in his mind. He sensed his earlier panic starting to subside, as if the Astrals’ collective will was pushing it down. He could still sense something in the group mind that felt like Reptar rage but could no longer feel the discordant sense of unraveling plans, and panic about the man outside the gate. Whatever had alerted them earlier, it wasn’t bothering them now. And he couldn’t sense any worry over Piper, as if all that alarm over her disappearance had ceased to matter. 
Move along, the Titans seemed to say. Nothing to see here.  
At the far side of Meyer’s vision, just beyond the Titan’s shoulder, he could see a single, young-looking man with untidy brown hair appear in the valley between the inner gates. The aliens were staying back, mostly invisible from the approaching man. Meyer could see him, but the Titans were doing their best to stay hidden from the walking man.
Still the Titans’ pleasant expressions seemed to say: Move along. Nothing to see here. 
Behind him, in the blocks to Meyer’s rear, a contingent of Reptars circled and prowled, thinking alien thoughts of murder.





Chapter Thirty-Three
A SHUTTLE FLASHED, discharging its weapon two blocks up. A woman screamed, and Raj swore he could smell charred flesh. Then he heard running and saw the shuttle’s pursuit.
He thought to flee in the other direction, but that was old Raj thinking. He was no longer a scared little Indian, running from alien ships while dodging emasculating abuse from Lila alongside her mother’s racist barbs. He wouldn’t pretend he commanded those ships (though he sometimes dreamed of a day when he might), but he didn’t have to run from their danger.
They shared a side, the Astrals and Raj.
What they pursued, he could pursue. 
What they incinerated, he more or less wanted incinerated … or at least understood. 
Instead of running from the shuttle, Raj ran toward it. 
His mind showed him the map he’d seen back in the guard shack. He knew where the red dot had been and where the flash must have occurred relative to it. If he added the city’s double front gates and the long sunken valley sloping between them, the three points drew a straight line.
The conclusion was obvious: something was happening near the gate, and the Astrals were headed to intercept it, apparently blowing things up along the way.
Was it Piper? What if she’d fallen in with malcontents, and whoever had fired the weapon earlier — whoever was running from the shuttle — was one of them?
The shuttle rose above the buildings ahead, seeming to give up its chase. Raj stood still, making no effort to hide, watching it fly directly overhead. 
He stood indecisive for a minute after the ship passed, torn between investigating whatever the thing had just blown up and the survivors it had lost (or lost interest in) and discovering what commotion lay at the gate. 
Before he could make a decision, Raj heard the shuffling of feet: the runners he’d heard earlier. The ones who’d been fleeing the shuttle, running right toward him.
This time he did slink back, pressing himself into a doorway. 
Peeking around a corner, Raj saw Piper. 
Terrence was with her, apparently helping the deserter. That made sense; Raj had been watching Terrence for a while now, sure he was up to something.
The party’s third member was harder to account for, and would definitely be more difficult to explain to the viceroy. It was Trevor Dempsey. 
Raj let them pass then turned to follow, keeping low and staying hidden. 
Raj mostly liked Trevor, but this was business. 
These three may have somehow evaded the shuttle and peacekeepers; they wouldn’t escape the commander of the guard. 
And wouldn’t the viceroy be thrilled when Raj caught loose ends missed by the Astrals’ best efforts?





Chapter Thirty-Four
TREVOR TOOK THE LEAD.
His breath was short and fast. He remembered playing paintball in his youth, before the world had ended, and the way he’d ducked around a faux warscape in a protective helmet to play it. The helmet had only been a hat with a face shield, more or less open, and he’d been playing a harmless war game — and yet he’d still felt suffocated by his breath. 
This was like that. Trevor felt as if a cotton wad had been stuffed down his throat. 
But this wasn’t a game. He was on the losing side, no doubt. It might not even matter that he was the viceroy’s son. The Astrals kept Meyer because he was well liked by what remained of North America and was now known to the rest of the world. Meyer was a face that humanity seemed willing to trust, but Trevor had no illusions; the Astrals were in charge and would only keep partners for as long as those comrades stayed out of their way. 
Piper was in their way now. Terrence had already told Trevor that whatever she’d stolen had been worth going to the dissidents for. Piper’s behavior rammed that point home. She’d stolen something from Meyer’s computer, and that something had been troubling enough to trigger a rather violent reaction. He’d seen their trailing knot of people turned to ash by the shuttle. Trevor, Terrence, and Piper were only alive now because they’d been twenty feet farther down the street when the weapon had discharged. 
Trevor looked back, expecting to see the shuttle. But it wasn’t there; they’d somehow eluded their pursuer. Shuttle attacks didn’t fire like bullets or rockets. They used quick-cook heat rays. It didn’t take long to bake what they aimed at, but it did take a second or two. And in that second — against all odds and hope — they’d managed to sneak away. 
It seemed too good to be true, but it was their reality nonetheless. They were alive, but they couldn’t expect that kind of luck to hold out. 
They had to keep running. Stay hidden. Conceal themselves from prying eyes. 
Despite what he’d told Piper, Trevor wasn’t positive he could talk his way out of the gate at all — let alone with a fugitive and another hanger-on. Still, he had to try. It was all they had. Either the shuttle had seen the three of them with the party they’d killed, or it hadn’t. Either the Astrals knew flight was afoot, or they didn’t. They’d either shifted their attention to whoever might be waiting at the gate … or they’d split their search in two, now looking for this knot of bandits as well. 
There would be no going back to the house for Piper. Not after that shuttle blast.
Trevor could only try.
He had to try. 
And if they could reach the gates clean — if Trevor could keep Piper away from Astral eyes for long enough to figure his angle — then maybe they’d survive. Maybe she’d survive.
If they could reach the gates undetected. 
But Trevor couldn’t shake a sinking feeling that their luck was already gone.





Chapter Thirty-Five
THE AREA around the gate was entirely deserted. 
Cameron almost wanted to raise his hands, feeling like a lone cowboy sauntering into an enemy camp in an old western. He wanted to take his fingers away from his guns and hold them high, telling the sentries who had him in their sights that he meant no harm. 
But there were no sentries. 
There were no guards. 
There were no shuttles, no animal-like peacekeepers, none of the big white beings the press called Titans. No human guards, from the viceroy’s detachment or otherwise. No police. No vehicles; no automated weapon systems; no locks; no slots or scanners to verify Cameron’s ID or rights to be here. 
There was nothing at all. 
Cameron walked through the gate and up the slowly rising valley between it, waiting for the other shoe to drop. He felt fatalistic, like he had no choice. His actions were stupid. But really, how stupid was it compared to the mission’s idiocy in general?
Benjamin had given him a communication virus that he knew full well might fry the network rather than freeing it. Cameron wasn’t deaf. He’d heard the discussion, both from Terrence’s end during their original journey to Vail and back at Moab. Canned Heat had a fifty-fifty chance of working, at best. The wrong 50 percent left them worse than cut off, of no use to anyone, deader than they’d already been.
Cameron’s first stop had been with Nathan Andreus — the despot whose minions had nearly killed him and Piper on their way to Moab. Since that meeting, he’d crossed hostile land, along open roads, without so much tree cover for most of the trip, daring their airborne foes to challenge him. 
Yes, walking directly into the enemy city’s beating heart at the end of that trek was stupid beyond belief. 
But now he was in the city without a hint of harassment. 
He still had the canister in his pack, despite the intense interest of those strange flying balls. 
He was in the lion’s den and could be killed at any second. But hadn’t that been true from the start? Wasn’t that true, even now, every day, for the Moab lab? 
They could jump out with drawn guns to take him. 
Peacekeepers could appear and rip him apart with their teeth. 
They could simply surround him and tell him to stop walking. That would be it for his mission. An end with no pomp, circumstance, or ceremony. 
But around Cameron, there was nothing. Nothing at all. 
He entered the city. 
Nothing rose to stop him.





Chapter Thirty-Six
THE ALIEN SIGNALS inside Meyer’s mind were confusing. He couldn’t ever quite make sense of his soupy thoughts; now was no exception. 
The Astrals all seemed to hive-think around him. Sometimes, he could catch their moods, but even the moods, now, seemed conflicted. Normally, it took the filter of Divinity — unseen archivists who never left the mothership — to turn all that messy Astral thought into something Meyer could understand. But even without collating and parsing, he could usually get a sense for how the Astrals were feeling. 
And they did have emotion, contrary to what most humans thought. Meyer should know; he was there with their mind, absorbing it all. 
They felt sympathy, though it was tempered by superior knowledge — like a parent might feel sympathy for a child even in the midst of administering discipline, for his own good. 
They felt anger, though it was always blunted by logic. 
They felt joy … maybe. Meyer could sense an emotion like pleasure, but it was like something seen far beneath a pond’s rippling surface. 
There were even times when Meyer suspected the Astrals felt love.
And Meyer — slightly more evolved than his fellow humans even before this all began, certainly more evolved than nearly every human now — usually found he could sort it out in the end. He caught the scents of their thoughts, enough to feel the patterns. Even without Divinity’s help, he could spot their loudest edges, though the dots between were often muddled and harder to connect. 
But not now. Now, discerning the thoughts and quiet emotions surrounding this standoff was so much harder. 
Emotions were noisy as Meyer stood behind the Titan guards, watching a man he believed to be Cameron Bannister disappear behind the first row of buildings. 
He could sense anger in them.
He could sense their worry that everything, despite careful planning, might not go correctly. 
He could detect a slight fear of chaos — of the uncertain and unknown. 
There was concern for those involved in this standoff, too. That was unusual. Meyer had never sensed remorse from the aliens because remorse carried the baggage of doubtful action. As far as he’d seen, the Astrals were never doubtful. Why would they care — even in their tiny, slight alien way — about doing the wrong thing (or having done the wrong thing) now? 
Most perplexing of all, though, was the emotion Meyer could sense below all the shallower surface sentiments. It felt like the left-behind stink of burned toast in a recently used kitchen. He couldn’t even begin to name it. Something to do with Cameron Bannister — a man that Meyer, for one, had never met. For some reason, the Astral collective didn’t quite trust Cameron — not as a possible rebel, but in another, harder-to-define way. They also wanted to hurt him a little — not for logic, but for spite. 
But Meyer’s thoughts dissolved as Cameron vanished into the city. He’d been certain the Titans would stop him. He’d been sure the Reptars would leap out and chase the man down before he exited the valley. But no, the standoff had ended without confrontation, and now Cameron Bannister was gone. 
Meyer, feeling alien emotion as if it were his own, not pausing to understand his words, turned to the closest Titan and snapped, “You’re just going to let that motherfucker go? After what he’s done?”
The Titan smiled blandly, again holding up a single silver pearl.
“Go after him! Catch him! Don’t you know who that is? Don’t you know what he did?” 
The Titan continued to smile. 
With Cameron gone, a gap formed between the Titans, apparently content to let Cameron get away with everything. 
Meyer forced his way through the gap. 
The Titans raised silent arms, shouting inside Meyer’s head from behind. But the viceroy was already off and running, and nobody was going to stop him.





Chapter Thirty-Seven
THE HOUSE GUARD communicator crackled in Raj’s ear. Seconds later, the viceroy’s shouts blasted into his head. Meyer sounded out of breath and nervous. Two things Meyer Dempsey never, ever was. 
“Christopher! Christopher, do you hear me?” 
There was a beep.
“Yes, sir. I hear you.” 
“Where are you?” 
“At the house.” 
Raj, listening, made note of Christopher’s tone. An of-course way of speaking, as if he wanted Meyer to know he’d have no reason to leave the grounds. But Raj knew that Christopher had left; he’d seen it himself. He’d even seen Meyer talking to Christopher, and then — oh yes, now this was staring to make sense — talking to Trevor. 
Trevor seemed nice enough, but thinking about it, Raj supposed Trevor had always been against him. He’d allied with Christopher, even back in the bunker days. It had been Christopher and the crew against Raj, Heather against Raj, even Lila against Raj. Trevor hung with Christopher or with Lila, and that stayed true today. Raj had thought for a while that something fishy was going on — with Trevor, with Lila, with Christopher. Some secret they were keeping. Here it was again, except now they were keeping it from the viceroy: a step too far. Raj would have to call them out — and would delight in doing so. 
“Do you have your weapon?” Meyer asked Christopher.
“Of course. What’s — ?” 
“Get to Junction Road and—” A heavy pant, an intake of breath. “—and Vine. Near the gate. You know it?” 
Raj looked around. He knew it just fine. That intersection was a few blocks away.
“Near the gate?” Christopher asked.
“YES, NEAR THE MOTHERFUCKING GATE!” 
“Okay, okay, I hear you. Is something wr — ?”
“Bannister.” Puff. Inhale. The swishing of fabric. “Your old buddy Cameron.” 
“What about him?”
“He’s here.” 
“Here in the city?” 
“Yes, goddammit!” 
“Where are you?” 
Meyer resumed, now huffing harder, as if he was running. “Behind him. But they … fucking Titans … just let him go. Right up the … the central valley and … inside. They held me back and … now I’m going to lose him in—” 
“What about the shuttle patrols? The peacekeepers?” 
“Are you listening to me?” Two heavy breaths then, “They let him go!” 
“Why?” 
“Okay, okay,” Christopher said in Raj’s ear. “I’ll head out there now. But I’m on foot, and that’s a hike. You still might reach him before I do.” 
Raj’s hand touched his weapon. 
Junction and Vine. Not far at all.
He could be there in no time.





Chapter Thirty-Eight
“OH MY GOD,” Piper said. 
Trevor turned toward her, as did Terrence from her other side. Their faces were curious, waiting for her to continue. 
“That was …” Piper paused to regroup, still not believing her eyes. She finished the thought: “That was Cameron!”
Terrence looked around. “Where?” 
“Up ahead.” 
Terrence looked like he wanted to tell Piper she was seeing things but couldn’t quite bring himself to say it. 
“Why would Cameron be here?” 
Trevor swallowed. “Dad said someone was here. When he was talking to Mo Weir. Someone at the gate.” 
“But Cameron?” 
Piper felt her feet beginning to move faster. They’d been creeping, heavy with a sense that hurry would end them. She hadn’t allowed herself to consider the monks’ deaths, but that had happened while rushing. They had to be careful, tend every step lest they be discovered. 
Still, Piper’s feet shuffled beneath her, trying to glimpse what she’d seen a block ahead before her quarry got too far away. 
“Slow down, Piper,” Trevor hissed. 
“Why would he be here?” 
“They don’t know why he’s here,” Trevor told her. 
“Who doesn’t know?” 
“The Astrals.” 
Terrence, from behind Piper: “What are you talking about, Trevor?” 
“I just heard that word came down. They knew someone was outside, but not who or why.” 
“Well, he’s not outside now.” 
“That doesn’t make any sense.” Trevor sounded baffled. “Dad said they seemed panicked. Like everyone had to rush to the gate and keep whoever was outside from coming in no matter what.” 
Piper kept hustling, something pushing her toward Cameron. She desperately needed to reach him, and soon. She hadn’t seen him since Moab, and even though her memories of Cameron were tinged with guilt, he’d been in her life when she’d been more innocent, less quietly complicit in something so terrible. Back then, Piper had been hiding from the Astrals and hoping to fight them. Today, they circulated in her house like guests while her family dined on fine china. Today, her husband was in charge of sending Reptars into the streets to hunt people who refused to do as they were told. 
“They let him in?” said Terrence, now almost running behind Piper. 
Trevor said, “Maybe someone else was outside.”
“And Cameron just happens to be here, in the city? Right in front of us?” 
It felt like fate. Piper reached the corner and, with barely a glance for alien pursuit, turned to follow the departing man’s back. She had to reach him. She was meant to reach him. She’d been all over the city today; she’d hidden with insurgents; she’d seen those same short-time friends vaporized in front of her eyes. They’d barely dodged peacekeeper patrols from the church, then more peacekeepers after they’d turned toward the gate. Those near-misses had steered her group toward this inevitable reunion. 
That’s what fate felt like: inevitability.
“Piper!” said Trevor. “Stay low!” 
She barely heard him. Instead, Piper pattered behind her old lover in a dead monk’s sneakers in the deserted street, finally raising her voice to yell after him.





Chapter Thirty-Nine
WHEN MEYER HEARD Piper shout Cameron’s name, he accelerated despite his empty lungs. The Titans had held him back for too long; he was lucky to have not lost his quarry. He almost had. Piper’s shout was a fortunate beacon. A good thing, considering that Christopher wouldn’t be here for minutes, and Meyer was on his own. 
He rounded one corner, then another, just in time to see Bannister turn, and for Piper to crash into his unabashed embrace. 
Meyer ran harder toward them, but was almost clotheslined by a new pair of Titans who stepped out from the shadows to stop him. 
He was still two blocks back. His target was ahead, mockingly visible as he clung to Meyer’s wife. They broke after too long, then Cameron embraced two others in turn: Terrence, whom Meyer knew had a history with Cameron … and, wrenchingly, Trevor. They were in the middle of the street, hugging, slapping backs and seemingly smiling (though that was hard to tell from a distance) as if they were merely reacquainting in a mall. 
Didn’t Cameron know he wasn’t supposed to be here? Didn’t he know the Astrals hated him? Couldn’t he feel the atmosphere’s creeping pall of negativity? Didn’t he know that the Titans, if they could stop holding back well-intentioned viceroys, were dying to wrap their giant powder-white hands around Cameron’s neck and squeeze until something snapped? 
But nobody was stopping this inappropriately joyful reunion. The four celebrants were in the middle of the goddamned street, hugging and shaking goddamned hands, smiling and practically goddamn laughing because this was all a big goddamned joke on Meyer Dempsey and the city under his command. 
And the Astral guards holding him back were letting it happen. 
“Let me through,” Meyer said. 
The Titans smiled like courtly bouncers. 
“Let me through! Don’t you see what’s happening down there? Right in the middle of the fucking street? Don’t you know who that is? Don’t you know who I am?” 
The Titans fixed Meyer with their infuriatingly accommodating expressions, as if waiting for him to tire himself out and stop his tantrum. 
“That’s Cameron Bannister! Benjamin Bannister’s kid! The people in the desert who keep working with the rebels to attack the city! You knew he was out there! You sent guards to stop him! He might be carrying a bomb! Are you really going to let him pow-wow with his man up there? Aren’t you going to send the peacekeepers? Aren’t you going to go after him? He’s an insurgent! He fucked my wife!” 
The Titan on Meyer’s left gestured at the street. They were still mostly hidden in the alleyway’s shadowy mouth, but he could plainly see the stone between their position and the others. At first, Meyer didn’t know what the alien was pointing at, then he saw a small stir of leaves — one of those whorls that get caught in the eddies wafting between city buildings. 
Except the swirling wasn’t leaves. Even from several buildings away, Meyer could see the objects in the vortex. They were tiny balls of metal, like the object the other Titans had shown him earlier.
“I’m warning you,” Meyer blurted, wondering at his own mounting, spiraling anger. “If you don’t let me through, you’ll be very fucking sorry!” 
The Titan nodded pleasantly as if Meyer had wished him a good day. 
He couldn’t break through their muscular arms. 
So Meyer started screaming. 





Chapter Forty
CAMERON LOOKED up at the sounds of shouting. 
He still had Terrence’s hand clasped in his, and the stubborn smile wouldn’t leave his lips even though his animal brain had already keyed his system to alarm. Piper’s expression was subtly different. Her joy shared other emotions. It was hard to believe it had been two years since he’d seen her. If his comrade and Meyer’s boy weren’t here, he’d probably still be holding her, refusing to let go. 
Their heads turned. Shouting was coming from a few blocks back, rolling down the middle of the wide-open street like floodwater. 
Cameron felt stupid, exposed, terrified. For himself, sure — but mostly for the others. Terrence was tough; he’d traveled with Vincent and knew peril like an old friend. But the boy was seventeen, if he remembered right, and had always struck Cameron as sweet and a little naive. Piper was almost as strong as Terrence, but she looked beaten by the intervening years, and Cameron couldn’t help wanting to leap between Piper and danger, to take its brunt and spare her. 
All at once, Cameron realized he’d been lulled into a spell. He’d emerged from behind that burned car on high alert, passing through the open, unguarded gates with the greatest of trepidation, his every nerve on fire. But time had passed, and it was hard to maintain vigilance for more than a handful of minutes. As one innocent block surrendered to another, he’d begun to subconsciously feel that maybe it was all a mistake. Heaven’s Veil had become a peaceful colony, open to all. Benjamin’s preparations and Ivan’s estimations had proved themselves paranoid. There were no guards. The gates stood wide for all who cared to enter, or leave in peace. 
But now they were surrounded by stirs of activity. Cameron could hear rustling down a dozen dead ends. Shouts stabbed the silence. Back the way he’d come, there was a tremendous banging and a crash, muffled by the distance he’d paced off like a man nearing execution. 
Heaven’s Veil’s sleeping defenses were waking. 
Starting with whoever was shouting. 
“I know who you are!” the shouter bellowed. “Motherfucker, I know who you are!” 
A deep voice. One Cameron almost recognized. Piper was staring, her huge eyes wide, her dark bangs far too sweet for mortal peril. 
She knew. 
Or rather, she saw. 
Cameron couldn’t tell who the man in the suit was, screaming profanities from two blocks away. But he could clearly see the white shapes of two enormous Titans holding him back.
The second assault approached from the rear. Cameron turned in time to see that, too.





Chapter Forty-One
RAJ WONDERED FOR TWO SECONDS — the precise interval between the onset of Meyer’s shouting and the loud noise from the city’s entrance — how he could summon assistance. 
Then he realized something that was both terrible and liberating: he was here alone, and the only one able to do a thing. 
The viceroy needed help, and the target of his displeasure was no more than twenty feet from Raj. But Meyer didn’t carry a gun. 
The Titans Raj saw holding Meyer; for whatever reason, weren’t willing to intervene. 
Raj had been able to issue a command to the Reptar patrols, but he wouldn’t be able to do so again. For one, technically speaking, that wasn’t his domain. And secondly, Raj had no idea if any were in the area. 
Christopher — who, Raj was beginning to feel certain, was some sort of a traitor — hadn’t arrived, if he ever would.
Even if Raj had a line to the police like Christopher, the area had no obvious human patrols. 
It would have to be Raj. A blessing, considering how easy it would be. 
He’d been watching them for twenty minutes. Trevor had a pistol on his belt, but Raj had never seen the kid try to fire it. Terrence had some sort of a giant rifle, but it was on his back, and there was no way he could draw it in time. Piper didn’t have a gun unless it was in her panties. And Cameron? He had that big backpack. He could draw his weapon, but Raj didn’t think he’d do so smoothly. 
Raj unholstered his own weapon — a plain old lead slinger, same as all human peacekeepers wore. He felt its heft in his fist, fingering the trigger. He flicked off the safety and racked the slide, knowing there was little point in quiet with Meyer shouting his lungs out down the street.
Given the awkward position of Terrence’s rifle, Raj only needed to worry about Cameron and Trevor. And if he shot one right away, it would be easier to disarm the other with confusion. 
He raised his weapon and stepped forward, heart thumping, ready to prove his worth to the Viceroy.
Raj wasn’t a great shot, but he was good enough for this.





Chapter Forty-Two
TOO MUCH HAPPENED TOO FAST.
Commotion at the gate hadn’t stopped. There had been that large booming noise, followed by more — a kind of crashing, shambling, chaotic hustle. 
Meyer was still shouting, his efforts in struggling against the two albino hulks finally bearing fruit. He was past one, now held only by the other. Piper could see his red face, thinking it strange. She’d seen him angry before, but Meyer swelled with silent fury. She’d seldom seen him lose his cool, be it to scream or panic or cry. But she saw it now. Everything he’d held inside bubbled to the surface, turning him into another man, foreign and frightening. 
Then a crack from the rear. At first, Piper thought it was a snapping stick — one of their party knocking something over in the confusion. Then she saw the uniformed figure marching forward, her mind having trouble slotting it into any parody of meaning: Raj, here, pistol in hand, his once-soft, now-often-petulant brown eyes focused, his bearing upright. Her mind caught the tiniest detail — a drift of white smoke escaping the pistol’s barrel. It was almost not there. But Raj had fired, all right. 
Cameron slumped into her. Something in Piper sprang to alarm. She grabbed him under the armpits, his front pressing into hers, his superior weight making her wobble, her inappropriate dress tugging its straps into her shoulders. There was a bloom of red on him — not in his center, thankfully, but in his shoulder, near his collarbone. 
Even in the next partial second as Raj came closer, Piper knew what had happened. She’d fired more guns since Astral Day than she’d liked and knew you had to grip with both hands and stand prepared. Raj, inexperienced and recently insecure, had fired one-handed like a cinema cowboy, surely flinching with the blast. If he’d been farther than ten feet away, he’d have missed entirely. 
Another half beat. Another sixtieth of a minute. Another one thousand milliseconds of eternity. 
Piper’s life didn’t flash before her eyes, but she had time in that second to see every nuance. 
Raj had shot Cameron without hesitation, almost literally in the back. He was already moving his sights from Cameron’s now-neutralized form to his right, toward Terrence. It was all happening in slow motion. She would need to take Cameron’s weapon. She would need to do what had to be done all over again because —
Another flash of minuscule time. Meyer broke free, his feet pounding pavement at tenth gear, his tie flapping, his face red, his mouth open. Titans behind him began to move. One had a finger to his temple. Calling help. 
Raj coming. His gun hand swinging like a machine’s armature. 
His swing was too wide; there was movement as Piper started the impossibly slow job of finding Cameron’s weapon on his sagging form as it dragged her knees to the stone street. 
A blur of fabric. A new arm. 
Trevor dove between Piper and Raj, tackling him around the waist. A shout came from somewhere — possibly from Trevor’s lungs. A cry of fury. Almost desperation. Something from nowhere. And in the face of it, Raj didn’t stand a chance. 
But as Raj’s body smacked the ground, a new sound filled the air around them. 
Piper thought of the Titan with his finger to his temple. Calling the Reptars that must have been in the shadows all along. They sounded a block away, no more. Rattling purrs pricked her skin, Cameron’s nearly dead weight heavy in her sagging lap. 
Terrence had pulled the strange rifle from his back. Unsure where to aim it, he pointed at Meyer. Who skidded to a stop with raised hands. 
Trevor punched Raj in the face, twice. Piper whispered his name, and he looked up, his face momentarily crazed. His knuckles were red — with his own blood or the gusher now streaming from Raj’s nose and lip, she wasn’t sure. 
Time sped back to normal. Piper felt seconds ticking, seeing herself in the center of a frightening diorama. 
Meyer, still forty or so feet away, his hands raised in the face of Terrence’s drawn weapon. 
Trevor, kneeling half-on, half-off Raj’s chest, his right fist red and raised, Raj’s gun lying harmlessly on the stone three feet away. 
Cameron in her own lap as her hand paused on his gun, momentarily afraid to draw it. 
Titans leisurely approaching.
And, around them in a ring, the shifting blue-and-black forms of at least twenty Reptars. 
Piper finally drew Cameron’s weapon. Remembering, she flicked off the safety. Cameron was still against her, but his weight was shifting away, allowing Piper to sight from her knees — though specifically on what, she couldn’t have said. She looked down at him. He seemed to be regaining awareness. The bullet had taken him in the shoulder, but blood was everywhere, as if spit through an artery. 
Wincing at his wounded shoulder, Cameron slipped off his backpack. It had come partially open, its zipper sagging in a plastic-toothed mouth. He came to his knees. 
“Terrence,” he whispered. “Help me up.” 
Trevor reached for Raj’s gun, slipped it into the back of his pants near his own weapon, and extended a hand to Cameron.
“Terrence,” Cameron repeated. 
Trevor looked momentarily wounded by Cameron’s rebuke but straightened anyway. In his place, Terrence shifted the big rifle to one shoulder and used his free hand to grasp Cameron’s, palm on palm. He yanked Cameron upright … but as he did, Piper saw Cameron slide something into Terrence’s pocket.
“Now hit me,” Cameron whispered. 
Terrence blinked, understanding seeming to settle in his eyes. Piper thought he’d hesitate, but he released Cameron’s hand, pivoted the big rifle to hold it longwise with two hands, and drove the heavy stock hard into the side of Cameron’s head.
“What the hell, Terrence?” Trevor blurted as Cameron went down.
Piper swallowed, wondering what came next, then saw the new man arrive beside Meyer — the man Cameron and Terrence had apparently already seen: Christopher. 
He whispered into Meyer’s ear. The viceroy visibly calmed then tucked his tie back into his coat. Piper watched as Meyer whispered something indecipherable to one of the Titans. 
Beside Meyer, Christopher gave Terrence a tiny, barely there nod. 
Terrence walked toward Meyer then stood beside Christopher. 
Meyer pointed to Terrence and announced to one of the Titans, “This one is with us.” 
The Titans looked at Meyer, a less pleasant, more confused than normal look washing across their smooth faces. 
“On the viceroy’s order, you’ll take my son into captivity,” he added, wearing a look of disappointed, angry regret as his eyes met Trevor’s. 
Meyer looked around at the circle of Reptars, prowling like sharks. In turn, he locked eyes with Cameron, Piper, and Raj. He looked once more at the Reptars and finally back to the Titan. 
“The other three,” he said, glaring at Piper — a hurt, tortured strain of knowing in his eyes, “you may handle however you’d like.” 
The Titans moved to respond, but the alley’s mouth exploded in a hail of stone before they could, unleashing a new breed of hell. 





Chapter Forty-Three
TREVOR STARED at Terrence’s back, concentrating on whether he’d been inexplicably betrayed, when something massive crashed through a wall two blocks down. Or crashed through the alleyway … but because the alley wasn’t wide enough, there was no reason to let two little things like brick walls stop it.
The crash was like a bomb exploding — which, Trevor thought once the intruder passed the dust cloud, might’ve actually happened. The thing was all thick steel plating, down to the wheels. There were wheels, but the vehicle was otherwise a twisted class of tank. It had four turrets around its revolving cap, and despite the ample dust and confusion, Trevor’s first random thought was to wonder what the things fired — or had fired, if explosives cleared the alley’s mouth. But his thoughts were lost as the street descended into chaos. 
What looked like hundreds of Reptars were behind the vehicle, climbing, prying at every plate as if trying to worm their way in. 
A strange thought occurred to Trevor: this thing — whatever it was — seemed to have crashed the gate and barreled through the city, demolishing anything in its path. It had been, apparently, chased by most of the city’s peacekeeper force. 
But it had attracted no shuttles. The notion filled him with foreboding. 
Looking up between buildings, Trevor could only see the usual Colorado blue, marred by a corner of the massive mothership off to one side, centered on the under-construction Apex. The motherships had a bounty of weapons, but again: the ship wasn’t flinching, letting the armored car do as it wished. 
No time to ponder. Whatever the tank-like vehicle was, it had drawn the attention of every member of the street’s standoff — every Titan, Reptar, and human on both sides of the traitorous coin. It was a loud, insistent distraction. And without shuttles to end it, the thing barreled forward. 
Trevor moved to flinch back, but the motion brought him close to Terrence. There was a chance he was playacting, but Trevor wasn’t sure. Terrence hadn’t hesitated a whit when Cameron had said to strike him, as if he’d meant to do it all along. Trevor wondered if he’d judged the man wrong. They’d all been under the Astral thumb for the same length of time — but being under the Astral thumb was almost the same as being under Astral protection. Ironic; he’d begun this adventure with his father by fleeing the ships, and now people flocked to them. The world’s safest places were under alien occupation. 
Maybe Terrence was more comfortable in his new life than Trevor. 
Maybe he’d misjudged Terrence, and the man had always been on the Astrals’ side. 
Maybe, when Trevor had run to him for help finding Piper, Terrence had flipped, running to Christopher … who, it turned out, might also be a traitorous sack of shit. 
Or maybe not. It could be a ruse. Perhaps these were small plans nested in larger ones, and they were all sharing a side. 
It took six seconds for the tank car to reach them, and Trevor found himself adjacent to Terrence for three. Adrenaline still flooding his system from beating Raj, he punched Terrence hard in the throat then ripped the modified rifle from his holster. 
Its barrel centered on Terrence’s chest for a beat, but there were bigger — and more obviously hostile — fish to fry. 
The vehicle arrived with a carpet of Reptars. Trevor made the mistake of thinking they might be more than animals long enough for one to see him hesitate, then it leaped. The thing was on him as Cameron, somewhat comically, thrashed with his good arm. Trevor recovered smoothly, righted the rifle, and blew a hole through the alien’s chest. An obscene shower of gore sprayed the tank. 
The Reptars startled backward at the sight — their preference for living kicking in. Trevor stood and aimed at the nearest monstrosities, meeting each in its ugly shifting eye, his implied threat perfectly clear. 
It didn’t last long; one of the Reptars came from behind, taking him broadside, its mouth already open and purring in Trevor’s peripheral vision as he again hit the concrete. 
Piper managed a shot — not enough, seemingly, to kill it, but enough to twist its interest from Trevor to her. Again, he aimed and prayed, having no clue what his weapon fired and when it might require reloading. It discharged faithfully, tearing the upper half of the monster’s mouth to memory. 
Trevor got to his feet. 
He looked at the vehicle in time to see the air around it pulse, a low buzz thrumming into his bones. He felt his hair want to stand on end. Every Astral clinging to the vehicle tensed, and Trevor heard several loud cracks. Then the pulses stopped, and the Reptars slunk away from its metal skin, wounded.
A hatch popped on the armored vehicle — which looked, now that it was close, as if it might be a short bus prepared for combat. The turret was still a mystery. 
A head wearing an enormous orange mohawk emerged, beckoning furiously, casting glances at the cast-off Reptars, large earlobes impaled with swinging rollers the size of a toilet paper core. Trevor had a moment to think that this guy had taken the term road warrior to the limit, but then Cameron was behind him, pushing. Piper was already halfway in. 
There was no way to know who these people were, but going with them was better than being dinner. 
“Get the fuck in here, or we’re leaving you!” the man shouted. 
“Go!” Cameron urged behind Trevor, still shoving. 
Cameron swung his pistol around between shoves, aiming at Meyer and his two henchmen, at Raj still on the pavement, at the onlookers now appearing at what passed for slit-like windows in the vehicle’s sides, at the unmoving Titans, at the swarming, furious Reptars. 
Then Trevor was in. Cameron was in. The mohawked man dragged the hatch closed with a clang and took a seat behind some sort of steering mechanism that may once have been a wheel. 
Piper was across the dark interior, looking cold and out of place. In addition to the mohawk, two others shared the space, both with similar hairdos. One was a woman with what looked like a massive ivory fang through her septum, her face half covered in tattoos. 
The second man stood inside the turret. The vehicle leaped — somehow sideways to the direction Trevor had thought its wheels were oriented. There was a shudder and a loud series of crunching noises outside. They’d run over a few Reptars, but the thing barely shook, as if it weighed several tons — and had spherical lead wheels to match. 
“Haul ass!” the woman yelled. 
The first man mashed his foot to the ground. The tank-like thing accelerated much faster than anything this size had any business doing, and Trevor watched through slits in the metal as they passed back through the detonated alleyway. The man in the turret did something, and several fireballs erupted around the thing — to the sides, to the rear, to the front. Trevor spilled from his seat onto the floor, and as she came down from her standing position, the woman with the tattooed face stepped on him without apology. She merely cast him a look of extraordinary inconvenience and shifted to where she needed to be, firing what sounded like a normal firearm through the slits. The noise, inside the enclosed and echoing space, was painful. 
Trevor tried to stay still, casting glances at Cameron (who seemed pale with blood loss) and Piper (who looked terrified and sick) as the thing screamed back through the now-decimated gates and into the outlands. Soon, the rumbling stopped, and they were screaming across the hardpan, no words traded among the tank’s occupants, no idea — in Trevor’s mind, at least — where they might be headed. 
The woman picked up something like an old-fashioned CB and spoke into it. 
“Base? This is Tarantula.” 
A radio replied. “This is base.” 
“Tell Lieutenant Coffey we’ve successfully picked up our passenger. The big man’s most wanted and—” She looked over as if needing to count. Her expression soured. “And two others.”
Trevor’s eyes found one of the slits in the thing’s side, peering upward, now able to see the blue skies from his slouched position near the metal floor. 
“The ships,” he said as the engine roared. “Why aren’t the ships coming after us?” 
The woman looked at him with something like hatred then turned back to the vehicle’s front. Her voice returned, somehow angry, resenting Trevor for a reason he’d never requested and couldn’t understand. 
“Because until we got called into this bullshit, we’ve kept a truce.” She sighed heavily and shook her head. “But if I were them, after what we just did? I’d say it’s game on, any minute now.”





Chapter Forty-Four
LILA WAS CROSSING the upstairs hallway, returning from Trevor’s room, when she heard Clara stir. Going downstairs could wait. After what she’d seen through the window, Lila could use the distraction of playing mother. Half of the city looked like it had gone up in smoke. Her entire family might be dead. Only her mother was for-sure still alive, but only now had Lila summoned the courage to learn what Heather might know. 
Her daughter’s small, innocent noises were more compelling. Soon, she may have to hear what Heather had to say. But for now, she could keep pretending. 
Lila went to the crib then watched as the girl stirred from her nap. The crib was an embarrassment, and her two-year-old daughter had even said so, using that exact word: Mommy, this crib is an embarrassment. But what was Lila supposed to do? She’d had the crib before Clara was born. Normal mothers had a few years to use a crib. Taking her out now felt like admitting failure — or, strangely, a twisted breed of motherly success. Who else got a walking, talking, somewhat spooky kid before two? What other young mothers heard “Mommy, this is an embarrassment” so early? Usually, you had to wait until you had teenagers to hear that sort of thing — and then hear it about everything you did. That’s how Lila remembered her own teen years, now barely twelve months distant. 
Clara rolled over and opened her eyes. They were big and blue — as big, in fact, as Piper’s. But Piper wasn’t blood to Clara. Lila’s eyes were brown, and Raj’s were browner. Of Clara’s four grandparents, only one had eyes that weren’t brown: Meyer, whose pupils glowed with a greenish breed of hazel. Lila remembered from high school science that brown eyes were supposed to be a dominant trait, blue was recessive. And yet here were her daughter’s bright eyes, as deep as any ocean. 
“Hi, Mommy,” she said, not rising. 
“Hey, baby.” 
“Are we still going to play with Grandma?” 
Lila thought of the chaos outside. She’d heard explosions, seen fire and smoke, and might be attending several funerals this week, if she could summon the guts to find out. They should go to Grandma, all right — but definitely not to play on the lawn. Jets and bombers had failed to harm Heaven’s Veil, but someone had finally managed. And so far no one in the family, other than her mother, had returned. 
“Maybe. Not outside, though, okay?”
“Oh. I wanted to play outside.” 
“We can do that tomorrow, maybe. How about we play a game?” 
“A game with Grandma?” 
“Sure.” 
“Okay! I dreamed about Grandma.” 
Her heart skipped. Lila thought of the smoke. The fire. The strange itching sensation she’d been feeling for hours. 
“What about her?” 
“She had a thing.” 
“What kind of a thing?”
“It was like Daddy’s salt shaker.” 
Lila thought of the implement sitting on the grand dining room table. Only Raj would have a favorite salt shaker. There was a pepper grinder too — both stainless steel, far too expensive in the old world for something designed to hold salt. 
“Oh. Well, that’s interesting.” 
“Did you talk to Uncle Trevor?” 
“Sure. Earlier. You were here.” 
“I meant before he left,” Clara said. 
Lila felt a chill. For some reason, she flashed back to the strange sensations she’d had while Clara was still growing inside her — that sense that felt like a mainline to some sort of under-the-current intelligence. She’d found ways to ask Clara about those things since she’d begun talking and understanding, feeling foolish every time. The girl had no recollection of any of it. And why would she? Fetuses didn’t speak any more than most kids Clara’s age did. Not beyond babbling and kicking uterine walls. 
Before he left? If she’d heard that back in the bunker, she’d have thought it was a metaphor. For death, maybe. 
“He’s just with Chris, Baby.” 
“I mean after he went with Uncle Terrence.” 
“Trevor didn’t—” 
“And Grandma,” Clara finished.
“What about Grandma?”  
Lila thought she might hear about Raj’s salt shaker again, but Clara stood and beckoned to be picked up. Lila obliged, appreciating the comfort of Clara in her arms now of all times, but the minute she was up, Clara flapped her arms to be put down. Maybe Lila needed comfort, but her daughter didn’t. Her mother was transportation. Beyond that, nothing was terribly disturbing to Clara because (and this, Lila realized sometimes with a feeling of creeping dread) nothing was terribly surprising to her. Just another day at the office for the girl in the upstairs crib. 
Clara sat and started pulling two dolls apart. One had dark skin, the other’s was white, their dual colored hair intertwined in a tangled nest. Racial harmony by force in this dollhouse, if not by design.
“What about Grandma, Clara?” Lila repeated. 
“I’d like to play a game with Grandma.” 
“Do you think Grandma would like to play a game?” 
Clara shrugged. “Maybe. It’ll make her feel better.”
Lila sat slowly. This was always strange, and Lila felt like she was balancing whenever speaking to Clara about events she couldn’t possibly know. Until someone drew her attention to the differences between herself and other young children, Clara would probably think that what she could do and know was normal. Lila didn’t want to point it out, or for her tone (or the tenor of her hesitant questions) to frighten her daughter. But Clara’s gift — if that’s what it was — startled Lila plenty. 
The gift, yes. And in her quietest moments, Lila sometimes admitted to herself that she was a bit unnerved by the girl who held it. 
“Why does Grandma want to feel better, Clara?” 
“Everyone likes to feel better.” 
“But why today?” Lila tried to make herself smile. “I didn’t talk to Grandma yet.” She swallowed then forced herself to finish the sentence: “To ask her about what she did today.” 
“Oh. Well, Uncle Trevor is gone. Them and Grandma Piper.” 
“Piper?” Lila’s hand went to her mouth. Where were they? She didn’t know how to ask if they were dead. She also wondered what it said about her that she’d reacted more to news about Piper than about her brother. Her stepmother seemed so innocent. She’d become her dad’s quiet companion again the moment he’d returned — always a bit unhappy perhaps. Trapped. Dragged along for the ride. 
But then she remembered Clara’s plural. “Them and Piper?” 
“Mr. Cameron too.” 
But Clara, of course, would have no idea who Cameron was, if it was the Cameron Lila suspected.
“They’ll be happy there,” Clara said, finally separating the dolls’ hair. 
“Where?” But she didn’t want to know, if the answer was Heaven — not the city but the place she’d grown up believing was somewhere out there in the clouds, beyond the reach of spherical spaceships. She didn’t want to know that any more than she wanted to head downstairs for her mother’s report.
“With Mr. Cameron’s daddy. Where Grandma Piper was happy.”
Moab? Was Clara talking about the lab in Utah? Why not; she’d covered so much unknown ground already. 
“So you know Mr. Benjamin,” said Lila, playing along. 
Clara made a little mmm-hmm noise and began dressing the dolls, sticking purses into their claw-like hands. Apparently, the discussion was over. 
Lila stood, casting her daughter a final glance. She really should talk to her mother and face whatever music needed facing — good, bad, or indifferent. 
“I hope Mr. Benjamin doesn’t help them find it,” Clara said. 
“Find what, Clara?” 
“If he helps them,” she said, “I guess we’ll all be leaving.” 
Lila didn’t think Clara was being literal. This time, she felt sure that leaving was something she wouldn’t want to face.





Chapter Forty-Five
BENJAMIN WATCHED THE VEHICLE APPROACH. It was a refurbished Jeep Cherokee from years before Astral Day — probably not even auto-drivable; hardly a suitable vehicle for outlands royalty. But as much as Benjamin feared Nathan Andreus, he couldn’t help but respect the man even before properly meeting him. He ruled the outlands like a despot but didn’t court luxury. He’d done what he needed to do, from beginning to end, mass murderer or not. 
The Jeep stopped. Again, Benjamin expected the driver to let Andreus out through the rear doors, but instead he walked a few feet away and took in the open desert surroundings, allowing the passenger to get out on his own. 
The rear door opened, and instead of Andreus, a woman emerged in a black Andreus Republic uniform, same as Benjamin had seen on broadcasts about the outlands. He tried to contain himself, but the uniform’s sight gave him a chill. 
The vehicle’s driver walked forward, the woman fell into place beside and slightly behind him. The pair reached Benjamin, and the man extended a hand.
He wasn’t merely a driver. The man from the driver’s seat was Nathan Andreus himself. 
“Are you Benjamin?” he asked.
Benjamin fought a hard response. He made himself grasp the man’s hand then meet his icy eyes. They were buried in wrinkles as he squinted in the bright Utah sun, hard and unyielding. His grip, for a man who’d left his thirties behind quite a while ago, was strong. He had a trimmed goatee and a shaved head that practically glowed in the sun. 
“Yes.” 
“Nathan Andreus. This is Jeanine Coffey.” 
Benjamin shook the woman’s hand. 
“Thanks for coming,” he said, unsure what else to say. This was an awkward meeting, but Andreus had given him a choice: They could meet at Andreus Republic HQ or in Moab — but (and Andreus didn’t need to say this; it had been implied in bold type) they would be meeting. Andreus had given his estranged wife and daughter their space for long enough. Now that the elder in that pair was dead, Andreus was through being an absentee father, even if it meant grabbing responsibility by its quivering throat.  
If they had to meet, Moab was better than Andreus’s turf every day ending in Y. 
“Is Grace inside?”
Benjamin nodded, trying to fight the feeling that Andreus claiming his sixteen-year-old daughter was being handled like a hostage exchange. 
“Yes. Come on in.” He didn’t want to ask the next question because it sounded untrusting, but there was something missing — something that intensified the feeling of a hostage exchange. “Where are our people?” he added. 
“They’re coming,” Andreus said. 
Benjamin looked at the Cherokee. There would have been room in the vehicle for five. 
Andreus followed Benjamin’s gaze. Then, blessedly, a seemingly genuine smile cracked his weathered features. “It’s too tight in the back if it’s three wide. Besides, I don’t ride with anyone I don’t know. No offense.” 
“Of course,” Benjamin said. 
The way people talked about the Republic, Andreus had his people trained and fiercely loyal. But outsiders might take it upon themselves to rid the outlands of a warlord, jumping forward with a garrote to strangle him while crossing the desert. 
“There,” he said. 
Benjamin followed his finger. At first, there was just the sound of an engine and a brown plume of dust, but after a few minutes the distant noise changed pitch. The cloud got bigger. Sunlight winked off a windshield. Tires ground on packed clay. Then a second Jeep SUV pulled up beside the first. Cameron was the first one out, his shoulder wrapped in a white bandage, his arm in a sling. Piper followed, holding his arm as if to lend support where it wasn’t needed. A Hispanic driver emerged next but didn’t come forward. Last to exit, via the passenger side door, was a young man Benjamin assumed must be Trevor Dempsey. 
They came forward. Taking care with Cameron’s shoulder, Benjamin wrapped his son in an embrace. He hugged Piper too, finding her smile all too grateful, as if she’d wanted to be here all along, having suffered a two-year prison term. He shook Trevor’s hand, introducing himself unnecessarily, while the young man did the same. 
He took a moment to survey the new arrivals: the outlands leader and his lieutenant, the three prodigal sons and daughters, and the second driver who, it turned out, apparently meant to stay outside, on a picnic table in the shade. Benjamin led the others inside, wondering what he’d managed to get himself into. 
Piper Dempsey, wife of the viceroy. 
Trevor Dempsey, son of the viceroy. 
And their new mutual, reluctant allies. 
For better or worse, the Andreus Republic and the scientists now shared an enemy. The Astrals might need Andreus’s control of the outlands, and might hold their retaliation until all arguments were considered. But Benjamin felt deeply that the laboratory’s luck, which had held for far too long, was now finally numbered in days. 
He looked up before holding the door open for the others to enter. 
The sky was blue, wide, and empty. 
But soon that would change.





Chapter Forty-Six
“I’LL NEED some time to analyze this.” Benjamin pointed at the stone tablet’s projected image and its strange legend Piper had seen on Meyer’s computer. “For now, let’s not assume anything. Assuming, on this scale, is a terrible idea.” 
“What do you mean, on this scale?” Cameron sat beside on another of the lab’s plastic-and-tubular metal chairs. It felt better than Piper had expected — better, perhaps, than she wanted to admit — to be back in Moab. She’d never have wanted to vacation in Utah back in her New York City days, but the time between her last Moab visit and now had been spent somewhere more comfortable and yet far less bearable. Returning to Benjamin and even Charlie — with Cameron by her side, guilty as it felt — was like a warm fire after a long, cold winter. 
“You’ve played the telephone game, right?” Benjamin said. “Where one person whispers a phrase to the next person, and that person passes the message along. And by the time the message makes it around the circle, it’s always wildly distorted?” 
“Sure.” 
“This,” Benjamin said, tapping the projection, “is at least a thousand-year-old game of telephone. Maybe much older than that. The oldest ruins we know of — and that ancient astronaut theorists would point to as evidence of extraterrestrial visitation — go back twelve thousand years and effectively double what most archaeologists admit is the history of civilized humanity. Everything we’re dealing with here — everything we might use to make sense of the Astrals’ actions today based on their actions in the past — is thousands of years of hearsay at best. And before we can analyze something like this, it’s guesswork threaded through speculation.” 
Piper felt disappointed. Part of her had hoped Benjamin would take one look at the tablet and know exactly what to do with it. Worse: Deep down, she realized she’d been seeing getting the slip drive’s information to Benjamin as the end of this adventure rather than one of its many midpoints. But that was ridiculous. What had she thought — that the language upon it would reveal a recipe for a universal Astral poison that, once brewed, would cause the aliens to flee the planet and allow it to regain its feet without harm? She dimly remembered watching an alien movie with Meyer, what felt like a thousand years ago. The aliens in that movie had been allergic to water. In the famous War of the Worlds, the more sensible culprit defeating the aliens had been Earthbound bacteria. That’s what she’d been foolishly hoping for: a quick fix. But of course life was never that easy. 
“But it does tell us something we need to know, right away,” he continued. 
Piper’s chin lifted. From the corner of her eye, she caught Nathan Andreus and Jeanine Coffey. He looked stoic, and that was frightening to Piper. Nathan’s daughter, on their reunion, still wouldn’t talk to him. She supposed that would make anyone unfriendly. 
“It tells us,” Benjamin lectured like a natural professor, “that what they’re looking for — the weapon we call Thor’s Hammer — probably isn’t as readily accessible to them as we’d thought.” He touched the screen where the placard read, DEVICE MISSING. “What Trevor overheard seems to corroborate this. They’re searching at every capital, under all the new structures. Which, I’m proud to say, at least ties up one loose end.” 
“Which loose end?” Cameron asked. 
“The question, ‘What’s special about Vail?’ There’s something under that mountain after all.” 
“What?” 
“Don’t get ahead of me, Cameron.” Benjamin flashed his usual smirk. “I said something under the mountain. Give me credit for that before more questions are asked.” His affable expression flicked toward Andreus, but the man didn’t return his smile.
“I don’t know what’s under there,” Benjamin continued. “Nobody does. It’s not in any of the records. If I had to guess — and this is only a guess, you understand — I’d say it’s a temple of some sort. Some place of symbolic intent where they left their doomsday device.” 
Nathan said, “Why?” 
“That’s what we can’t quite figure out.” Benjamin’s voice went a bit jittery as he answered Andreus. “One theory is that it’s something necessarily Earthbound because of effects it has on the planet. A means of tipping our rotational axis, for instance.” 
“You think there’s some magic box under that pyramid that will knock the Earth off kilter?” Nathan wasn’t really asking; Piper could hear the difference. He was expressing disbelief in a ridiculous crackpot idea — which, for most of Benjamin’s life, was how his ideology had always been seen. 
“Maybe literally, maybe symbolically,” Benjamin said. “Think of some of the legendary disasters of the past. The Bible is full of examples.” 
“The Bible?” 
“Stories,” said Benjamin. “Again, I’ll refer you to a game of telephone. Maybe some of what’s in there is totally true. But maybe some of it has simply been told enough times that it’s become distorted. Certainly, extraterrestrial visitations of ancient peoples would appear godlike. Think of some of the stories we know: a great flood, for instance. A man tasked with preserving history beyond what was essentially a biblical reset.” 
Piper had been raised with plenty of religion. She couldn’t help it; Benjamin’s theories rankled her. “You think Noah’s Ark was meant to survive …” She could barely say it, and paused for effect. “An alien apocalypse?” 
“We can’t know, Piper. That’s my point. Maybe a literal god came down and made it flood. Or maybe those ancient people recounted their interpretation of those events: powerful beings from the sky who decimated humanity then tasked some with preserving heritage to try again. I won’t give you all the details, but there are plenty of theorists who believe there really was an ark — but that instead of taking two of each animal, that Noah of legend took genes instead.” 
Nathan looked like he might walk out in boredom. What stopped him, perhaps, were two things. First, nobody else, disbelief notwithstanding, seemed willing to budge. And second, Nathan had taken a rather decisive stand when he’d burst into Heaven’s Veil to rescue Cameron — along with Piper and Trevor. He’d been playing the middle and was now clearly on humanity’s side. Piper could practically see the Astrals above, weighing his benefits and transgressions, trying to decide if they could stand to lose Nathan Andreus and leave the Colorado/Utah outlands to chaos. 
“There are a lot of mysteries here,” Benjamin went on. “Is the missing device truly Thor’s Hammer? From what I can tell of the drive’s other data, I’d say it’s likely. There’s talk in there of completeness — of a ritual the Astrals may be going through now, and may have gone through every time in the past. Before making first contact with us, landing that first day and disembarking the nine worldwide viceroys, they established networks to harvest our thoughts. Even the viceroy selection process feels to me like a filtering down — like a tournament almost. They abducted a lot of Earth citizens then eliminated a few from consideration over time each day or week before sending them home. They were left with chief selections: all high profile, all highly respected or at least known prior to their abductions. All authorities — the kind of people humanity has a track record of listening to, but also possibly representatives of the best our species has to offer. So this, too, looks to me like a ritual.” 
He tapped the screen, still showing what seemed to be a keystone tablet that had frustrated the Astrals as much as it was frustrating Benjamin. That tablet was causing the Astrals to scramble in a worldwide dig. 
“They’ll do what they’re going to do. An ice age, a flood — maybe they’ll incinerate us all. Maybe they’ll eat us. But they’re planning something malevolent, and all that’s stopping them is finishing this ritual — finding this one thing they need. Again, literally or figuratively. They either need this device before they can push the button, or they’re looking for the button itself.” 
Trevor looked cold. He looked, Piper thought, as desperate and afraid as she felt. She wanted to tell Benjamin to keep things less dire — there were children present. But Trevor, the youngest among them, was seventeen. Plenty old enough for war, and well past adulthood in countless cultures across endless ages. 
“Let’s focus on what we know, not what we don’t,” Charlie said from the corner.
“Right,” said Benjamin, seeming to remember himself. “What we know is that the Astrals’ intentions are not good—”
“Thanks, Sherlock,” Coffey said. 
Andreus shot his lieutenant a look. Apparently, disbelief was okay, but jocular sarcasm was over the line. 
Benjamin stuttered for a moment then continued. “We know they’re digging under all nine of the new monoliths. So whatever they’re searching for, they seem to be riffling through their pockets as if searching for keys.” 
“Any idea what those big monoliths are for?” Trevor asked. 
“It’s hard to say. None are complete. And they’re not hurrying either. It makes me think of a ticking clock. Something they know needs to be done and will take time, so there’s no need to rush. Maybe that’s good for us and maybe not. But as to what they’re for? Who knows? I’d ask the same questions about the Apex. But as our departed friends at the church in Heaven’s Veil pointed out, they’ve had to scramble. They started with stone, presumably because that still seemed to make sense. They’ve only glimpsed us while they’ve been gone, through the eyes of select people. They may have made assumptions about us and the way we’d be based on past visits and peeks, but those assumptions turned out to be false.” 
“Like the Internet thing,” said Piper. 
Benjamin nodded. “Old visitation evidence suggests we used to be much better at using our collective minds. Today, not so much. We must seem especially foreign to them. Let’s say the monoliths are hubs of a worldwide network, possibly using orbiting motherships as repeaters to connect them. It even makes sense. But if that’s the case, they can’t just tap into us as a collective. They need to make sense of individual minds, which may be slowing them down.” 
“Are you saying,” Nathan began, “that our apathy and alienation is protecting us?” 
“Maybe.” Benjamin shrugged. “This seems tentative and methodical to me, though again, it’s impossible to say for sure what things were like thousands of years ago. But they seem to be feeling us out. Adapting as they go. The Apex and the other monoliths may be part of that. An attempt, in conjunction with those first stone networks, to connect us. But they could just as easily be intergalactic antennas. Or big arrows that say, ‘Dig here.’” 
Andreus shook his head. “Why am I here? I can’t do shit with guesses.” 
“Then focus on what we know for sure,” said Benjamin. 
“You said that before,” Andreus countered. “And here we are, still with the guesses.” 
“What we really know for sure,” said Charlie. “Brass tacks.” 
“And what’s that, Mr. Cook?” Andreus asked. 
Charlie pointed at the screen. “We know they’ve lost something they need before they can do what they have to do.”
Andreus waited. Finally, he said, “So what?” 
“So,” Charlie continued, “we have to find it first.”





Chapter Forty-Seven
LILA ENTERED the small house on the mansion grounds as if she owned it then looked around its living room for Raj. Finding only the home’s owner present, she fell into Christopher’s lap, kissing him. 
“Whoa. Wait,” he said. “What’s this?” 
Lila kept kissing Christopher. She held him. She hugged him tight enough that he dropped his bottle of hydrogen peroxide and inadvertently rubbed the already-wet cotton ball he’d been using to dab his wound against her bare arm. 
“Good to see you too, Lila.” 
She grabbed both sides of his face, squishing his cheeks. Lila was on his lap, awkward in the way she’d fallen against him, putting herself at an odd angle. She kissed him again. 
“I thought you were dead.” 
“Why would you think I was dead?” 
“I heard explosions. Gunshots. I saw fire and smoke.” 
Christopher exhaled. He looked at the front door, which was as closed as it should be. Lila followed his gaze, remembering the way she’d glanced around the room. Paranoia had trained them both. 
“Did you talk to your mom?” 
“Yes. Just now.” 
“Then she told you I wasn’t dead.” 
“I was still worried. What the hell happened out there?” 
“Heather didn’t tell you?” 
“She told me, but …” Lila realized that she’d been hoping Christopher’s story would be different. She’d thought on some level that his version could undo her mom’s. Heather had been grim — so unlike her old self, increasingly like her new one. Lila didn’t like the way they lived but abided it. Piper clearly hated it enough to flee. But Lila’s mother would never run. She’d live as they did, hating herself and making jokes that somehow always boomeranged back at the joker. She’d spent two years inadvertently insulting herself (or maybe intentionally insulting herself; she’d come from self-loathing parents), and it had stripped much of the mirth from her biting wit. 
“She told you about Trevor and Piper?” 
“That they climbed into a tank and ran off? Yes. Should I be glad or not? I honestly couldn’t tell.” 
“Glad in that they didn’t get eaten by peacekeepers, yes. But as to the rest?” Christopher sighed. “They went with Cameron Bannister. I assume Heather told you he showed up, rather surprisingly, after I brought her back here the first time? Based on what Terrence told her afterward, I mean.” 
Lila nodded. She chose to see Christopher’s return to the chaos after dropping off her mother as heroic rather than infuriating. She’d heard them arrive downstairs, but Christopher hadn’t stayed. If he’d been called back by her father, she should forgive him. If that was true, there’d have been no other way. 
“She told me.” 
Christopher looked around yet again. The fear, even inside his small, private house, clanged on Lila’s sense of right and wrong. Why were they here? Why did they live like this?
“I don’t know where he came from. Terrence doesn’t know either. We found Piper with some others, and I thought that was it. Your dad put us on alert about an intruder at the gate, but the Astral command, which usually rubber-stamps the viceroy’s orders or vice-versa, called us back — and back was where we were when Trevor and your mom came to me. I assume Cameron must’ve been the intruder, but he was alone when we found him. No one was chasing him. We saw two Titans holding your dad back, not coming at us.” 
“Titans don’t fight, do they?” 
“No. I don’t even think they can. But they’re always in communication with the mothership and the peacekeepers, and there’s no obvious reason to keep your dad back. It doesn’t make sense. There’s this big alarm about an intruder, but it’s like they opened up, invited him in, then let him run right into us and Piper and Trevor.” 
“Maybe he snuck in,” Lila said. 
“How?”
“They let people out all the time on the borders.” 
“Let,” said Christopher. “There are always shuttles. People can go, and authorized people can enter. But never unaware.” 
“Maybe whoever was at the gate was a distraction,” Lila proposed. It didn’t matter, and she didn’t care, but Christopher always volleyed the ball to straighten his thoughts. She was happy to feel settled on his warm lap. After her afternoon of terror and worry, just being here was enough. 
“I don’t know.” 
Lila sensed Christopher’s discomfort then moved away to sit on a soft chair near rather than directly on him. She saw conflict in his eyes: familiar, after having seen so much in the mirror. 
“What’s bothering you?” Lila asked. “Not just Trevor and Piper. They’re following Cameron back where he came from, right? And I know how it sounds, but I didn’t see or hear anything blowing up since, so they must be safe, at least for now. So what’s getting you?” 
Christopher bit his lip. “Did your mom tell you … ? No, of course not. She was gone.”
“What?” 
“Unless Terrence told her that too. Which I seriously doubt.” 
“Christopher, what?” 
He looked at Lila as if assessing her discretion. If there was one person on the grounds he had to trust, it was her. And of everyone besides her brother, Lila most trusted him. After the way things had ended at the old bunker, she had more confidence in Christopher than even her own mother. 
“Okay,” he said, still seeming to wrestle with divulging a secret. “When the Astrals showed, they did it all at once. From everywhere. As if they’d been hiding and waiting. Your dad too; he just kind of started yelling from down the street, then he and the Titans holding him finally came down. This was right before the … the whatever it was that took Trevor and Piper. Before that thing showed up. I saw some of it start to happen as I was running in. But the thing is, we kind of caught them red-handed. Terrence was right there with him, but Terrence … well, he couldn’t go with them in the tank thing.” 
“Why not?” 
“Because Cameron gave him something before he left. Something that Terrence — specifically Terrence — needs to have. And he has to have it here. In Heaven’s Veil, not out wherever they were going. Terrence had to stay. He says Cameron said to hit him, so it would look like he was a plant. Like we sent Terrence with Trevor (I don’t think any of them knew I was there earlier, too, thankfully) as some sort of a spy. Hitting Cameron was supposed to be Terrence coming back to our side after the cavalry arrived to catch the fugitives. But the thing is … well, I don’t know if I’d believe it, myself.” 
Lila felt her heart beating harder. If she’d heard Christopher right, that wasn’t the kind of thing he should have said so plainly. Or maybe he should have. When doctors gave patients news of a terminal illness, Lila imagined they did so in the same way: Here are the facts. You’ll die soon, but at least now you know.
“What do you mean you don’t know if you’d believe it?” 
“Terrence is great with gadgets, but he’s not an actor. He looked caught, Li. Cameron whispered something when Terrence picked him up off the ground then slipped this thing into Terrence’s pocket. But then Cam says, ‘Hit me.’ To Terrence’s credit, he got it in an instant. No hesitation. I did what I could to back him up, but your dad isn’t stupid, and neither are the Titans. Or probably the Reptars.” 
“So?” Lila didn’t want to say more. 
“I can’t shake the feeling that Terrence is being watched. That your dad doesn’t trust him at all but is going along with the bullshit for some reason.” He shrugged then added what Lila had already surmised: “And if he thinks something’s fishy with Terrence, he’d have to suspect something was up with me, too.”
“Raj …” Lila began. 
“He’s fine. He’s with the medics. Just a broken nose and a lot of bruises and cuts.” 
Lila almost rolled her eyes. That was very much not what she’d been asking. She could give a shit about Raj. He seemed to have sicced the peacekeepers on Piper, and started the melee across town. Fuck Raj. 
“I meant, what will he do when — ?”
“Him, your dad.” Christopher stood and pressed the cotton ball and its peroxide against a gash on his forehead. “Who knows? It’s not like I can ask. I’m not gonna run. Terrence can’t run. He has to be here. So we wait and see if I’m being paranoid.” 
“And if you’re not?” 
Lila wanted him to tell her he had a plan — a grand scheme that got her out of the house and to safety, away from Raj, while somehow turning her father from his apparent position on the Dark Side. That was, in a way, the worst thing of all. Until Meyer Dempsey stopped being Heaven’s Veil’s viceroy, Lila would always face a choice between her father and dignity as a human. 
But instead of revealing a grand plan to magically solve everyone’s problems, Christopher repeated what he’d said a moment before: “We’ll just have to wait and see.” 
“Why does Terrence have to be here?”  
Christopher looked off into the distance — into the empty space past Lila. As if he was trying to wrap his head around something. Something necessary. Something perilous, vital, and impossible, given the eggshells underfoot. 
“The thing Cameron gave him,” he finally said. “It has something in it that he built in Moab, before he and Vincent and Dan met up with the rest of us in Vail. Something that will open what the Astrals have been hiding on the network. Terrence says it’s something that could either work or fail spectacularly — but that if it doesn’t work or isn’t tried, the resistance won’t get another shot.
“Okay.” 
“But how he’s going to do it — how he’s going to get it into the data center, where it needs to go? There’s just no way. I don’t even want him to try because it feels like that’s what they may be waiting for — to catch him red-handed for sure this time.” 
Without thinking, Lila blurted, “Give it to me. I’ll do it.” 
“Terrence has to do it. It’s not something he can explain.” 
“But if they want it, why don’t they just take it now?” 
Christopher gave Lila a look that said, Why keep wondering about questions no one can answer?
“I’ll keep it then. Let’s go to Terrence’s now and get it.” 
“Terrence already gave it to your mom.” 
Lila wasn’t sure she liked that. Her mother had once been Lila’s best friend, and she hoped one day that trust could return, but it was hard to forget their fights in the final days of living underground. The energy pit access Heather had protected then handed to Meyer and the Astrals as if rolling out a red carpet. The way she’d fought with Lila, who’d wanted to destroy it so the Astrals couldn’t dock to Vail.
Lila, who even then had felt Clara broadcasting the future, and what she needed to do. 
Clara, who’d told Lila of her dream, about Grandma hiding a thing like her father’s favorite salt shaker.
Clara, who’d said they might be helping the Astrals whether they wanted to or not — in, Lila thought, the same basic way Heather had once helped them without meaning to, back at the bunker. 
Whatever Cameron had given Terrence, it might be the resistance’s last hope. 
But Lila couldn’t shake the feeling that Heather’s possessing it now — controlling who saw it, who touched it, and where it would end up — might be exactly what the Astrals wanted. 





Chapter Forty-Eight
TREVOR WAITED until both women were in the bathroom before walking over and carefully locking the door. 
The space was small but clean. Trevor realized with an odd strain of surprise that he’d never been in a dedicated women’s restroom in his seventeen years of life. Even in this lab staffed by a few dozen scientists and techs, it was maintained like a sacred space. There were flowers on the back of the toilet and beside the sink. By contrast, the men’s room wasn’t much better than a gas station’s. He had a moment to be fascinated and another to be inappropriately aroused by the intimate territory’s foreign nature. But it broke when Danika fixed him with a stare that seemed to suppose she could read his thoughts. 
“So,” she said, “is everyone ready to start having sex?” 
Coffey, Andreus’s lieutenant, looked at Danika with something like disdain. Trevor felt himself blush. Danika was super cute: straight brown hair in a no-bullshit ponytail, an elfin nose, little lips and a wiseass smile that always showed a few teeth. She was shorter than him, tiny, easy to pick up. He wanted to joke back about lifting her up onto the sink, but it wasn’t just wrong; it was also impossible to force through his lips with the harder, much-less-bullshit Jeanine Coffey staring daggers at them both. 
“I needed to talk to you in private,” Trevor explained. 
“Talk to us in private, or talk to our privates?” Danika countered. “My office is private.” 
“Not private enough.” 
“Mysterious.” 
Coffey looked supremely annoyed. Trevor had only managed to nudge her into this meeting after he’d told her that Andreus had commanded it with implied urgency. That wasn’t technically true. Andreus had, after taking certain precautions and sweeping the room with a handheld comm device of his making, asked Trevor to have this discussion with Coffey and “anyone other than Benjamin,” but he hadn’t ordered a thing and certainly hadn’t specified the meeting occur in a bathroom. 
But this was the only room that met Trevor’s criteria. First, it wasn’t the kind of place anyone — or anything — would think to barge into. Second, it had a door with a thick rubber edge that formed an almost airtight seal against the top, bottom, and sides of the doorjamb, leaving no gaps. Owing to the lab’s in-cave construction, the bathroom’s location inside it, and the thick metal door someone had repurposed from a much heartier application elsewhere, the room would be relatively soundproof. And, perhaps most importantly, it was away from Benjamin’s lab. 
Andreus had refused to give him the device he’d made to sweep less awkward meeting rooms, so Trevor had done his best. 
But now that they were in the room, its confinement felt more like a detriment than an asset. They were close enough for Trevor to smell both women’s shampoo, for him to see more of Danika than he’d noticed before, and to feel Coffey’s harsh, militant disapproval. 
“I want to show you something.”
“Okay, but I’m not showing you mine back,” Danika said. 
Trevor pulled the phone from his pocket. It had stopped working as a connection device in the outlands, but was still an excellent multipurpose device. It somehow kept time in the absence of a strong signal and still worked as a music player, a game repository, and a camera. 
“This is what Nathan asked me to show you.” Trevor zoomed in on the photo he’d surreptitiously snapped in Benjamin’s lab then handed it to Coffey. Danika leaned in, jockeying for a better view. 
“What is it?” 
“It’s a circle,” said Danika. 
“Oh,” said Coffey. “Do you mean this?” 
Trevor looked at the screen. One of them had touched it and scrolled to the side. The object was still visible, but now Coffey was pointing at a grainy blur that might be a banana sticker Benjamin had stuck on his desk forever ago. 
“No, this.” 
“The circle,” Danika said. 
“No.” Coffey pointed at the wrong thing again. “This.” 
“This.” Trevor reached over and stuck his finger on the thing Danika had called the circle. He had to push against Danika’s side. She turned, and Trevor felt the soft swell of her small breasts. 
“Like I said,” Danika told Coffey. “The circle.” 
“But what is it?” 
“We don’t know.” 
“We?” Coffey said. 
“Nathan and I.” 
“So now you’re working with Nathan.” 
“He just asked me to show you.”
“Well,” said Coffey, her voice sounding increasingly impatient, “what the hell is it?” 
“I just told you I don’t know.” 
“You actually said we don’t know. You and your pal Nathan. You know, the warlord?” 
Coffey gave the smaller woman a stare. “He’s not a warlord.” 
“Like I’d trust a statement like that from a warlord’s lieutenant.” 
“We’re on the same side whether we like it or not,” Coffey said. “Thanks to Cameron.” 
“Who was delivering a device your boy agrees is genius.” 
Trevor seemed to remember Danika thinking that the Canned Heat plan was risky and stupid but said nothing. She seemed to like losing less than holding firm to her convictions.
“But he didn’t tell Nathan he was carrying it at first, did he? And when we ran in to save his ass, he hadn’t even kept it so Nathan could use it. No. He’d handed it off to your guy in Heaven’s Veil. Which was really fucking smart.” 
“Which was the plan to begin with,” Danika retorted. “Because Terrence designed it.” 
“And now hopes to deploy in a police state, on a controlled and protected hub, rather than via Nathan’s pirate setup far outside harm’s reach.” 
“We didn’t know he had that set up.” 
“Which proves my point,” Coffey snapped. 
Trevor held up his hands. “Okay, just … just hang on.” 
“Yeah, hang on,” said Danika. “I’m in a bathroom with a bitch here.” 
Coffey glared at her. 
“The reason we don’t know what it is,” Trevor continued, wincing at his repeated use of the plural, “is because we can’t get a proper look.” 
“Why?” Coffey asked. 
“Because we don’t want it to know we can see it.” 
Danika gave Trevor a long look. “Well now. That’s a normal thing to say.” 
Trevor looked back. Despite the small space, Danika was standing hands to narrow hips and wearing a sarcastic smile.
He could have chosen anyone other than Benjamin. He couldn’t stand being this close with even Piper for lingering and obvious reasons, but why hadn’t he picked Cameron? 
Instead of answering directly, Trevor flipped back to his image gallery and surfaced the first of the waveforms Andreus had sent him. He’d told Trevor exactly what he was looking at — pulled from something that was kind of like an oscilloscope but not quite, using components from an RF something-or-other. He’d stopped trying to memorize it when the bald man said that Coffey would recognize what she was seeing and wouldn’t require an explanation. 
“Here,” he said, handing her the phone. “He wanted me to show you this. It’s a screenshot from his—”
Coffey was scrolling side to side, up and down. Her face changed, moving from annoyance to something stuck between fascination and curiosity. 
“This is coming from that … that circle thing you can’t look directly at?” 
“It’s ‘in the room,’ is what he said.” 
Danika craned up and looked, apparently unable to make sense of the lines onscreen. 
“But he thinks it’s coming from the foreign object.” 
 Trevor nodded. 
“Is it stationary? Or does it …” She made a little squiggle in the air. 
“It’s hard to tell without being obvious, and it’s way too small for the security footage, but yes, it moves. Like they move.” 
Danika stared at Trevor as if offended by her exclusion. She glared at Coffey’s downturned face then back at Trevor. “What are you talking about?” 
“While trying to restore communication with Terrence,” Trevor explained, “Mr. Andreus noticed that there was a second signal in the next room — Benjamin’s office — in addition to the one he was trying to create. Like there was a little television station or something. So he went looking with a handheld detector, and before long he noticed this …” He reached for the phone and flipped back to the shot of Benjamin’s desk, then zoomed back in on the tiny, blurry circle. “Floating nearby.” 
“Floating?” Danika repeated. 
Coffey turned the screen so Danika could see. “Remind you of anything?”  
“Not really.” 
“Imagine it being a lot bigger.” 
“Okay.” 
“And shooting death rays.” 
Danika looked up, shocked. “You mean like a shuttle?” 
Coffey nodded. Trevor felt himself nodding along. 
“We’ve suspected this,” Coffey said. “We’ve never seen them, but we imagined they’d have a means of surveillance. I know it would be on my punch list as a campaign coordinator, if I had their tech. And after hearing Cameron’s story about all those ‘BBs’ he found on the road, it makes perfect sense that one might follow him.” She exhaled, her face thoughtful. “This is why they let us go. They knew where we were going, and that they could watch us. But why?” 
She asked a second question before Trevor could answer, effortlessly slotting into her strategist role. Knowing what was at stake, Danika had dropped her sarcasm. 
“Is this the only one?” 
“He thinks so,” Trevor said. “He’s swept the place and only found the one source. He says that means there’s either just the one, or there are a few close together. But why would they bother, if they didn’t separate?” 
Coffey looked like she wanted to pace, but the room was too small. “He doesn’t want to tell everyone, does he? That’s why he just told you, and told you to tell us.” 
Trevor nodded. “He said he doesn’t even trust himself. It moves like the shuttles, so it could pop in on him at any minute and hear him having this discussion with you. He can’t wall himself off without giving away that he knows it’s there but figures it’s probably not interested in me. He says that as long as we know it’s watching but it doesn’t know we know, we have an advantage.” 
“A big advantage,” said Coffey. “It means we can show one hand and hide our real intentions on the other. But the question is, what can we show it? It’s watching us for a reason, and somehow that’s a better alternative than just destroying this place.” 
Something was falling into place in Trevor’s head — something Coffey wasn’t seeing because she didn’t know the lab’s history like he did, through Cameron. Danika wasn’t seeing it because she didn’t know Heaven’s Veil — and importantly, those who’d begun this journey. Trevor knew both. He knew what this lab was capable of and what the bunker had birthed. He could only think of one good reason for all the fortunate turns of events that had fallen in line. The reason they’d been allowed to live and operate. Watched in secret.  
“They’ve played us.”
Both women turned to Trevor. 
“This isn’t just about the lab,” he said. “It’s about Piper, too.”





Chapter Forty-Nine
MEYER LOOKED DOWN at his computer screen, wondering if his old or new method of communication was worse. The Astrals were capable of paring their collective thoughts into bulletins meant for mostly disconnected (and unfortunately human) beings like him, but they were unpracticed and terrible. Other human authorities had men and women in their command chain. The police captain, for instance, got his orders from Mo Weir, who translated commands handed down from Meyer as he walked and talked. Meyer was capable of articulating human thought, and Mo was more than used to turning his hyperactive mishmash into actionable directives. But Meyer had nobody in the chain above him. No one human anyway. And so he had to deal with bullshit like this. 
His screen read, SUBJECT PROGRESS NULL CONTINUE TO WATCH.
Meyer knew what that meant. He probably wasn’t originally supposed to know this part of the Astrals’ plan, but Divinity had informed him (mentally this time — perhaps the slightly less terrible of the ways they communicated) after Piper left the city. Meyer understood why. They seemed to have anticipated her actions, assuming she’d be curious enough to look at the images when they flashed magically onto Meyer’s screen while she’d been in his office, then traitorous enough to copy them and flee. They’d seemed to understand that Piper wasn’t the sort of woman to stand around and watch Rome burn once she’d accidentally discovered evidence of the Astrals’ nefarious plans. But in spite of it all, they’d seemed to understand — possibly by siphoning off Meyer’s own emotions and thoughts — that Piper loved Meyer Dempsey. She might return to him even though she should run to someone who could help her translate the stolen info. And if that happened, it was important that Meyer knew how to react. If Piper came back to confess to her crime, Meyer had to understand that her taking that information had been the Astrals’ intention all along. 
Of course, she hadn’t returned. Meyer had seen her flee. In fact, he’d watched her hug Cameron Bannister then run. She’d delivered that information to Benjamin Bannister just as they’d wanted — despite Raj’s jackassed attempts to help by sending Reptars to the church. Meyer hated Raj for that. If she’d been allowed to simply send the information, she’d at least have stayed in the city. Raj forced her hand. His idiotic actions sent her past the gates. Now Meyer might never see her again.
He resented being a pawn but told himself that it was the best he could expect under the circumstances. He was still human, and as far as humans went, he was at the top of the chain. There were only eight humans in the world with his power, and none with more. But he was still shuffled to the side to make way for Astral strategies, invited back into the loop only when they needed his help or compliance. Or when they needed him to dance for the camera like a stooge, wearing that giant Meyer Dempsey smile that told the world that everything was under control and would, in the end, be just fine. 
He looked at the screen. 
SUBJECT PROGRESS NULL CONTINUE TO WATCH.
Jesus Christ. They couldn’t even use punctuation. They knew the vocabulary but had a foreigner’s lack of understanding, clueless about how to string things together. Language had always been important to Meyer. Whenever people sent him misspelled or poorly punctuated messages in the old days, he’d handed them mental demerits. He’d always thought less of people who wrote they’re when the proper word was their. It was even possible that the “Meyerness” the aliens had sucked out of him during his abduction was the only reason they could form sentences at all. Maybe he should give them credit for being able to do any of it, when mental communication was their norm. But then again: fuck them. A seed of imperfection, in the form of human mind, had in this case made those perfect beings better. 
But the message was still the message: a notice to their puppet in the viceroy’s mansion, giving him all the information he needed to know. Meyer once ran empires and answered to no one, but now he was someone barely worth a download. 
Bannister still hadn’t cracked the human code on the tablet, as far as the droid had seen. 
And, Meyer thought cynically, they’d just CONTINUE TO WATCH because they sure as hell couldn’t do anything more. After finally excavating their buried temple only to realize some lowly human had stolen their lucky charm and hidden it elsewhere, what had they done? Had they used the vast, superior intergalactic brain to find what was lost? No. They’d turned to a human for help, playing Bannister (and Piper, for that matter) like strings on a banjo. 
Letting humans do their dirty work.
Just like Meyer had been. 
Yes, sirs. No, sirs. 
Meyer was on the receiving end, never planning. Powerful only because the Astrals allowed it. 
He remembered how angry he’d been when the Titans wouldn’t let him run to Piper. 
He remembered how stupid he’d felt when he’d come home and they’d invaded his mind to explain why. 
And right now, he found himself wondering how far their mental juju extended. He was already fairly sure the Astrals had been using him as a window for years, manipulating what he’d taken for existential experiences into devices for spying on humanity — or Meyer’s slice anyway. He knew they’d placed those rocks everywhere to take humanity’s temperature and know their intentions as an aggregate. He knew that sometimes, when they passed too near the rocks, they gained a temporary ability to exchange discreet individual thoughts with others. But could they do that without someone knowing? Specifically, could they read his mind right now and know exactly how disobedient he felt? How little he wanted to keep taking their orders in front of the world?
Meyer forced himself to sit. This state of mind was impractical. He’d never been especially emotional, and the floods he’d felt recently were more mounting evidence of the situation’s intolerability. He was feeling emotions from outside; he was feeling his own emotions; he felt himself, in fits of anger and malcontent, wanting to do stupid things. 
But he was better than that.
Meyer Dempsey had always been a logical man. 
He breathed deeply. Closed his eyes. 
Anger was pointless. Meyer’s ability to see that made him more evolved. It, along with his other outside-the-box mental abilities, was probably what had made the Astrals choose him as one of the viceroys. He’d gone through a gauntlet. He’d been tested and found worthier than the tens of thousands before him. He should have more dignity than this. He should be less stupidly impulsive. 
He was the viceroy. He couldn’t change their power structure and raise humans above even his own position, so there was no point in trying. No point in struggling. Was his place ideal? No. Could it improve? Also no. But on the other hand — if Meyer stayed emotional, fretting about things he couldn’t change — could his situation decay? 
Oh, yes. Most certainly yes. 
His family was safe. Even Trevor and Piper, in Moab, were safe. The Astrals wouldn’t raid the lab like they’d raided the rebel village until Benjamin cracked the code and showed the watchers to their missing prize. Even then, Meyer seriously doubted they’d respond with violence. The Astrals didn’t want that. Sometimes, it was necessary because humans were violent by nature. But the point of colonizing and judging had been to avoid unnecessary strife — at least as humans understood it. But they wouldn’t act senselessly. They’d protect Trevor and Piper because that’s what Meyer desired. He had that much power at least. 
But doing something stupid would change that. If Meyer rocked the boat, he might not stay safe. 
Lila and Clara might not stay safe.
Piper and Trevor might not stay safe. 
Even Heather, whom he still had feelings for despite her recent icy exterior, was safe for now … but might not remain so if he disobeyed willy-nilly. 
And really, just about the stupidest thing Meyer could do right now would be to ignore what Mo had shown him — to keep that information from the Astrals, who had enough to juggle without sending their little ball bearing spies into every single room. They wouldn’t know what Meyer did — what he’d seen and heard on the surveillance camera hidden in Christopher’s lamp. 
He’d been right to doubt Terrence and Christopher’s loyalty, after the other day’s display. 
He’d been right to have his own devices planted to watch them.
And now that he knew Terrence and Christopher’s secret, he shouldn’t keep it all to himself. 
But he wouldn’t share yet. The Astrals hadn’t known what to make of that little silver cylinder, and neither did Meyer. 
As with Benjamin and the tablet, Meyer would watch. 
And wait. 
And when they did whatever they were going to do, he’d stand ready to do all he could to keep his family safe … even if it meant throwing humanity to the wolves.





Chapter Fifty
BENJAMIN STOOD at the front of the room. 
Piper watched from her seat. Cameron was beside her, their hands casually linked. 
On her other side was Nathan Andreus, who still frightened her but whom she’d nonetheless found herself getting used to. Meeting Andreus’s daughter, Grace, had humanized the man in Piper’s eyes, and when he’d brought her back to the Andreus camp, that feeling of humanization had lingered. Piper knew he’d done horrible things. She still sometimes had nightmares of two years ago, hiding from his minions in a drift of fetid leaves and mud. But she couldn’t help seeing him as a man who’d done what was necessary to keep his family alive. Just as Meyer had done for her. 
A wave of guilt rippled through her. Cameron clenched her hand and smiled, as if he knew and wanted to grant her forgiveness on the universe’s behalf.
“Templars,” said Benjamin. 
No one responded to his dramatic declaration, and he continued with an air of disappointment. “The writing on the tablet is very much like the drawings and code left in Royston Cave, found under the Rose Stone, by the Knights Templar.” He tapped the projection the entire room had already seen, and which was no more enlightening now than the first time. 
“That tells me that the Templars wrote this tablet,” he said. 
“In Colorado?” said Cameron. 
“There’s a lot we don’t know about the Templars,” Benjamin said. “It does seem unlikely that they crossed the oceans in wooden boats during the Crusades to leave this tablet buried under Vail—”
“Unless extraterrestrial ships took them over the ocean,” Danika said. It was the kind of sentence Piper would normally expect to precede laughter, but the world had changed. Now the absurd was sensible. 
“Not in this case,” Benjamin said. 
“Why not?” 
“Because of what this says.” Benjamin paused to see if anyone would ask him then continued, seemingly disappointed. “I’m paraphrasing, but it basically says, ‘Ha ha, suckers, we took your prize, and you’ll never find it, nyah nyah nyah.’” 
“You’re sure you’re paraphrasing?” Danika said. 
“Astrals didn’t place this tablet. If I had to guess, they probably have no idea what it says.” 
Danika shot Trevor a look.  
“And?” said Cameron. 
“And so, that gives us an advantage. They don’t know where their device is, but we do.” 
“So the tablet tells you where it’s hidden.”
“Sort of,” said Benjamin. “The Templars loved codes and deception and riddles, so this doesn’t actually tell us where the device itself is. It just leads us to the next link in the chain.” 
“Chain?” 
“Kind of like a scavenger hunt, where one thing leads to another,” Benjamin explained. “I suspect it’s a sequence of riddles, and what we’re after explains them, like a decoder ring. But I know more about history and alternative archaeology than most people. Once Terrence plants that virus in the network hub, we should get some clear time to reach colleagues we haven’t been able to talk openly with for fear of being overheard. After we get this — this codex, I guess you might call it — we should know where the hammer’s been hidden. And if we can reach it before they do, we might be able to destroy it … or hide it again.” 
“I still don’t see how there were Templars in Colorado,” Cameron said. Piper looked at his profile. If Benjamin knew the most about alternative archaeology, Cameron came in second. It was a distant second, because Cameron had spent most of his youth disbelieving then disavowing his father’s work, but even Piper didn’t think there had been Crusaders on this side of the ocean. 
“It may have been moved several times,” he said. “We can’t trace the history. The last move might have been recent. Moves of the codex, not the tablet, I mean.” 
“Moved by whom?” 
“Descendants of the Templars.” 
“Who is that?” 
“In this case,” said Benjamin, flipping to the next slide showing an enormous church, “the Mormons.” 
Two of the rebel camp’s leftovers (Taylor and Olivia, Piper thought their names were) laughed, but Benjamin gave them a remanding look. 
“I’m serious. Those of us who are on the outside of the Templar organization as it existed — and I’m sure that’s all of us here — can only guess at the organization’s trajectory through the ages. We know they were highly, highly secretive and ritualistic. Any number of modern-day secret societies are believed to be linked to those roots. Like the Freemasons. Or the largest power structures in any society: the churches.”
“I could believe the Vatican,” said Cameron. “But the Mormons?” 
“The Catholic church of course has its ties,” Benjamin said. “But think about it. There’s always been a secret elite. The elite makes the rules and pulls the strings. For a long time, those were the religions. All the religions. Call me cynical, but it’s hard to believe even the most stalwart holy people back in the day failed to notice their relative wealth, their relative power, and the way they could get others to do what they wanted.” 
“Now hang on a second.” Piper hadn’t practiced any religion in years, but old roots went deep. That had sounded like an insult, and she felt the need to defend what she’d once believed with all her heart. 
“It’s not a wholesale judgment, Piper,” Benjamin said, holding up a hand. “But it’s objectively true that modern politicians and institutional figures of all stripes, across all faiths, are in the business of controlling hearts and minds. Many do so honestly. Plenty do not. But all hold control in their palms, to a greater or lesser degree. The Mormons, in America, would be no exception. And the Templars’ descendants, be they Freemasons or the friggin’ Rotary Club for all we know, would be foolish not to make contact. To bring them into the secret at least. And honestly, is it really surprising that there’s a connection? We now know there’s been a prominent Astral contact site in North America all along, and that Vail was one of their cornerstones. Utah’s next door, and just so happens to be home to the Latter-day Saints. Joseph Smith talked about alien life all the time. Their planet of Kolob and all that. Hell, in the twenty-teens, there was even a public art project erected in Salt Lake City showing two Mormon missionaries arriving in a flying saucer, one with blue skin. They got details wrong, but the artists building statues outside Heaven’s Veil probably have it wrong too, and they're right there among them. After all we’ve seen, is it really so crazy to believe that there’s a connection, church to stars?” 
“You said it was church to Templars.” 
“Sure. Enough of a connection to the idea of alien visitation that, when the Templars or whoever came knocking, the church would listen. And would, perhaps, help hide something they believed in enough to fear its return.” 
The room was momentarily quiet. It dawned on Piper that most everyone who worked at the lab and the few who’d survived the camp massacre were all present and listening. It was probably overkill to explain all this theory to the rank-and-file grunts — but the fact that there were grunts where there had previously only been workers gave her goose bumps. It meant that they might be through studying and analyzing. Piper had brought them information, and now Benjamin knew what it meant. The time to act was nigh. Now, while they were still ahead of the game, before the Astrals solved the puzzle and fell into pursuit.
“So where does your analysis suggest this codex is hidden?” Trevor sounded stilted, as if reading from a script.
Benjamin smiled and clicked to the next slide: a sheer cliff with a wide parking lot at what the shot showed of its base. Several vehicle-sized tunnels were cut into the rock, yawning into darkness, their mouths muffled with gates. 
“Little Cottonwood Canyon, outside Salt Lake City. Kept safe in the hidden tunnels of the Mormon Genealogical Archives.”
Beside Piper, Cameron’s mouth fell open. So did Piper’s. They knew about Little Cottonwood Canyon. Benjamin wasn’t wrong about that particular Mormon connection to extraterrestrial life, and nobody here needed convincing. 
“That’s an Astral outpost,” Cameron said.
“Unfortunately, it is.” Benjamin nodded. “According to the tablet they found under the Apex pyramid, the Astrals are practically sitting on what they’ve lost.” He shifted uncomfortably then continued. “This mission’s success, then, depends on us snatching it from under them before they realize it’s there.” 





Chapter Fifty-One
“I DON’T LIKE THIS,” Benjamin said. 
Nathan Andreus smirked across the table. The room’s door was closed but not impervious to the intrusion of small, pearl-sized silver spheres. Nathan’s signal detector was in the table’s center, still declaring the room clear. But the detector was a rubber stamp, not a deterrent or a protection. If the BB entered this room, they’d be sunk. They’d be alerted to its arrival with no time to hide. They were clearly plotting something, and Benjamin had never been good at keeping a straight face and a secret. Andreus had only told him about the spy among them because Benjamin was the linchpin that would make their deception possible. Without that, he’d be as much in the dark as everyone until the big reveal beside the Great Salt Lake. 
“Of course you don’t,” said Andreus. 
“We should at least tell Ivan. He’s the muscle. Ivan has the survivors from the rebel camp who are hot for revenge. They can at least stay ahead of us and—”
“Nobody’s hotter for revenge than I am.” Andreus recrossed his legs and leaned back. “But this will only work if the Astrals don’t think we’re expecting problems with this plan of ours. They know we don’t think they’re stupid. If we go out heavy, they’ll know we’re assuming the shuttles are watching from above. Then it’s a big game of who knows what. Trust me.” Nathan’s disturbing smile bunched his goatee. “I’ve done this sort of thing before.” 
“So we go in unarmed?” 
“Not unarmed, but not heavy. We can’t take any of my biggest, best vehicles. Remember, this is cat and mouse. After your little performance, explaining the mission to everyone, they’ll assume we’re going into the front lateral tunnel of the Cottonwood archive. They’ll get out of our way when we arrive — trying to make it look like we just managed to sneak by without being seen — because they want you to take the supposed codex.” Nathan laughed. “Where did you get that photo you showed of the codex we’re supposedly looking for anyway?” 
“It’s a back stock photo from the Smithsonian. I think it’s an ancient adding machine, like an abacus 2.0, but I’m not totally sure.” 
Andreus laughed again then settled. “So that’s where we have to go: into the front lateral tunnel. And that adding machine — our decoy — is what everyone in the group other than the few of us who know the truth needs to believe we’re after. Everything has to go exactly by the supposed book. The BB will follow you, and I can hang behind to verify that it does. Then we branch off: Cameron, Trevor, and I going for the plate the tablet actually talks about. 
“How can you know the BB will follow me?” Benjamin asked. 
“Because I’ve been watching it for days, and it always follows you. It’s only with Cameron now because he’s out in the front room delivering ‘important mission information’ while it thinks you’re asleep. It even hung out in your room well after you were supposedly snoring. Believe me, I’d been hoping it would just leave and we wouldn’t need Cameron’s distraction. I didn’t want to have to tell him about this, too.” 
“Cameron can keep a secret.” 
Andreus assessed Benjamin, who felt X-rayed. 
“I sure as hell hope so. Because if someone looks directly at that BB, we won’t be able to trust any of this from that point on. Even now, part of me thinks they’re playing a long con: trying to trick us into lying in front of the spy BB so we’ll show our true hand elsewhere, the way it played Piper to deliver that information then almost played you to decipher it for them.” 
Benjamin nodded slowly. That near-miss had occurred to him with some ferocity. If Andreus hadn’t noticed the signal and its source, Benjamin would have given the same basic briefing, but telling everyone the truth instead of the lie. 
“If we’re trying to mislead them,” said Benjamin, “why don’t I just stay in the lab, pretending to work while you sneak out to Salt Lake and grab the plate unseen?” 
“Because we won’t be unseen.” Andreus pointed at the ceiling. “The trick here is to almost show them what we’re after — almost, but not quite. Haven’t you ever lied to someone, Benjamin?” 
“Sure.” But staring into Andreus’s eyes, he felt like a rookie masquerading as a veteran. 
“Little lies sell deception. Big lies get you caught. If you’re not greedy, you can get away with a little lie here and there. It’s like warming an ice-cold bath one degree at a time.” 
Andreus sat forward and continued. “The shuttles will see us leave this place, so we have to explain why we’re leaving, and do that part of it openly. The Astrals knew you’d crack the Templar code when they couldn’t, so you had to do that, too. We’ll have eyes on us the entire time. This mission has to succeed, and all on the sly. So no one can know. We have to go in numbers. Not because we need them to get the book from the archive, but because going in numbers is what we’d do if we thought they weren’t watching, and if we were truly pulling a trick we thought they’d never see coming — while simultaneously pulling a different trick they actually
don’t.” 
Benjamin planted his head in his palms. “This hurts my brain.” 
“Oh, come on now. That big brain of yours? You’re humanity’s salvation, Mr. Bannister.” 
“Or its downfall.” 
“We get the plate.” Andreus tapped the table for emphasis. “I’ve communicated with your man, Terrence. He’ll inject his virus in time with our finding the artifact. When the network opens and we’re again topside, we can broadcast our find. We’ll grab the artifact and smuggle it out then rejoin the group on the decoy mission to try and find your typewriter thing (and ‘unfortunately’ fail) then leave. We’ll act disappointed that the tablet steered us wrong and go home. They’ll never know it steered us right and gave us what we needed. If we’re lucky, no one fights.” 
“Can’t the Astrals intercept the messages you’re sending to Terrence?”
“The Astrals know about our new channel of discussion,” Andreus said, “but that’s okay because reestablishing a channel to Terrence is what crafty people like us would do if we didn’t know the Astrals were watching. So yes, they’ll hear whatever we say to each other. But fortunately, Terrence and I have worked out a simple code so I can tell him what I really want him to do, out in the open, without raising alien eyebrows. If they had them.” 
“How did you manage that?”
“Did you ever tell a kid, ‘Don’t you dare mop that floor, Timmy’ because you want him to do the opposite?” 
Benjamin stared. “You’re kidding.” 
“The Astrals are terrible at understanding the nuances of human communication. This is safe, especially given how little needs to be said. Remember, the Astrals let my people use our comm channels openly as part of our deal. Yet we’ve been talking behind our hands, to some degree, the entire time.” 
Benjamin chewed his lip. It would work. If the channel was already established, Terrence only needed a signal. A command of “Now” would suffice. But he still didn’t like it, with so many ways to go wrong. 
“You’re afraid,” Andreus said, watching him.
Benjamin didn’t respond. 
“It’s okay, Benjamin. Everyone’s afraid. It’s not bravery to act when you’re sure everything will be fine. Brave is being scared shitless and acting anyway.” 
“I don’t want to be brave.” 
Benjamin didn’t think it was cowardice holding him back. He flat-out didn’t want to do this — not because of his or anyone’s fear but because it simply wouldn’t work. The people they had for this mission weren’t fighters. With the exception of the rebel leftovers, they were all scientists. The Astrals had disposed of their fighting force, leaving Ivan and a few others in possession of a killer instinct. Ivan would agree to this plan in a bloody instant and arm everyone to the teeth if he knew its full truth, but that was why nobody had told him. 
Andreus’s plan, unfortunately, relied on stealth and deception, with no room for error. They’d be armed, but not sufficient to handle any potential problems. Benjamin had heard Cameron, Piper, and Trevor’s tale of escape from Heaven’s Veil, but he also knew they’d made that escape in what was essentially a tank — and now that Benjamin knew about the BB, it also sounded like the Astrals had allowed them to go. This Salt Lake mission would be different. If their subterfuge was discovered and they had to scrap at Cottonwood — if they had to scrap at all — they’d be massacred. 
The game would be over. If the Astrals discovered what the tablet had really led them to find, they’d have drawn an engraved map to Thor’s Hammer and delivered it to them. Nothing could stand in their way after that. No one could stop them. 
“I changed my mind,” Benjamin said, even though Andreus was practically staring him down.
“You don’t get to change your mind, Ben.”
“We’ll find another way. We know where the plate is, and the Astrals don’t know we know. We can take our time, figure out a way to do it right.” 
“You’re letting fear get the best of you.” 
“It’s not that. It’s stupid to act when we know we’ll fail.” 
Andreus shook his head. 
“What?” Benjamin asked. 
“The die is cast. You made your speech, and the Astrals were listening. If we don’t go, they’ll know we know something.” 
“I’ll make another speech. I’ll tell everyone I changed my mind. Cottonwood’s an Astral base, for Christ’s sake. They’ll understand if it looks like we want to think twice about running into the lion’s den.”
Andreus shook his head. “No.” 
Benjamin met his eyes. “I’m sorry?” 
“It’s not just you in this anymore. I stuck my neck out there to save your people in Vail.” 
“They weren’t actually in danger.” Benjamin said, knowing his response sounded lame.
“We didn’t know that. And the Astrals know I didn’t know but went in anyway. I’ve had amnesty, but those days are numbered. They could show up at any time to destroy my camps, like they did for the rebel base. I lost my wife to this. Do you know how hard it was to decide whether to send Grace to the Republic or keep her here? Two terrible choices. Shuttles could burn either one without any notice.” He stabbed a finger into the table. “This? This is our only chance. You don’t get to make the decision alone. We’re partners now, like it or not.” 
Benjamin watched him, feeling chastised. He’d never been so frightened — and so sure they were merely lining up for execution. He felt helpless. He didn’t just fear death. Its inevitability prickled his skin.
“Then we have to arm up,” Benjamin said. “We have to take one of your tanks.” 
“They’ll know we’re up to something if we do that.” 
“Our official version is that we’re up to something!” Benjamin blurted. Andreus was infuriating to talk to. He pretended to be having a discussion while delivering orders. 
A small smile had grown on Andreus’s lips, despite his shaking head. Benjamin wanted to leap across the table and punch him. Benjamin was out of his mind, and this bastard was enjoying himself, keeping secrets because he thought it was funny? 
“Benjamin,” Andreus said. “Do me a favor.” 
Benjamin stared. 
“Take a deep breath.” 
“What’s so goddamn funny, Nathan?” It felt reckless to say his first name. Assuming familiarity. It was the kind of thing that local rumor said could get you disemboweled to teach you a lesson. Drawn and quartered, or beheaded. 
“We have to get in and out, pretending to look for one thing while searching for another, without breaking our illusion. But the lack of fallback seems to be bothering you. No chance of surviving if things go wrong, and we can’t maintain that illusion. Sound about right?” 
“If we’re killed,” Benjamin said, “we won’t get a second chance to get Thor’s Hammer before they do.” 
“Would it make you feel any better if I assured you there’s no chance we’ll be killed?” 
The flat, statement-like quality of the lie left Benjamin momentarily speechless. Andreus hadn’t inquired as preamble to a pep talk. He’d stated it like a fact — the way he’d declare that there were two men in the room. He’d implied it as a mission objective. Datum a commander might use to plan an assault. 
The only question was how Andreus could possibly think Benjamin would believe something so absurd — or, possibly, just how stupid Andreus thought he was. 
“How could you possibly think that heading directly into an Astral-controlled area won’t entail risk?” 
Andreus told him.





Chapter Fifty-Two
HEATHER CLENCHED the silver canister between her breasts. 
Terrence extended his hand. “Heather.” 
It had taken Terrence time to get used to Heather’s caustic nature the same way getting used to her took everyone time. But Heather’s house on the grounds was on Terrence’s other side, opposite Christopher’s. Years of having her as an obnoxious neighbor had taught him that there was no winning. Brevity was the only way to argue — not because it worked, but because it meant you’d put yourself out there less when she eventually made fun of you before walking away, having done exactly whatever the fuck she’d wanted. 
“You gave me this thing,” she told him. “So now, if you want it back, you have to tell me what you plan to do with it.” 
Terrence looked around Heather’s small living room. He wasn’t wearing his trademark glasses, so his worry and urgency were clear. 
“I told you,” he said. 
“You just told me it’s something you made for Benjamin. Having to do with the Internet. But I know you were talking to Benjamin through that church that got blown up, maybe with the help of that big pile of black ashes that Piper had been hanging out with.” 
“So what?” 
Heather held the canister tighter. Terrence kept beckoning with his fingers. “Come on, Heather. Give it to me.” He was much bigger and stronger but wouldn’t pry it from her. He was oddly polite, and Heather strangely intimidating. Like a tiny spider with giant fangs.
“So a lot has changed since the original plan. You don’t know for sure what Cameron was going to do with this before he handed it off. Piper and my son are out there somewhere! How do you know Benjamin’s plans don’t require saving them from the desert instead of hacking the Internet and—”
“Do you know the Andreus Republic?” 
The warmth left her skin. Of course Heather knew about the Andreus Republic. They were animals. People claimed they skinned their enemies — or at least, that’s what the news said. Andreus bands were the main reason nobody left Heaven’s Veil or local outposts. She didn’t want to hear what followed. She’d mentioned Trevor, and Terrence had replied by broaching the Republic. A chilling implication. Advantage: Terrence. 
“Turns out, Nathan Andreus and I have a lot in common,” Terrence said, clearly enjoying his conversational coup on the Queen of Wry. “He’s a lot smarter than people give him credit for. I was sitting in the guard station the other day when my radio started giving static bursts of Morse. Long story short, I changed a few settings in my web browser code, and now Andreus and I are pen pals.” 
Heather still didn’t trust herself to speak. Terrence wasn’t getting to the point, unless the point was that he’d turned traitor and wanted her to know he was about to join a group the news painted as practically cannibals. 
“He’s a tech guy,” Terrence said, taking mercy, his smarmy look relaxing. “He’s had an in all this time. Understands all my network stuff, including the general idea behind Canned Heat.” 
“Is that a saucy women’s prison movie?” 
“Trevor is fine, Heather. He and Piper and Cameron made it to Moab okay. The tank thing we told you about? Turns out that was an Andreus Republic vehicle. Now Nathan Andreus and his people are working with them. And they’re … planning something.” 
“What are they planning?” 
Terrence reached for the silver cylinder. Heather clenched it tighter and pivoted away. 
“The Astrals are watching Internet traffic, such as they’re able. And that’s not a problem for someone like Andreus or me, who know where to hide messages in the deluge, then couch them so they aren’t terribly incriminating if discovered. The bigger problem is the wholesale severing of channels. What you have there—” he pointed, “—is a virus that I think will disrupt their blockages, opening some of those channels for at least a little while. Long enough for people like Benjamin to share some information in order to … to do other stuff.” 
“What other stuff?” 
“That’s need-to-know information.”
“Well, guess who needs to know?” 
Terrence got a few fingers on the canister, but Heather slapped him away. Soon, he’d tire of the game and simply pin her despite his nature, but she could weasel some more secrets before he did. 
“Fuck off, Terrence. If I’m good enough to hide this for you, I’m good enough to know what you’re doing.” 
“The more you know, the more you could get in trouble.” 
“More trouble than running off and killing one of the peacekeepers? More trouble than helping Piper get away after stealing some CIA secret shit from His Lordship the holy motherfucking Viceroy of Heaven’s Veil?” 
“Time is a factor, here, Heather. You’re not helping.” 
“No way. You thought they were suspicious of you, so you gave me this thing to hide. Then you come here, to my house, rubbing your suspicious ass all over my face. Now I’ve got suspicion on my chin.” 
“Wow. Vivid imagery.” 
“Look. Just let me help. I’m in it this far anyway.” 
“There’s no way for you to help.” 
“Why not?” 
“Because I just need to plug that into a port and execute.” 
“So it’s a program.” 
“It’s complicated. It can’t just be emailed. I need that actual canister you’re holding.” 
“Is it complicated or simple? Make up your mind, Terrence.” 
Terrence sighed. He kept himself from rolling his eyes, probably because Heather would take it as a sign of victory. His hand fell to his side. 
“It’s simple in execution. It really is just plugging in and executing it. But if it works, it’ll uncensor the Internet for just long enough, at least, to help Benjamin send information to colleagues worldwide who can help him find something.” 
“And he needs to do it ASAP. Which is why you’re so eager.” 
“Not ASAP. They need to find something first.” 
“I thought whatever you were doing would help them find it.” 
“They need to find one thing then the other.” 
“Like a scavenger hunt,” Heather said. “Fun.” 
“But as soon as they find the first thing, that’s when this needs to go. Right then. No sooner and no later. Satisfied?” He reached again. 
“Not at all. You haven’t told me how I can help.” 
“Why do you need to help?” 
Heather took the canister from her chest and waved it in the air. “Because I want to get into trouble! Because I’m sick of all this! Look at me! Lila and Trevor get to live in the big mansion. Piper gets to live in the mansion with Meyer. Shit, even Raj gets to live in the mansion. But where does Heather end up? Out in the shitty guest shacks with the help!” She considered adding “no offense” for Terrence but decided not to bother. “I went out with Trevor to help there, and still that little bastard ran off without me. Now he’s in Utah, probably living it up and going to all the best parties, while I’m stuck here, bored!”
Terrence looked like he might suggest that there probably weren’t any parties in Moab worth going to. Instead, he sighed. 
“The node that plugs the mothership into the network seems to be in the house. I’m sure it’s up on the fourth floor, with all the other computers. If you really want to help, you can figure a way to get in there. I have some tricky ideas on how to do it, but they all introduce complications and unknowns that I’d rather avoid if possible. Best-case scenario is walking right up there, plugging in, and accessing a terminal. But it’s restricted. I don’t suppose you have access, as family?” 
Heather laughed. She was Lila and Trevor’s mother and Clara’s grandmother, but nobody seemed to understand that those things made her family.
“No, I don’t have access.” 
Nobody would give Heather access. She lived in the guest houses, for God’s sake. 
Even Piper, who’d managed to steal from Meyer and the Astrals, wouldn’t have access to something like that. 
Heather felt her usual flash of bitterness. 
Piper didn’t share blood but lived in the house. 
Even Raj didn’t share blood but lived the house. 
Heather’s resentment turned to inspiration. “When do you need to be in there?” 
Terrence frowned. It looked like he’d asked a titanic favor but now had to admit that his unreasonable timeframe was icing on an imposition cake. 
“Tomorrow. Three o’clock.” 
Just over twenty-four hours. That was enough time to sharpen her knives then determine the best ways to twist them. 
“I can get you in,” she said. 
“How?” 
“It’s a surprise.” 
Terrence looked like he might pry further but knew he was talking to a performer. He extended his hand, and this time, Heather slapped the cylinder into it. 
“Thanks,” he said. 
Terrence was halfway to the door when Heather called his name. He turned back, waiting, tired of her shenanigans. 
“You keep saying, ‘If it works,’” she said. 
“Yeah.” 
“You think it might not work?” 
Terrence nodded. “I’d say it’s fifty-fifty. If I’d had more time, I could get to seventy-five-twenty-five, but I don’t. Tomorrow. Three p.m.” He sighed. “Unfortunately.” 
“If it doesn’t work,” Heather said, “maybe you can try to uncensor the Internet later.”
Terrence gave her a humorless smirk. 
“If it doesn’t work, there’ll be no Internet left, and the resistance will be cut off from any possible help. Totally blind.”





Chapter Fifty-Three
CAMERON WAS RECLINING in the rear of a rather lavish converted recreational vehicle when his father stumbled back, rapping his thigh on a protruding table, to join him. 
“Nervous yet?” Benjamin asked. 
Cameron lifted his head. He had his fingers interlaced just above his collar, flat on his back, staring at the ceiling. It wasn’t so much that he needed rest as the fact that the RV’s bed was more comfortable than the one he’d been sleeping on in the lab. Ever since the camp’s survivors had joined them, it had only seemed right to surrender the house. Nathan’s daughter, Grace, had lived out there before she’d left, despite her not getting along at all with Taylor, Olivia, or the other rebel remainders. Nathan had been sleeping in the lab, like Cameron. Even after more than a week in the same place, Cameron didn’t think the father-daughter pairing had exchanged more than twenty words. 
The RV’s bed, however, was comparatively plush. The minute it had arrived and he’d fallen into its mattress, Cameron had wondered why Andreus hadn’t brought RVs from the start. They’d all been converted to run on solar and could go a few hundred miles on a charge, but even dead they’d have made for nice little houses. They weren’t fast, owing to the solar conversion’s lack of torque, but it hardly mattered. Considering that the Astrals thought they knew what the caravan was up to, they had all the time in the world. 
“No, I’m not nervous,” Cameron answered. 
Benjamin sat atop one of the padded benches near the bed. “I’m nervous.”
Cameron sat up. The bed was in a rear recess, designed to be closed off as a miniature bedroom. If he stayed put, he’d be talking to his father through a slit. Sitting, they were two feet apart. There was also a pair of feet from Danika, who’d been uncharacteristically painting her fingernails outside Cameron’s co-opted bedroom with a worried air, but that was fine. Danika, like Trevor and Andreus, already knew anything they’d discuss. 
There were somewhere between twenty and twenty-five people on this errand across various vehicles, but the rest of them thought they were pursuing something that didn’t exist. Something, Benjamin had told him, that might be an ancient adding machine from a Smithsonian photo. Something that most certainly wouldn’t be in the Little Cottonwood Canyon genealogical archives. 
It was cruel to send so many people into the beast’s mouth then send them away feeling like failures when they came up empty, but deception was necessary. The detector in Benjamin’s hand suggested the BB was elsewhere (possibly with Charlie, conducting another decoy lecture in a separate RV), but any gaffe could give them away and blow the whole thing.
Danika looked at Cameron. “I’m nervous. How can you not be nervous?” 
“When all of this started, I was on the road with Dan. I headed to your lab, to find Dad. Dad’s message sent me to Vail. So I was on the road through the beginning and stayed on the road — or at least out in the open, once we reached Vail — for months. I was used to traveling in the fringe places Dad took me as a kid.” He set his hand on his father’s shoulder. “I guess I got used to the idea that everything is at least a little dangerous, and that the tide could change at any time.” 
Cameron, hearing himself articulate the thought, found it profound. Danika looked unimpressed. She frowned and resumed painting her nails. To Cameron’s knowledge, she’d never had painted nails. She’d probably found the polish in the RV, and was whistling in the dark. 
“Hmm. Very macho. Maybe they could put you in an Old Spice ad.”
“Old Spice? Who still wears Old Spice?” 
“I wore Old Spice until I ran out.”
Danika cocked a thumb at Benjamin. “See? Macho.” 
Cameron watched her for a moment. It took him a while to see what was off about her, given her usual sarcasm, but then he had it. Her movements were overly slow and precise — because the moment she stopped focusing on painting straight lines, her hands started shaking. 
“We’ll be okay,” Benjamin said. 
Danika frowned, not looking up. “I’m a scientist. I’m supposed to be in a lab, maybe in front of a computer. Maybe Rambo here grew up walking the desert and killing game to eat over an open fire, but I grew up reading my mom’s old Judy Blume paperbacks. Later, I graduated to sitting safely inside and reading cozy mysteries. My dad didn’t even let me date until I was practically out of the house, and by then I was afraid of boys, too. Probably Dad’s intention.” She looked up, and Cameron realized, for the first time, that Danika had no idea how pretty she was. She’d spent her life staring at data. Everything else had been an untrustworthy distraction. 
“It’s okay, Danika,” Benjamin repeated. “Really. I wouldn’t have okayed taking so many people if it wasn’t.” 
“We had to take this many people so …” She stopped, looked at the BB detector to make sure it wasn’t alarming silently, then went on. “So it’s not overly obvious if three of us split off.”
“I still wouldn’t have allowed it. I promise.” 
Cameron found himself looking at his father, waiting. He knew the man well enough to sense more in the story. Benjamin hoped, yes. He fantasized, yes. He had his head in the clouds in terms of his work and leaped to many unfounded conclusions in pursuit of excitement, definitely. But he didn’t promise lightly.
Benjamin saw Cameron’s stare but spoke to Danika. 
“The Astrals at the archive will be conveniently absent when we arrive because they’re letting us in. They’ll be around so it doesn’t look too fishy, but they’ll allow us to sneak by and pretend they don’t know we’re there. They needed me to read the Templar tablet because they couldn’t, and because they know the adding machine thing I projected during our fake meeting isn’t what they’re looking for; they’ll know they have to stay out of the way and keep leaving me alone so I can keep doing what they want — what they think I’m doing all on my own, without knowing they’re watching everything I do.” 
“Why?” Danika asked. 
“Because we haven’t finished our job,” Cameron said before Benjamin could answer.
Benjamin nodded then resumed talking to Danika. “We’ve shown them what we’re after. They plainly saw it’s not the object they want to find — the device that was missing from the excavation site under the Heaven’s Veil Apex. But because they believe I’m reading the tablet faithfully, they have to assume our supposed codex is just a link in a longer chain. They need to stay out of the way so we can locate this first object … and then lead them to the next link in the chain, which they’re hoping will be Thor’s Hammer.” 
“But it won’t be.” 
“It will be,” Benjamin said. “But they won’t know we’ve found this first stepping stone. Which means that later, we can go after the hammer without them being wise.”
Danika put her fingers to her temples. Benjamin laughed. 
“I know, right? That’s how I felt when Nathan explained it. We have a big game of chicken. There’s the thing we’re pretending to be after, which is different from the thing we actually are. We’re too smart to come in plain sight like this, and they know we know they can see us in their shuttles, not via that little spy BB and—”
“Stop,” Danika said. “Just stop.”
“My point is that they won’t interfere. They can’t interfere.” 
“But that’s what’s been bugging me, Dad.” Cameron watched Benjamin perk up at his rare use of the familial term. “We know they won’t interfere because we’ve learned we’re doing what they want us to do: find something that will lead them to their lost hammer. But in their version of what we must be thinking, what we’re doing is stupid. Because officially, they think we’d have to assume they were hostile. And yet here we are, heading into one of their protected outposts.” 
Benjamin shook his head. “Not protected. Preserved. There’s a difference. That’s what Nathan explained when I was feeling like you are, Danika. We don’t know exactly what the Cottonwood archive meant to the Astrals once upon a time, but it’s carved into Utah cliffs, so there could be anything down there that the Mormons aren’t telling anyone about. The facility’s always been secretive — in human hands, I mean. Like the Templars. Like the Freemasons.” He smirked. “Like the Mormons apparently.” 
“So?” 
“There’s a reason this archive exists.” He made a face. “Genealogy? Seriously? Does anyone here believe that a secretive organization bored a series of massive tunnels in a canyon wall to store microfilm genealogical records? The idea’s absurd. There have been tours, just like there are tours of anywhere secretive and mysterious, but they smell like distraction. Racks and racks filled with tiny, impossibly long drawers of microfilm. Supposedly, there’s never been a digital storage system that’s as long-lasting, but I have a hard time buying that. So in the end, I have to ask: What’s really stored at the Little Cottonwood Canyon archive? And more importantly, why do the Astrals care?” 
“You think Thor’s Hammer is right there? At the archive?” 
Benjamin laughed hard enough to turn Ivan’s head from the RV’s passenger seat up front. He lowered his voice, wary of the military man’s attention. 
“Oh, I know exactly where Thor’s Hammer is, Cam. You do too. That’s what kills me. As far as historical jokes go, it’s a doozy.” 
“Where?” 
Benjamin laughed softer. “If you haven’t figured it out by the time we leave to chase it, I’ll have to tell you. But think about it, Cam. A weapon from the ancient alien theorist texts. Where would it go?” 
“Jesus, Dad. I got tired of your guessing games a long time ago. Did you read it on the tablet?” 
“The tablet confirmed it, but it’s the sort of thing I kind of always knew.” 
“If you read it on the tablet,” Danika pointed out, “that’s cheating.” 
Benjamin waved it away. “It’s not at Cottonwood. The Templars would have to assume the Astrals would occupy Cottonwood.” 
“Why?” 
“Because of the records.” 
“Records of what?” 
“This is Charlie’s guess,” said Benjamin, “though don’t go asking just yet because remember, he doesn’t know what we’re really after. But you know all the research he’s done into panspermia? The idea that life here and other places was seeded from a common source — from Astral DNA, or their equivalent genetic material anyway?” 
“Sure,” said Cameron. “You think the archive contains those records?” 
“It’s genealogy, isn’t it? Lets the human keepers of the place say what they do there with a straight face. But the place would have been built — and by built, I mean the original catacombs we assume were initially in those cliffs, behind the archive, then surely expanded by Masons in ways the original creators didn’t know about because Masons like to hold an ace — with alien help. An ancient partnership. The newer tunnels were added, giving the thing a face and access. But the Astrals would know exactly what it was and why it mattered. But do you understand the difference now? A simple archive of records is the kind of thing you preserve, not necessarily protect. It’s informational, not strategic. They didn’t know the Mormons had hidden something new right under their noses.” 
Cameron felt like he was missing something. “So what?”
“Nathan’s people have analyzed every speck of back satellite data they’ve ever had on Cottonwood. There’s also an Andreus Republic outpost near Salt Lake, and Salt Lake City itself is largely Andreus controlled, seeing as it’s not a capital and doesn’t have a mothership. And they’re positive that there are no Reptars at the Cottonwood Canyon facility. Why would there be? It has no strategic significance, and even now that they know there’s something there that matters, they want us to take it.” He tapped the table. “There are only Titans at Cottonwood. Only the intellectual, record keeping class of Astrals, whose panspermatozoic genetics we obviously share and are hence most equipped to curate such a place.” 
Cameron looked at Danika, who seemed as unimpressed as he was. 
“Again,” he said. “So what?” 
“Something I’ve suspected, something that Nathan’s people have proved,” said Benjamin. He winked at Danika. “Titans couldn’t hurt a fly.”





Chapter Fifty-Four
MEYER OPENED his eyes to find Mo Weir standing in front of him. 
He jumped; Mo clearly hadn’t expected the viceroy to snap out of his communication at the exact instant he’d been studying his face. Mo had told Meyer that he looked like a yogi when he was talking to Divinity (or rather, Meyer thought resentfully, when Divinity talked to him), and now it looked like Mo had decided to investigate his trance a bit closer. He’d looked about ready to snap his fingers in front of Meyer’s closed eyes. 
“Oh … hey, Meyer.” 
“Where’s Raj?” 
Mo blinked, as if he were the one who’d been doing some sort of a weird, micromanaging mind-meld.
“Raj?” 
“Yes, Raj.” 
“You mean Christopher.” 
“I mean Raj. Do you think I have some sort of weird aphasia where I confuse normal people with conniving little shits who knock up my daughter?” 
Mo hesitated a second, probably trying to decide if that had been a joke. It almost had been, but right now even Meyer wasn’t sure. Back when he’d taken the drug that opened an alien window inside his mind, he’d felt like he was joining a kind of collective intelligence. Communing with Divinity on the mothership was something like that. Readjusting to the sense of renewed singularity took a while — sorting out the others’ thoughts and emotions from those that remained uniquely his own.
Mo half smiled — something that could be seen as joining in if Meyer was joking or played as cynical if he turned out to be serious. He hadn’t had proper time to be angry at Raj when he’d first found out about the pregnancy because he’d discovered the truth while still aboard the mothership. Earthly matters — even those involving whose dick went into which off-limits place — had seemed trivial compared to everything else. 
“I don’t know. Want me to call around and find him?” 
“Yes, Mo. Why else would I ask if I didn’t want to know?” 
Mo nodded, accepting the order without insult. Meyer reminded himself to stand down. He was impatient with Mo because he wasn’t reading Meyer’s thoughts. Literally. It wasn’t the sort of thing to anger a reasonable man.
Mo spoke into his communicator then turned to Meyer. He wouldn’t speak first. He could sense the man’s mood. Mo was no more psychic than anyone other than the freaks who accidentally stumbled through the few remaining stone nerve lines, but he was intuitive as hell — especially when it came to working with Viceroy Dempsey. 
“They’re on their way to Cottonwood,” Meyer said. 
“Hmm. Good.” 
“Trevor is with them. Piper too.” 
Mo gave Meyer another one of those looks, seemingly unsure how to respond. Maybe he wasn’t as intuitive as Meyer had been thinking, if he couldn’t read him now. Or maybe Meyer, in the past, had been easier to read. 
“I see,” Mo said. “I don’t suppose they told you what they’re looking for.” 
Meyer wanted to reply by saying, No, of course not, I’m just the fucking leader of North American humanity, no need to tell me more than the basics. Instead, he said, “No.” 
Mo nodded. He didn’t know all that Meyer knew, but he’d been informed of a lot. Meyer wasn’t sure if he was allowed to tell his right hand what he learned from the Astrals, but he could only be efficient when Mo knew enough to do his job. And also, fuck them if they had a problem with it.
There was a knock on the doorframe. Both men turned to see Raj awaiting acknowledgement. 
“Come in,” Meyer said, indicating a chair. 
Raj sat, followed by Mo, preparing to take notes on a tablet. Meyer stayed standing.
“Raj,” he said, “I’d like you to post a guard at the network center upstairs on four. Another where the stairs and the elevator come out.” 
“Two separate guards for the elevator and stairs?” 
“They come up ten feet apart. What do you think?” 
Raj didn’t respond, clearly having no idea what the correct answer was. Meyer let it go. 
“What are the doors up there. Glass?” 
“Hybrid synthesized sapphire glass,” Raj clarified, seemingly happy to have an answer. “Like on a phone’s touchscreen. Unbreakable.” 
Meyer suppressed his lack of enthusiasm. The Apex was made of transparent bluish glass that some thought was sapphire too, but Meyer bet that alien stuff could withstand a direct ICBM hit. And yet the Astrals weren’t sharing, even though the network center they were discussing was more important to the aliens than the Viceroy’s office.
“Obviously, keep it locked. I don’t have to tell you that, do I?” 
“No. No, of course not.” 
“Keycard access or what?” 
“To get in? No; it’s a palm print. State of the art.” 
Meyer wished Raj would keep the brochure listing of features to himself. “Who has access?” 
“Just me and those above me.” 
“Does that include Christopher?” 
Raj’s eyebrows furrowed for a fraction of a second. On paper, he outranked Christopher, but everyone (including Raj) knew his position was honorary. Raj got to wear a uniform when he wanted and act like a big shot. No biggie. As long as Raj could keep from ordering Reptar patrols without consulting a subordinate who actually knew what the fuck they were doing, his implied power was harmless. 
“No. Christopher is just a captain.” 
“So he can’t access the network.” 
“No.” 
“What about Terrence?” 
“Terrence doesn’t even have a rank.” 
“Just answer my fucking question, Raj.” 
“Sorry. No. When we’ve needed him in the past, he’s been given terminal access. The on-duty center supervisor lets him in.” 
“Do they watch him?” 
“You mean stand over his shoulder?” 
“Yes.”
“No, not normally. But—”
“When was his last access?” 
“I don’t have the logs. I’d have to check.” 
“You’re the supervisor’s supervisor, Raj. It’s the one job you have that you’re actually qualified for. Try not to have your head up your ass.” 
Meyer almost felt sorry for Raj. Almost. He seemed to be reeling from the punches. This way of talking was cruel, but he didn’t feel like wasting time with bedside manner. He needed answers. Maybe it was wrong to experience power by belittling another, but doing so now — especially when the subject was Raj — felt impossible to resist.   
“I … Okay.” 
“Nobody gets access for now. Not even the supervisor. I want that door always locked, guards out front, nobody inside. Restrict access to two people: you and me. Anything goes wrong, I’ll know I didn’t do it. That knowledge will add a lot of clarity to whatever comes next.” 
“Yes, sir,” Raj stammered. “Of course, sir. Can I ask a question, sir?” 
Across from Raj, Mo laughed. Raj sounded ready to ask if he could lick Meyer’s leather loafers. Meyer was almost tempted to request it, just to see if the kid had a molecule of dignity. 
Raj glanced over at Mo’s laugh then turned back toward Meyer, looking just as servile. 
“Okay,” Meyer said. 
“Is this related to what happened the other day? Are Terrence and Christopher …” 
Meyer raised his eyebrows expectantly. 
“Are they … you know …” 
“I don’t.” 
“When you showed up … and then afterward … when I was saying how Terrence seemed like he was with them in some capacity other than as a … you know, like not under direction but as a …” 
Meyer wanted to put his face in his palms. He couldn’t decide if Raj’s floundering was more amusing or embarrassing. He couldn’t say what he thought, even though the answer was plain as day. After the dust settled and the tank vehicle had gone, Raj hadn’t been able to shut up about Terrence (and, by extension, Christopher) playing both sides. Now, when it mattered, he couldn’t say those same words. 
Meyer wanted to let him dangle until he hanged himself, but time was wasting. Still, he wished Raj would finish a question because Meyer was dying to tell him it was none of his fucking business. 
“I’m short on guards,” Raj finally spat in apparent surrender. 
“How is that possible?” 
“Christopher has almost all of them. Out by that destroyed church.” 
“The house guards?”
“I guess they were all he had.” 
Meyer rolled his eyes. Raj had just missed a perfect opportunity to point out how poorly Christopher was doing his job. Meyer, watching Raj, wished he had a third option for his security. The choice between a traitor and an idiot was no choice at all. 
“I’ll put you in touch with Capt. Jons of the police. He’ll get you some officers to act as guards. They don’t get access, though. To any locks, including incidental house locks. They need to go to the bathroom, you or whoever you have left lets them in.” 
“Sir?” 
Meyer sighed. 
“Are you anticipating … trouble?” 
“Maybe.” He didn’t want to tell Raj more. Right now, Meyer knew for sure that Terrence, Christopher, Lila, and Heather were either involved or knew what Terrence was planning with his communication virus. Letting Raj know any more than he already did — even the names of those he suspected — was begging for a clusterfuck.
“Then is it possible to get some … other guards?” 
“I told you I’ll set you up with police.” 
“I was thinking of … of peacekeepers.” 
Meyer looked directly at Mo Weir, who just shook his head. 
“You’re kidding.” 
“If there might be trouble, they’re the best equipped to—”
“I’m not having Reptars in the house.” He stopped himself from adding the codicil: … you catastrophically stupid fucking moron. 
“But they’re supposedly highly intelligent, right? Not like animals, and—”
“Absolutely not. Don’t ask again, or I’ll take you outside and feed you to one. Feel free to explain all sorts of things to it before the thing starts ripping you apart.”
“Then maybe some of the Titans. There are a pair outside now who could—”
Meyer shook his head.
“All due respect, sir, if you’re expecting anything like I think you might be, I have my doubts that any human guards will be able to help. At the risk of stepping out of line, I think there may be something in the works that involves Astral technology, and if that’s the case, there’s no way that human guards with human weapons could possibly—” 
“I’ll get you cops.” 
“But the Titans … there are a bunch of them around, doing nothing, and …” He trailed off. 
Meyer finally sat. 
“I don’t suppose you ever saw an old movie called The Dark Crystal?” 
Raj shook his head.
“You’ll see its influence in a handful of Fable’s films. It was a puppet movie, but good. There was this ancient race, and they split into two derivative races: the Skeksis and the Mystics. The Skeksis were these twisted, evil things that fought and were generally walking piles of shit. The Mystics were like old men with nothing to do other than walk around slowly and draw magic maps in the sand with canes, crap like that. They were all Zen. Peaceful.” 
“Okay,” said Raj. 
“The Reptars are their Skeksis.” 
“Okay.” 
“And the Titans are their Mystics.” 
Raj gave a small nod of assent. 
“You ever see a Titan fight? Ever?” 
Raj seemed to think then shook his head. 
“You could punch a Titan in the face, and he’d just smile at you. You try to get past a bunch of them and they’ll stop you with those giant arms, but they’ll never hurt you. You come at them with guns that might actually be able to hurt them and they’d hide or do what they could to prevent your passing, but they won’t shoot back. They’ll try to reason with you then call for Reptars to fight. Their guns are props. They’re vital to everything that happens here, but the Titans are useless as fighters because they seem to be the half of Astral consciousness that deals with peaceful discourse.” 
Raj looked at Meyer for a long moment. Meyer could have counted to five slowly before Raj spoke next. 
“Okay.” 
“So you understand?” 
“What does that have to do with puppets?” Raj asked. 
Before Meyer could reply — and it was possible his response would have come in the form of a backhand slap across the face — Mo put a restraining hand on Meyer’s arm. 
“I’ll get him some cops,” he said.





Chapter Fifty-Five
PIPER WAS LYING flat on a dusty expanse of sand and grit, somewhat behind a large rock. Nearby, the others were also horizontal, somewhat behind other boulders. 
She looked at Cameron, surprised by his proximity. He must have scooted closer while she’d been focused on the expanse of concrete not far ahead. A slight decline lay before them, followed by a corresponding rise. A parking lot sprawled beyond that then a cliff of fractured gray stone. There were three semicircular tunnels in the rock, just as they’d been on the image Benjamin had shown them in Moab. There were no cars in the lot. Piper thought she knew why. If this were an Astral place staffed exclusively by the hairless white Titans, they wouldn’t arrive for work in cars. 
The thought made her roll to look upward. The sky, bordered on both sides by wide canyon walls, was blue and empty. It could have been another average afternoon before Astral Day, hanging out in the rock scree by the entrance of the Mormon Genealogical Archives. 
Cameron looked back then smiled at Piper. 
“This is a terrible idea,” she said. 
Cameron tried to bolster his smile, making it crawl higher on his cheeks. He partially succeeded. 
“Did Charlie explain on the way over?” 
Piper nodded. But she’d wondered why Cameron had beelined for the RV with Danika, Ivan, and his father, allowing Nathan to lead her into the other. She’d wanted to ride with him. Her insecurity had even entertained the idea that her desire led to refusal. Cameron had been keeping his head low for most of the day. Piper didn’t like it. If there were secrets, she wanted to hold them.
“Like I’m sure he said — Charlie and Nathan; this was mainly Nathan’s plan, but don’t tell Ivan that — Nathan’s been watching this place on his satellites for a while. Best he can tell, there’s only a handful of Titans watching, and they mostly stay outside. They don’t know it contains the codex that used to be in Vail.” Cameron’s eyes flicked away momentarily as if distracted then returned to hers with sharper focus. “Point is, that’s just a few Titans for what might turn out to be miles of tunnels. Like anything secretive, there’s the official version and the truth. This place is officially quite large. Benjamin says it’s surely much larger.” 
Cameron looked over his shoulder. A small Asian woman was crouched behind a fallen boulder, eyes wide and trying not to tremble. Piper barely knew her as more than one of the lab techs named Tina. She wasn’t a stranger simply because Piper was new to the ranch this time around. Tina had been at the Moab facility Piper’s first time staying there, and they’d lived in close proximity for three months. But Tina was shy, like many of the techs. They kept to themselves and did their work, seemingly frightened of shadows. 
And these were the people Nathan Andreus wanted to use as troops, to storm an alien base. 
“I know what you’re thinking,” Cameron said, again drawing Piper’s eyes. “But remember, we’re not expecting to fight. Like I said, the Titans probably only patrol the outside and the main tunnels. There’d be no reason to go deeper. The site interests them, but in the end there are only records in there. It’s low security, and in their shoes, I’d never expect an attack.” 
He ticked his head toward Tina. 
“Everyone here is scared, I know. But we need runners, not fighters.”
“Runners?” Piper asked. 
“For all the tunnels and rooms we know about and all the ones we don’t. We need to get in and out. That’s what matters: speed and stealth. We don’t need to be strong, tough, or brave. We need to be fast and quiet. Everyone here can run, and keep a low profile. God knows they’re quiet enough in the lab.” 
For the third time, Piper looked at Tina. This time, she waved back and tried to smile. Tina was maybe five-three with practical short hair and glasses that were too small for her face. 
“They’re going to change shifts in …” Cameron looked at his watch, which he’d had rebanded and kept faithfully wound. “Six minutes. And—” 
“They punch a clock?” 
“Actually, it took some time to figure that out,” said Cameron, peeking around before spotting Andreus and Coffey maybe twenty feet away. “They seem to be watching a blade of light made as the sun passes behind a series of holes in the rock farther up. Today, it lines up in six minutes.” 
“They flew through space,” Piper said, “and they tell time with rocks.” 
Cameron smiled. “They built a worldwide brain with rocks then started building pyramids. Just because we don’t do it doesn’t mean it’s not advanced.” 
Piper eyed the Titans near the tunnels’ mouths. They were milling casually, like night watchmen going through the motions. It sure didn’t look like the Astrals were expecting an attack — or whatever it was they were about to attempt.
“Nathan’s footage shows a sort of slow regrouping every day when some Titans leave and others come to replace them. We should be able to get around there—” He pointed. “—and slide inside there.”  
“All of us.” 
Cameron nodded. “All of us.” 
“This big group of human meat.” 
“We only have to run and look. We brought this many people so we could break into groups and cover as much ground as possible in very little time. We need eyes. If Benjamin’s right, there will be plenty of other relics here that nobody’s told the public about, and it could be with any of them. Maybe in an old tunnel because he suspects there was something here before — something alien, from long ago, just like the temple under Heaven’s Veil — that this was built to mate with. It may look like a dig. But if the Templars and their modern cousins moved this thing from where it was supposed to be and hid it from Astral eyes, it would have been maintained — kept somewhere accessible but hidden. We know what it looks like. They may even know what it looks like.” 
“If they’ve seen it,” said Piper, “why wouldn’t they know what it was, and that it should have been at Vail?” 
Again, Cameron’s eyes flicked away before returning. This time, Piper identified the mannerism. She knew him well: he was either lying, or about to. 
“The Templars must’ve put it inside something else.” 
“So we’re not looking for the thing in Benjamin’s photo. We’re looking for something else, with that inside?” 
“No, we’re looking for that.” 
“So the thing he showed us — that’s the case, and the real device they want is inside it?” 
“Right. Maybe. It’s unclear.” 
“How did Benjamin find a picture of the case, if it’s just a case?”
“You’d have to ask him.” 
Piper fixed Cameron with an assessing glance, but he was looking at his watch, at the Titans, at Nathan Andreus and Coffey. 
“What are we really doing here, Cameron?” 
Cameron didn’t seem to hear her. 
“Two minutes,” he said.





Chapter Fifty-Six
RAJ WAS SITTING in one of the extra rooms off the fourth floor corridor, feet up, using an old business card to clean the undersides of his fingernails. He stopped between the ring and middle finger to look at the card. It was for a lawyer whose card declared FAST SETTLEMENTS GUARANTEED. Raj wondered at it. He’d found the card under the desk, but the building, like almost everything around Heaven’s Veil, was new and had never been occupied by lawyers. There probably hadn’t been any lawyers anywhere since before Astral Day, though Raj could imagine many jokes about lawyers attempting to sell their services to the planet’s new overlords. 
How the hell had that card ended up here? 
Pondering the card’s journey was more appealing than wondering what Meyer might do to him if his perimeter failed. 
Maybe this was a blessing in disguise. The viceroy had beaten him up verbally, but on the bright side, he’d been giving those insulting commands to Raj, not Christopher. Christopher was persona non grata, apparently. Whom had the viceroy gone to when he needed security handled, even if he’d been kind of a dick about his faith in Raj’s ability to handle it? Well, he hadn’t gone to Christopher. 
Not when Christopher and Terrence were the problem. 
Raj had spent a fair amount of his time up here thinking about that. Outside the door, just twenty feet farther down the hallway, were the deceptively strong and impregnable double sapphire-glass doors leading into the network hub. There were three cops outside, all carrying sidearms and shotguns. Raj, who was forward thinking, had even found a gas mask for one of their belt clips, just in case the clever pair of Terrence and Christopher (whom Raj had seen in full jailbreaking mode back in the bunker) decided to smoke their way in. If they somehow got past the cops, there was the lock, which literally only Meyer and Raj could open with their palms. Their live palms. Raj had thought of that one, too. He didn’t think Terrence was the type to hack a guy’s hand off (or kill him) to open a door the cheater’s way, but Christopher might. He’d suspected Christopher since the day he’d met him, and now Raj had been proved right. 
He wondered what Lila would think of that. She’d always defended both men, and now they were about to pull something stupid and get themselves arrested (or, ideally, killed) in the process. 
Terrence was just a spy? Terrence had been acting on Christopher’s orders to infiltrate Piper Dempsey’s group when Raj found him … with Cameron Bannister, whom he’d also never really trusted? Yeah, right. The viceroy had seen through that bullshit as easily as Raj. 
Raj stopped picking under his nails and listened. Someone was coming. 
The someone revealed herself a few seconds later. Annoyingly, Heather had walked right into the off-hallway room where Raj had stationed himself as a backup, as if she’d known he was here all along. 
“Hey, Beef Jerky.” 
Raj let his feet fall to the floor and sat up properly in the chair. 
“I need to use one of the computers.” 
“I know you own two. Check your house.” 
“I can’t get a signal. Terrence told me to find one with a hard line.” 
“There are several downstairs. You shouldn’t even be up here.” 
Heather shrugged. “I live here, don’t I?” 
“No.” 
Heather walked closer. “I just want to check on something for Lila, okay?” 
“Lila didn’t tell me about anything. What is it?” 
Raj could smell the bullshit. Especially since Meyer had basically warned him about this, almost exactly.
“It’s a surprise, Kumar.” 
“So why are you up here? Seem like overkill, to use one of the nerve center machines to check a website.” 
Heather sat on the edge of his desk. “I don’t need one of the computers. I need you.” 
Was she coming on to him? While insulting him? That wasn’t possible. She must be bad at this.
“You’re good at computers and stuff.” 
“I am, huh?” 
“Computers and math.” 
“Uh-huh.”
“Possibly outsourced tech support or customer service.”
“Okay. Thanks. I’m busy here.” 
Heather looked down. “I can see that.” 
Raj stood. Heather moved, as if to block his way. That set Raj’s nerves on high alert. His eyes narrowed, and he looked past Heather into the hallway. Where, he now thought, he’d just heard a small noise of indeterminate origin. 
“What are you doing here?” He took a step to the right. Heather did the same, parrying to match him. 
“Clara got one of her psychic flashes about some old kids’ show featuring trains with fucked-up creepy faces. I need to see if I can figure out what it is.”
Raj moved a step to the left. Again, Heather moved to block. 
“I think it might be Rapey the Train Engine. Does that sound right to you?” 
“Okay,” Raj said. “Step aside.” 
“I found another kids’ show where the characters look like sex toys. I say conspiracy. Thoughts?” 
“Out of my way.” 
“You know what I could go for?” she said, now sounding nervous. “A game of backgammon.”
Raj shoved Heather away and marched double-time to the hallway door. 
At the network center doors, with the cops unconscious at his feet and a set of tools in his hands, was Terrence.





Chapter Fifty-Seven
MEYER TOOK the small device from Mo then wiped the thing’s end before plugging it into to his ear. The guards all wore them on duty, and Meyer could access their protocols to give orders, but didn’t normally listen. Raj trying to reach him through security guard channels made Meyer want to punch him. 
“What?”
“You asked me to let you know if anyone tried to get into the network center,” Raj said in his ear. Meyer could tell by his voice that the kid was smiling. What the hell did Raj have to smile about? He didn’t get to be smug or self-satisfied. Not until he’d erased the fuckery of sending Reptars out without consulting anyone. Piper could have been killed. Meyer didn’t care if she had stolen from him, was being used, and might think he was the enemy. Anyone who messed with Meyer Dempsey’s people — whether he was a viceroy or not — was asking for a fist down their throat. 
“So someone did.” 
“Terrence and Heather. Just like you thought they might. They had tranquilizer darts, if you can believe that, but I was here as a backup.” 
Meyer considered telling Raj to wipe the smile off his face because that’s right, it had been Meyer’s thinking, not Raj’s. But telling him to stop smiling when Meyer couldn’t see him would freak Raj out. 
“My ex-wife, Heather?” He knew perfectly well which Heather, and didn’t currently know any others. 
“Y … yes. You said you thought she might be—”
“Fine. I’ll be right up.” Reluctantly, he added, “Thanks.” 
Meyer handed the comm back to Mo. “You want help?” Mo asked.
“He said they knocked out the cops with darts. If he’s calling, he cuffed the other two. Unless he’s an idiot, which he is.” 
“That doesn’t answer my question.” 
“I don’t need help,” Meyer said. 
“Then how about props for embarrassing photo opportunities?” 
Mo smiled, but Meyer left the room. He often volleyed with Mo, especially on the topic of idiotic underlings, but he wasn’t feeling it. Everything felt backward. 
He was allying with Raj against Christopher, who’d served him well for years. 
He was doing what the Astrals would want him to do even though he was annoyed at the way they kept withholding information, as if he were the idiot. 
He was about to send Heather away — his friend and (if he admitted it) soul mate — while clapping Raj on the back. 
But Meyer had to do it. He could get Heather off easy. She had a history of doing dumb, impulsive things, and everyone knew it. But preserving their station mattered because not many people these days were truly safe, but the Dempseys were. He had Lila to consider, and his granddaughter. Plus, Trevor and Piper, who’d return once they came to their senses. It was fun to play with the rebels, but what happened once those ill-conceived acts of rebellion petered out? You came home to Meyer, who’d done what was necessary to keep the house of cards from collapsing.
He rounded the staircase on the third floor and heard the scampering of startled feet behind him. Then, unwelcome at this of all times, he heard Lila’s voice. 
“Dad? Dad! Where are you going?” 
Meyer ignored her. He began taking the steps two at a time, determined to face whatever needed facing so he could avoid looking into his daughter’s eyes. 
Meyer reached the upstairs hallway and found Raj sitting on Heather’s back, her face to the cool tile floor. Terrence was beside them, upright, in restraints. Three policemen were on the ground, facedown and drooling. Lila arrived at Meyer’s side, panting from exertion. From the corner of his eye, Meyer saw her lance Raj with a look of hate.
“They tried to break in, just as you said they would,” Raj said with an infuriating smile. 
Lila ran to her mother, shoving at Raj, having to rock him a few times before he finally moved aside. Heather rolled, and Lila cradled her head like a child’s, now down on her knees, sending that same disdain-filled look back at Meyer. He almost heard her say inside his mind: Look what you’ve become. Look what we’ve become.
Raj, annoyed at having been thrown from his perch on Heather’s back, stood. He crossed to the viceroy, but Meyer’s eyes were still locked on his daughter’s. 
Lila wasn’t speaking. He couldn’t hear her true thoughts, as he could hear the Astrals. But still he could sense the message in her look, clear as anything.
She seemed to say: Traitor.
Raj held out an unmarked silver cylinder. Terrence watched it change hands with jealous eyes. 
“He had this,” Raj said. 
Meyer took the cylinder, feeling the weight of Lila’s stare. Feeling the burden of Divinity’s expectations. Knowing that no matter what Lila thought and how much she might hate him, he’d done everything for them. For the family. For everyone’s benefit, whether they appreciated it or not. 
“He also had this,” Raj added, handing over the tranquilizer pistol Terrence had used to incapacitate the guards. It was something new that Meyer had never seen — classically Terrence-modified to hold a clip so he’d be able to fire multiple darts without needing to reload. 
Lila still sat with her mother, her shoulders rising and falling, brown eyes bolted to Meyer’s. 
Traitor. 
Meyer took the weapon in his other hand. Then, still looking at Lila, he fired two darts into Raj’s stomach.
Lila’s eyes grew wide. Heather tried to sit up, speechless for the first time ever.
“Do it quickly,” Meyer told Terrence, tossing the silver cylinder into his still-bound hands.





Chapter Fifty-Eight
“HERE,” Andreus said. 
He was talking to Trevor because Trevor had inexplicably taken the lead, but Cameron turned to look as well. The bald man held his hand out, indicating a passage in the rock that looked exactly like all the others. 
“You’re sure?” Cameron asked.
Andreus took a step toward Cameron. He probably wasn’t trying to be intimidating, but he didn’t seem able to help it. The step said, How dare you question my judgment? and had probably served him well over his years taming unruly followers, but Cameron found himself immune. They were three people with a mission, same as the other small groups running through the much larger, more carefully mapped tunnels. Andreus’s quest was real, and the others were decoys. But that meant nothing. Everyone inside this hollowed-out mountain, from the moment they’d sneaked past the surprisingly (but not really surprisingly) easy-to-infiltrate perimeter, had proved his or her bravery. In here, Nathan Andreus was nothing special, and Cameron wouldn’t take his word for anything without an excellent reason. 
After a moment’s challenging stare, Andreus held up his palm. For a moment, Cameron thought the man might strike him, but then he saw the smudged markings on his skin. 
“Bird, bird, turtle, guy with a hat,” Andreus said, apparently translating the legend B-B-T-GH he’d written on his hand. He pointed back toward where they’d come from. “The concealed door was right where Ben said the tablet put it. The first branch was bird, then bird again.” He pointed above the mouth of the passage he’d indicated to Trevor, at a turtle carved in the rock. “Turtle.” Then he tromped down the passage alone, and Cameron heard his voice add from farther down, “Guy with a hat.” 
Cameron shrugged at Trevor, who managed a smile in spite of his obvious nerves. They followed the warlord’s voice to the short rock-walled passageway’s end and found him pointing above a new — and apparently final — tunnel. 
Cameron looked at the glyph above the door. 
“I think the sun is setting behind him.” 
“Guy with a hat,” Andreus repeated, again pointing at the glyph. “Time?” 
Cameron looked at his watch. “Three minutes. It’s 4:17.” 
“Three minutes since we broke away.” 
“Since we broke into groups.” 
“Not when we broke away from Piper’s group.” 
“Yes. Sorry. Three minutes from then.” The large group had split immediately upon entering the front tunnel, having found the facility’s interior surprisingly (but again, not surprisingly at all) deserted. There hadn’t been enough tunnels at the first branch to justify Nathan, Cameron, and Trevor taking their own path, so they’d waited a bit then slipped away. Piper would assume they’d split later, when they’d reached another fork — though Cameron, for one, thought it was possible she might not notice at all. Everyone had been nervous, including Piper. The facility was comprised of row upon row of tiny-drawered filing cabinets stuffed with microfilm, but they were all acting like a mothership could descend at any moment. Right now, everyone felt selfish. If Piper had noticed and was worried, she’d see them soon enough. If Benjamin’s reading of the tablet was accurate (and so far, it had been), they’d find what they were looking for and rejoin the tour in ten minutes, maybe five.
“Okay,” said Andreus. “I sure hope this is all there is, because my hand’s out of symbols.” 
Cameron pushed past him into the tunnel, inexplicably irritated by Andreus’s air of authority. This was his father’s research. Only a handful of people could have translated the tablet, and Benjamin Bannister was one of them. Not Nathan Andreus. Not even the Astrals themselves. 
“Your detector still on?” The passageway had narrowed, so Cameron had to turn both head and shoulders to ask. 
“No,” Andreus answered. “I figured we’d go on faith that the BB was with Benjamin instead of us.” 
“I didn’t hear it making noise.”
“It makes noise when detecting a signal.”
“Any noise at all.” The detector normally chirped and crackled with static. It could be silenced, of course, but they’d all nonverbally seemed to agree that in here, any sounds of life were good.  
“There must not be any signals in here. Makes sense. We’re in a goddamned mountain. I’ll bet the BB signals can’t even get out. It’s probably recording to broadcast later.”
“And your signal to Terrence about releasing Canned Heat?” 
“Also prerecorded. I left a modified phone in the RV.” 
“So we need to do it on time, seeing as you can’t change when it sends Terrence the signal.” 
“I may have overstated the timing. As long as we have a signal to the open Internet within maybe five minutes of surfacing, we’ll be able to broadcast whatever we manage to record of this thing we’re looking for to your dad’s buddies. And call for help if we need it.” 
Trevor’s voice came from the rear. “Do you think we’ll need help?”
Cameron was about to revolve on the spot and answer, but the passageway widened into a chamber and they could all see one another. For the first time, looking around the chamber, Cameron wondered how deep into the mountain they were. This part of the tunnel system was impossibly old, and there would be no ventilation. The thought made Cameron claustrophobic. 
“Just making sure all bases are covered, Trevor,” Cameron said. 
“But if we had to escape … just in theory … how would we? You know, because you were talking about getting help. I mean, just curious.” 
Cameron resisted a strange impulse to kneel before Trevor as a way of conveying comfort. But that was absurd. Trevor would take it as pandering, and the boy was taller than him. 
“Our friends the Templars took care of all of that,” he said. “There are even exit instructions on the tablet. Lieutenant Coffey, Danika, and Benjamin know those instructions same as we do, and each of them is either with one of the other groups or in shouting distance. But remember, Trevor: They want us here. They know the object they lost isn’t here. It’s something they need to get what they lost.” 
Andreus seemed to have lost interest and had gone around a bend, farther into the chamber. Cameron heard him call back to them.
“What?” Trevor said. 
Cameron wanted to see what Andreus had found, so he walked backward a few paces then held up a finger, asking Trevor to wait. 
Around the bend was a small, humble altar. On the altar was what looked like a small clay plate decorated with a swirl pattern. Andreus was holding up the printed image Benjamin had given each of them, comparing. They’d found it. It was here. 
With the reverence he’d seen in Benjamin many times throughout his youth, Cameron picked up the plate. He held it in front of Trevor’s eyes, using his index finger to indicate a complex set of grooves circling the rim, like the knurling on a coin’s edge.
“A key,” Cameron said.
Andreus gave him a questioning look, but Cameron was talking to Trevor. 
“You asked what it was,” Cameron continued. “The Templars didn’t store the device they took from Vail here, but they did store this: a key needed to unlock — or possibly activate — the actual device, wherever it is.”
“Possibly?” Trevor repeated. 
“My father’s the expert. I think he even knows where it is. But for now, I can just tell you one thing for sure.” 
Trevor raised his eyebrows. 
“Whatever the Astrals lost and the Templars hid from them,” Cameron said, slipping the plate into a satchel he’d prepared and carefully padded before leaving Moab, “it can’t be used without this.” 
“I’ll tell you another,” said Andreus. “If the BB decides to inspect that bag of yours on the way out and finds what’s in it, we’re seriously fucked.” 
Cameron wanted to smirk at Andreus’s paranoia, but he’d picked a bag with a tight-sealing zipper for exactly that reason. The BB could force its way in, but not without Cameron’s knowledge. 
“Okay,” he said instead. “Then let’s go.” 
Cameron led the way down the tunnel, suddenly eager to find the others, rescue them from their wild goose chases in the name of showmanship, and gather their group of ill-prepared intellectuals back home. There were still mysteries (how to inspect the key plate without the BB seeing, how to rid themselves of the BB, and how to find and disarm Thor’s Hammer were only a few), but for now, the first big hurdle had been crossed. 
Cameron stopped when there was a small, almost inaudible beeping sound to his rear. 
He was thinking he’d imagined the noise when it chirped again. 
Cameron turned to see Nathan Andreus — torturer, gang lord, conspirer with the enemy — staring at something in his hand with an expression of unabashed terror.
“What?” Cameron asked, feeling his heart beating harder as if it already knew. “What is it?” 
Andreus held up the detector, which beeped again. 
“The Astrals’ little spy BB,” he said, his voice disarmingly neutral. “It’s coming right at us.”





Chapter Fifty-Nine
THERE WAS a noise from somewhere near Terrence’s belt. Meyer looked at him with questioning eyes, and there was a moment where Terrence looked like he might pretend the noise hadn’t come. But then he seemed to remember who’d opened the hub door, who’d tied Raj’s hands with one of the policemen’s zip ties, and who’d unbound his own. The viceroy had been on the wrong side for a long time and still might be now, in Terrence’s mind. But all three of the room’s occupants knew that if Meyer was playing a con at this point, it was so long that its duplicity failed to matter. 
Meyer had broken them into the network center with his own palm, and Terrence had what he’d called Canned Heat in his hands. 
Meyer wasn’t sure if he’d done the right thing or not, but he was in with them for sure: lock, stock, and smoking barrel. 
Without waiting for Meyer to ask about the noise, Terrence held up something that must have been another of his odd inventions. A communicator of some kind — maybe even the thing he’d sort of been told about by Divinity. The thing that allowed him to communicate with the other group while the Astrals feigned ignorance.
“That was my signal. If we’re going to install the virus, we need to do it now.” 
Thinking of the signal from outside Salt Lake City — from Piper and Trevor’s group — made Meyer recall something that bothered him, though Divinity hadn’t explained more than the basics. The Astrals knew what the other group was up to. Meyer had no idea what they planned to do about it, but instinct told him their knowledge was good for no one.
“You’re in contact with them?” Meyer extended a hand, standing from his perch at the edge of what might be a rack of servers. Heather watched, uncharacteristically quiet. “Let me talk to someone.” 
“It’s automated,” Terrence said. “On a timer. They’re underground now and can’t send or receive signals.” 
Meyer had thought of that. Not even the Astrals could talk through a mountain. Given that Meyer seriously doubted ships couldn’t get into the archive he’d seen through Divinity, it seemed the others were much safer now than in Moab. The irony. 
“Why do you need to sync whatever you’re doing with them?” 
Again, Terrence regarded Meyer with doubt. Unlike Terrence and Christopher’s disloyalty and the Moab crew’s incursion into the Mormon archive, this wasn’t something Divinity understood. The droids had inspected the cylinder once, and they’d been aware of its general function. But the specifics — as, strangely, with the details concerning a lot of mundane human technology — were still a mystery. Telling Meyer now would mean popping the last advantage Terrence’s group had. Until he plugged his strange canister in to do its job, there was still a chance that Meyer was only pretending to have flip-flopped. He might be trying to get information the Astrals didn’t have before flip-flopping back, and Terrence knew it. 
Still, taking a very human leap of faith, Terrence’s dark eyes — unshielded by sunglasses, for once — met Meyer’s. 
“What this does,” he said, shaking the canister, “is something we’re fairly sure the Astrals will be able to counteract once they see the way it works. The network will be open for a window, but not forever.” 
“And?” 
Another assessing stare. He could refuse to answer or make something up, but Meyer would know if he lied. The Canned Heat was near its intended port, as if he might be preparing to shove it and run if Meyer’s honor fell suspect. 
“We need the window open when they come out. So they can transmit data other people need to help solve a problem.” His jaw worked. “And because if they need help, an open network will help them get it.”
Meyer looked at the canister. Heather and Terrence looked at Meyer. 
“Do what you need to do,” Meyer said. 
Terrence stuck the end of the thing into a terminal port. A dialogue box appeared. He clicked around then entered something on the keyboard. A progress bar replaced the box as the software unpacked and began to do its work. 
Heather stood while they waited. Meyer watched, her eyes on something else. Searching. 
“Where’s Raj?” 
“By the d—”
Terrence had been about to say “by the doors.” That’s where Meyer had left him before binding his wrists. But Meyer looked over and saw the spot vacant. 
“He was there,” Terrence said. 
Heather looked at Meyer. “Did you let him go?” 
“I shot him. I’ve been here the whole time.” 
“But you touched him last.” 
“You saw me, Heather. When would I have let him go?” 
“He’s not there now.” 
“I can see that.” 
“Jesus Christ, Meyer. Why weren’t you watching him?” 
Meyer’s mouth opened in disbelief. It was easy to forget that he was the viceroy, that he was feared, that they were all doing something they shouldn’t be. Here was Heather, behaving like her usual bitch self, reprimanding him the way she always had back when they’d been married. 
“He was right th—”
“Oh,” Terrence interrupted. Meyer looked down at him, seeing him tapping the keyboard. “Oh, shit.” 
“What?” Heather asked. 
“No. No no no no …” 
“What the hell, Terrence?”
“No, you bitch.” Terrence slapped the terminal with his palm. “No!” 
“Will you just fucking say what’s the matter?” 
Terrence looked back, his face crushed with worry and loss. He pointed at the screen, filled with rapidly scrolling information in a white-on-black screen window that Meyer couldn’t come close to deciphering.
“It’s failing,” Terrence said. 
“What’s failing?”
“The network. All of it.” 
“You killed the Internet?” Heather looked more annoyed than panicked. “How did you kill the Internet?” 
“The Canned Heat. I thought I’d worked it out, but it’s aggressive. The virus is only supposed to attack targeted sectors, and there’s no way and I thought of everything and MOTHERFUCKER!” 
His face clenched and he kicked the server bank, as if brute force would erase the mistake. 
He looked at Meyer, his features grim. “We have to disconnect it. Cut it off. Unplug it from the network.” 
“Will that stop it?” 
“It’s all I know to try.” 
Meyer would have to take his word. He nodded curtly. “Then do it. Whatever you need.” 
“Where are the main fiber lines?” 
“I have no idea.” 
“Or some sort of a data gate.” 
“Can’t you just turn off the power?” Heather asked. 
“Where?” Terrence ignored her. 
“I … I don’t know.” 
“Who does?” 
“Raj?” 
“We have to find him. Heather, find him.” 
“You find him!” 
Meyer and Terrence turned back toward Heather’s irritated shout to find Raj by the door, his wrists unbound, flanked by two Titans and a pair of Reptars.
Beside them, visible from the corner of Meyer’s eye, the terminal’s screen flashed as the network began eating itself alive. 





Chapter Sixty
“WAIT A MINUTE,” Piper said, turning. Benjamin was behind her, along with a few of the rebel camp survivors and a tech she didn’t recognize. “Where’s Trevor?” 
Benjamin looked back, but he only shrugged. 
“And Cameron. He was here too. And that bald guy. Andreus.” 
“I think they broke off,” Benjamin told her. “There was another tunnel.” 
Piper didn’t think so. First of all, she was sure there hadn’t been another tunnel. The Mormon Genealogical Archives had turned out to be grand but boring. An accountant’s wet dream of a secret hideout. Buried in a mountain and mysterious, but still just a series of identical rooms packed with endless rows of floor-to-ceiling filing cabinets, stretching from one end of a room to the other, filled with small, square, carefully labeled drawers. She’d pulled out a drawer or two. They were long and narrow, filled with thousands of sheets of microfilm. 
The place simply wasn’t the labyrinth they’d all been led to believe it was. 
There didn’t seem to be anywhere old enough to house Benjamin’s codex relic. 
And there certainly hadn’t been a branching tunnel since she’d last noticed Trevor and Cameron. The archive’s floor plan wasn’t that complicated, despite its underground location. She could even see another group down the wide tunnel, milling about more of the endless filing rooms ahead as if on a slightly earlier tour. 
“They were right behind us. In this group,” Piper told Benjamin. 
“I told them to split off.” 
“When?” 
“Originally. The plan was to break into a bunch of smaller groups.” 
“But when were they supposed to split off?” 
“When they … I’m not sure. But I know I can’t see them, so clearly they did.” 
“Could they be lost?” asked the nameless tech. 
Piper looked at the tech, then at the group farther down the hall. Impossibly, someone from the other group waved. Because this was nothing at all. The entire errand was one big, useless dead end. 
“I couldn’t get lost in here,” Piper said, peering into the obvious, wide-open tunnel. 
“Maybe they went into one of the rooms,” Benjamin said. 
That sounded unlikely. The rooms held no interest. Unless one of the filing cabinets turned out to be fake and there was an ancient trove behind it, Piper couldn’t imagine what would have drawn Cameron’s attention enough to linger. Benjamin had made this sound like a hike through the past. He’d suggested they might find old passages behind new ones, littered with relics that would make a museum director drool. But this was something between a vault and an office, nothing more. 
Piper pushed past Benjamin, headed back the way they’d come. Benjamin shuffled behind, protesting. Finally, after realizing they were rejoining other groups with similar discoveries of nothing, Piper met the scientist’s eye. 
“You know where they went,” she said. 
“Maybe into one of the rooms,” he repeated. But Benjamin was a terrible liar. 
Piper gave the other members of her group a look then pulled him aside. 
“What’s going on here, Benjamin?” 
“What do you mean?” 
“We uprooted the entire lab to run around in here. There’s nothing.” 
“I guess I made a mistake.” 
“We didn’t have to create a distraction to get in. We didn’t have to pick a lock. We ducked behind some rocks and came inside — and now that we’re in here, there’s nothing. Nobody at all.” 
“It’s just an archive,” Benjamin said, his lie becoming more apparent with each passing second.
“You said this was one of the places the Astrals made sure to occupy when they showed up. That Andreus guy has all sorts of footage. But they just walk around outside? I swear I thought one of them glanced over and saw me outside then looked away.” 
“We’ve been lucky.” 
“You didn’t expect to find the codex here, did you?” 
“What? Of course I did.” 
Benjamin was squirming, his eyes darting around, uncomfortable. 
“Why aren’t you telling me the truth, Benjamin? You and Cameron both.” 
“Of course I’m—”
“You knew there was nothing here. Nothing for us to—”
“Shh!” 
Piper’s head cocked. Her eyebrows bunched. They were away from the group, and she’d been softly talking. If Benjamin feared losing face — most everyone seemed to have made their way back into one big harmless, useless knot — her inquiries wouldn’t do it. What was the point of shushing? 
Piper fixed her gaze on Benjamin, biting her lip. Rather than trying to worm more lies out of him, she simply marched farther down the hall toward the facility’s front, without bothering to stay quiet. The place was theirs. They could throw a party, and the Astrals would supply the punch. 
Piper stopped when she reached their first branch, hands on her hips. There were some final stragglers down the last passageway she hadn’t been able to see from her old position, but now they were coming forward to join the others. Trevor and Cameron had been with them, so where had they gone? Her first instinct was worry, but a look at Benjamin nixed it. They weren’t lost. Their fearless leader knew exactly where they were, but he wasn’t telling. 
“What’s really going on here, Benjamin?” Piper was loud enough for almost everyone to hear. 
He flinched, looked around, then rushed forward, holding up his hands. 
There was a cracking sound. Piper looked over to see an invisible seam crack the wall open. A hidden tunnel made from the kind of hewn stone they’d all been told to expect but hadn’t found lay behind it. Inside the tunnel were Andreus, Trevor, and Cameron. 
Something shot past Piper’s line of sight. At first, she thought it was something someone had thrown, then realized the object stopped, hovering between her and Cameron as the trio emerged from the tunnel, their eyes wide, apparently still feeling the fear Piper had long ago lost from her shoulders. 
The object was a tiny silver sphere, about half the size of a pearl. 
After its moment of hesitation, it buzzed around Cameron like a light-speed hornet. It had no face and made no noise, but Piper knew shock and anger when she saw it. 
There was a small noise of ripping fabric. Piper and Cameron looked down to see small movements inside of the bag slung around Cameron’s shoulder. There was another small ripping sound, and the BB re-emerged, again stationing itself between their faces. 
Cameron’s wide eyes met Piper’s, his face flushed. 
“We have to go,” he managed to say. 
Alarms screamed from every direction.





Chapter Sixty-One
TITANS AND REPTARS watched Raj bind Heather’s and Terrence’s wrists. Meyer shook him away when he tried to tie him. Heather thought Raj would force the issue, but he didn’t. That gave her a sliver of hope — the idea that if Meyer remained free under the guards’ eyes, they might yet survive to fight another day — but it was only a spark. Meyer wasn’t a runner, and Reptar peacekeepers were fast. Free hands meant little. They were giving Meyer the Viceroy’s dignity of walking out unrestrained, but that didn’t mean he wasn’t in custody.
As they walked down the main stairway, Heather thought about how glad she was that Meyer had sent Lila off after shooting Raj. How glad she was that Lila was probably in her room with Clara instead of being led away with her parents. And, as the cherry atop a bitter sundae, that Clara hadn’t seen a thing.
Except that Clara, Heather knew, probably saw everything anyway. 
Meyer paused when they reached the front lobby. He didn’t stop moving and wait for the others to notice him. Meyer moved to the group’s front — ahead of Raj and even the Astrals — before ceasing his feet and challenging the others to run into him. 
Raj recovered too close, barely avoiding crashing into Meyer’s chest. He stepped to the side and brushed fussily at his shirt and the canvas undershirt beneath — thick enough, as it turned out, to keep all but the darts’ tips from breaking his skin. 
“We’re not walking them out like this,” he announced. 
Raj looked at Meyer in disbelief. Heather wanted to laugh, despite her bound wrists. Being caught in the middle of intergalactic treason didn’t stop Meyer from showing Raj who was boss. 
“Them?” Raj repeated. 
“Heather is mother to my granddaughter. Even walking Terrence out in restraints shows unrest in the viceroy’s mansion at a time when we can’t afford to appear unsettled, given the recent turmoil. Many Heaven’s Veil citizens saw that, and right now we can’t afford to—”
Raj straightened. 
“Who are you talking to?” He looked at the Titans, enormous but still so blandly polite. The Reptars had their mouths closed and were quiet, seeming to behave in deference to the sanctity of the viceroy’s residence. Heather supposed both classes of aliens must understand human speech, but neither spoke. Meyer talked to the Astrals through his mind somehow. This posturing meant nothing. 
“Not to you, Raj,” Meyer said. 
Raj shook his head, disbelieving. He turned to the first Titan, who seemed to cordially nod. 
“The viceroy is under arrest,” Raj said. “As are these two. As Guard Commander, I hereby order you to take them away or whatever you do with criminals, when you send down shuttles and … well, do whatever. And as systems administrator, I can report that the viceroy and his accomplices have not only breached a secure area—”
“Using my authorized palm print,” Meyer added. 
“In order to install malicious software into the system that has already caused irreparable damage to—”
“Damage that you were too busy with us to worry about,” Meyer said. “Which is a shame, since protecting our systems is your job.” 
Raj jabbed a finger toward the door, glaring at the Titan. “Take them away.” 
There were footsteps from Heather’s side. She turned to see Mo Weir, Meyer’s aide, approaching without any hurry.
“What’s going on here?” he asked. 
Meyer looked at Mo then at the Titans. Finally, his eyes settled on Terrence, and Heather saw him make a decision. A normal person would feel bad about what Heather realized he was about to do, but Meyer believed in big rights and big wrongs, and the small ones to match. It was always fine to commit a small wrong in the service of a larger right … even if that right benefitted mainly Meyer and those he cared about while sacrificing others. He’d done such things for their entire marriage. Heather hated how much it had always turned her on. He was willing to make hard decisions, and make unfortunate sacrifices when there was no other way. 
“Heather and I caught Terrence doing something to infiltrate the house system, which has since spread into the city network,” he said. 
The overhead lights flickered as if in agreement. Heather had no idea if the network’s failure would kill the city’s power, but it might be possible. Their computers would stop being able to connect to other computers, and those still wired in (or connected over the air) might be irreparably damaged. Phones would stop working. They’d be cut off — an island in the middle of hostile outlands. 
Terrence glared at Meyer but said nothing. He must realize, Heather thought. Someone had to take the fall, and he was half there already. Lying about Heather and Meyer’s involvement wouldn’t change his fate, but still she could see Terrence’s resentment as it bored into Meyer — as it bored into her. 
“That’s not true,” Raj said. 
“Take him to confinement. Let me know when it’s done.” 
“That’s not what happened!” Raj put his face close to the nearest Titan’s. “You saw! You were there! They were all around the terminal, all three of them! They’re all in this together. He’s a traitor!” 
Meyer gave Mo an eye-rolling smile. “He’s misinterpreting my talk with Terrence upstairs.” 
Mo’s returning look said, Oh, that silly Raj. 
Raj was staring, stewing, boiling hot. His already dark complexion reddened. He didn’t seem to know where to aim his plea — at the Astrals, who should have seen what was right in front of their faces, or Mo Weir, who’d never liked Raj any more than Meyer or Heather had. 
“Take him,” Mo told the Astrals, pointing at Terrence, “but leave them.” He flicked his finger between Meyer and Heather. 
One of the Titans widened his eyes slightly — a look Heather had come to interpret as, “Are you sure?” 
Mo nodded. “Ms. Hawthorne is a … well, she’s a character. They have a complicated history.” 
The Titan continued listening, making no sign that he understood the subtleties of either “character” or “complicated history.”
“We’ll detain her,” he said. “I’ll let you know if further action is needed.” 
Raj looked ready to leap from his skin. “Are you kidding me? You’re letting them go? You can’t let them go! Don’t you know who I am? Didn’t you see what they were doing?” 
The Titans made short, simultaneous nods. The Reptars’ currently yellow eyes flicked toward Heather, but they didn’t move or make any of their terrible noises. Then all four, with Terrence in tow and Raj following, remonstrating like an angry Rumpelstiltskin, walked through the front door to what Heather now saw was a waiting shuttle inches above the lawn. 
When they were gone, Mo looked at Heather then turned to Meyer. “Everything okay then, boss?” 
Meyer nodded. “I’ll handle her. Thanks, Mo.” 
Mo curtly nodded then walked back the way he’d come. 
Meyer reached into the drawer of a hallway side table and removed a small pair of scissors. He snipped Heather’s plastic tie and met her eyes. 
Outside, the shuttle rose from the lawn, taking Terrence away.
“We count to fifty,” Meyer told Heather, taking her hands. “Then we run.”





Chapter Sixty-Two
THE ROOM CAME alive with Titans, surrounding them in an enormous semicircle, having poured from dozens of unseen rooms and offices. Cameron was reminded of gophers rising curiously from their holes — except that instead of gophers, the just-now-diminishing alarm inside the archive had attracted the attention of scores of bland-faced, albino, hairless bodybuilder accountants. An odd combination, and plenty intimidating. But this had always been their worst-case scenario, and Benjamin had thought of everything. 
The Titans could call for reinforcements, but the tunnels were still at the group’s back. They could pile in and run. Benjamin’s analysis of the tablet had given them an escape route that the leaders — including Cameron — had memorized. It was a route that the Templars who’d built this vault’s predecessor had expanded between Astral visits, without bothering to let their intergalactic partners know. 
The ring of Titans moved closer. Slowly. 
“It’s okay,” Cameron whispered to Piper. “Titans don’t attack. They can’t.” 
“Shuttles,” was her reply.
Cameron nodded toward the exit, where he could see daylight teasing through an encroaching line of white giants. “Shuttles can’t get in here. The doors are too small.” 
“They’ll shoot their way in. They’ll—”
Cameron took her arm, silencing Piper before tugging her gently backward. Benjamin was shooing people toward the concealed tunnel, but the door had closed and nobody, yet, had summoned the nerve to break the stalemate by reaching to open it. 
“We have to go.” 
“Where?” She eyed the domed entrance beyond the Titans. 
“The tunnels we came out of. There’s another exit.” 
 “They’ll come after us.” 
Behind them, Andreus was reaching for the door, never moving his eyes from the Titans. The room and passageway were large. The hidden rooms the Titans had spilled from — inside which they’d apparently been hiding so the groups could do their work, until their deception was uncovered — were kissing the edges. Andreus could open the door right now. Cameron imagined that Titans could sprint, but it was hard to believe they would … or if, once they caught up, the intruders would get more than a stern shake of a disapproving finger. 
They could block their way, though, and push them around. 
They could grab them then call for Reptars. 
Cameron and Andreus had played that scenario out, too: how long, once a signal was sent, would it take for reinforcements to arrive? 
Minutes, surely. 
But it would be enough time to reach the tunnels and lose them down further hidden doorways and labyrinthine passages.
Cameron looked back. Andreus’s hand was on the concealed door’s latch. 
“Let’s go,” he said. “Hurry. Before they call for help.” 
Cameron gently nudged Piper and turned toward the door. His skin prickled, sensing something behind them that couldn’t be heard or seen or felt.
Around the room, white-skinned Titans were bending at the waist, touching their hands to the ground, beginning to change. 
Cameron watched their limbs elongate. Their movements become more insectile. They grew the long torsos of animals, their skin now black scales laced with a haunting blue glow. 
Every Titan in the room turned into a Reptar and started to purr. 
Then the screaming began.





Chapter Sixty-Three
OUT THE BACK DOOR. 
Across the lawn.
Past Heather’s small house, which she’d so resented. 
There was a rear guard house, but Meyer raised his hand to the man inside with his usual charming smile. The guard didn’t look at them twice. Why would he? Meyer was the viceroy. He could leave his house with whomever he wanted, and take them wherever he pleased. 
They didn’t run. Meyer didn’t want to take any of the home’s many vehicles because he preferred to stay nimble, and vehicles could box you in — something Piper had vividly described to Heather from their time on a Chicago expressway when the Astrals were still on their way. Nor did he want to run because flight was an admission of guilt. So they walked. Fast. Staying out of sight. 
Heather let him lead but felt their actions amounted to trying to have their cake and eat it too. Meyer had come over to Terrence’s side in the end — humanity’s side, really — but he was still proceeding on viceroy’s eggshells, hoping his authority might protect him. They couldn’t stay in the mansion (that house of cards was top heavy; Mo Weir had either been protecting his man or genuinely ignorant, though Raj would find plenty of evidence to damn them eventually), but they weren’t yet fugitives. 
They were in that curious in between: something not quite rebel and not quite sympathizer, not quite complicit and not quite insurgent. They had to keep moving, knowing they could never return, trying to find their way out and into the wilderness beyond the fences — where being world famous as Heaven’s Veil’s viceroy was a detriment rather than an asset. 
But they could worry about that later. For now, there was only flight, guilt, and cold sweat.
Maybe a quarter-mile from the fence, they were almost sideswiped as a motorcycle screeched into the street ahead. The rider dismounted then removed his helmet. He drew a pistol from a holster and centered it on Meyer’s chest. 
Raj. 
Meyer raised his hands. Heather could see the lack of compromise in Raj’s eyes. Meyer wouldn’t be talking his way out of this one. They had to flee, or they’d be arrested then put on trial for treason for sure. The other option was being shot dead. 
“I never had a chance, did I?” Raj said. 
Meyer’s head cocked between his raised hands. Whatever he’d expected Raj to say or do, that wasn’t it.
“If none of this had happened, you’d never have accepted me as Clara’s father. You’d have pretended I didn’t exist.” 
Meyer stammered the beginning of a response, but Raj went on. 
“I tried to protect her while you were gone. After you abandoned her. I did my best, but it wasn’t good enough. Just like I wasn’t good enough for you even before you knew about the baby. Just like you wanted to leave me behind, before Lila forced you to take me. But I always did what was right. Even after people broke in, and everyone made friends with the intruders. The same people who betrayed you, before you turned on the rest of us. The same people who, I’m pretty sure, included the man who slept with your wife.” 
Heather looked at Meyer’s face. Meyer Dempsey was never at a loss for words. Meyer Dempsey was never bested in conversation. Never. But he was speechless now. 
“I always wanted to help. Always tried to protect this family. I kept the guard even while you ignored it. I played second fiddle to Christopher even though I was supposed to outrank him. And when the chips were down, it was me — not Christopher — who kept stepping up. When Piper went missing. When they were plotting against you. When they did exactly what you said they’d do with the network center, and I dutifully reported it just as you’d asked.” 
Raj’s eyes bored into Meyer’s. The gun was rock steady, aimed at his chest. Heather remembered a few Raj gunshots gone awry, hilarious in the past like a best-of bloopers reel. But there wasn’t a chance of him missing this time. 
Her eyes searched the street. There were a few bricks in a pile near an adjacent building, but they were just bricks. If she went for them, he’d turn and shoot her. 
“I’m going to watch you burn, viceroy,” Raj snarled. 
Meyer, seeming to sense futility, tensed for a pointless fight. Heather saw it happen, but Raj somehow missed it, his glare intent upon Meyer’s face. It was a stupid, stupid thing to consider, the gun leveled as it was. 
Heather was about to shout for Meyer to knock it off — blowing his cover to Raj but saving his life — when Meyer struck. He did it when Raj’s eyes flicked toward a sound down the street, gaining a partial second’s advantage. But it wasn’t enough, and Raj wasn’t close enough to grab or strike. 
Meyer lunged forward. 
Raj took his shot.
In the moment of shock that followed, Heather leaped for her brick — with all the fury of impending, righteous loss — and smashed it into the back of Raj’s head.
Raj collapsed, unconscious.
Heather rolled Meyer over, down on her knees in the street, finding her hands wet with spreading blood, in time to see him form two final words before dying. 
Meyer didn’t make sounds, but she could read his lips just fine.
The last words she’d have expected from the great Meyer Dempsey’s final breath. 
“Love you.”





Chapter Sixty-Four
THE REPTARS CAME FOR THEM. 
Cameron was breathless beside Piper, staring toward the advancing horde of black, panther-like shapes, his breath leaving shallow and fast. His hand, on her arm, had gone slack. 
The nearest of them leaped. It moved shockingly fast, scuttling across the space like a spider. Its mouth opened, revealing concentric semicircles of needle teeth. The inside glow that bled between the creature’s scales shone brighter within its throat. Piper stood frozen, seeing how its mouth seemed to disengage past 180 degrees, the top of its head becoming invisible as it presented only tongue and teeth. 
The thing gave its rattling purr as it came forward, its Titan reticence entirely gone. It struck at one of the rebel survivors, Taylor, and tore her arm off at the shoulder. She screamed, her motions jostling Andreus from the only partially ajar doorway. 
They came. En masse, they came.
No hesitation. The Reptar that had started with Taylor finished her off, its bite ripping the head from her shoulders. Her friend, Olivia, battered stupidly at its body, but her ministrations were cut short when a second Reptar ripped her in half at the waist. 
Cameron yanked Piper away, dragging her through throngs of humans and black alien limbs whirring like the churning blades of a food processor. Blood sprayed Piper’s face, her bare arms, her chest. She saw Ivan ripped apart in front of her then nearly lost her footing as his blood drenched the concrete underfoot. 
They were headed the wrong way, sprinting to duck behind a truck left in the entry cavern following its final delivery. Cameron pulled her down, wrapping his arm around her from the back, clamping his blood-streaked hand over her mouth without delicacy. The air left her lungs. 
The group had dispersed. The door to the tunnels was still ajar, but Piper had no idea if anyone had managed to get through. The first Reptar — the one that had ripped Taylor and Olivia apart as if holding a grudge — had panicked the group. Maybe its desertion was good. Right now, Reptars seemed occupied with slashing their party to pieces and were ignoring the unused doorway — a positive development if anyone hoped to use it without being followed like snakes chasing mice through their furrows. 
“They’re shapeshifters,” Cameron said, breathing heavy, his eyes bulging with fright. “Titans. Reptars. It’s just an illusion. All this time, they’ve been able to change from one to the other.” 
Maybe, Piper thought. But the ability to shift forms was something no human had ever seen and lived to report. It was a secret the Astrals had kept carefully guarded — pretending to be harmless Titans at all costs instead of revealing their nature. Surprising the Astrals into changing now meant that before today, nobody had seen them angry. 
No one would be leaving alive.
“We have to reach the tunnels,” Cameron said, his panic apparently forgetting that he’d dragged them away to hide behind the truck.
With a tremendous crash, their hiding place was torn into the air. Piper saw three Reptars behind the truck, all with their front limbs up as it flipped through the air in a tight spiral and struck the concrete ceiling, making rain from shattered pebbles. It crashed back down as Cameron leaped atop Piper and drove her to the ground. 
One of the three beasts turned then shot after a male lab tech — Piper couldn’t tell who. He fell apart like sliced meat. With horror, Piper saw Danika with her hands shielding her face behind the fallen tech. Her eyes met Piper’s before the thing impaled her with one of its claw limbs. 
The two remaining Reptars over Piper and Cameron reared like horses then came down just feet away. Both opened their mouths to purr then flicked their heads upward as something heavy struck the one in front. Piper’s eyes followed the object’s trajectory (it turned out to be a small tractor tire, pulled from somewhere on a gantry) above and saw Benjamin with his arms out, post throw. Charlie was beside him in his usual buttoned shirt and bland tie, a solid right-hand man to the end. 
The struck Reptar turned then jumped upward in two giant bounds. It made quick work of the climb, on the gantry in seconds. Benjamin and Charlie were already sliding down a ladder like firemen. The thing followed, but at the bottom its eyes lighted on Tina, the tech Piper had seen earlier. It went through her like mown grass as Charlie and Benjamin dove behind a pile of boxes. 
The final Reptar struck, charging them with a wide open mouth, unhinged like the one from before. The alien looked like the head of a hairbrush: a large, flat oval studded with spines sharp as knives. It shoved toward them, but Cameron had scrambled for a push broom in the corner. The thing had a heavy metal handle, and Cameron jammed it into the Reptar’s mouth. The creature bit on the pole, momentarily stymied, but the skin on Cameron’s right hand was flayed as it brushed one of the razor-sharp teeth, skin hanging in a flap, a torrent of blood spilling down his arm. 
Piper spun toward a loud banging and saw Cameron wrestling with the Reptar. It was a shotgun report, from one of the few large weapons they’d brought. Nathan Andreus turned after his shot and shoved the shotgun’s barrel practically down a new Reptar’s throat. There was a new report, and a blue-black spray covered the wall behind it as he pulled the trigger. 
Piper waited for Andreus, having cleared himself a circle, to aid Cameron’s rescue. Instead, he slipped through the tunnel doorway, followed by Coffey. 
She pulled the door closed behind them, leaving everyone else to die. 
Cameron was weakening. The Reptar’s strong jaws were bending the bar, and it was backing up to strike anew, from a different angle. But with Coffey and Andreus gone, nobody had more than a small-caliber sidearm except for Trevor, who in a fit of panic Piper realized, she hadn’t seen since this all started. 
There was a jolt. She looked over to see Cameron rolling the Reptar aside, somehow besting it in a wrestling match. All of sudden, Cameron was winning, having beaten the monster because it was inexplicably dead, or dying. Something massive and sharp had been driven through its eye. She looked up to see Benjamin standing over the Reptar, his chest out like a proper savior. 
Charlie was running up behind Benjamin, shouting, panicking, not giving Benjamin credit for his kill and his son’s rescue. But Benjamin saw none of it; he smiled down at Cameron and said, “Bet you didn’t think your old man could—” 
Too late, Piper, still on the ground, realized why Charlie had been running. The truck had fallen back into place, once more shielding them from the rest of the room. A second unseen beast had sneaked up behind Benjamin. 
Benjamin’s face changed from triumphant to confused. 
The Reptar ripped through him and started to chew. 
Cameron and Piper were mostly to their feet when it happened. Cameron, his face shocked, tried to jump on the beast, but Charlie struck him like a linebacker, his moderate frame easily trumping Cameron’s slight one. The pair struck the ground, all three of them now mostly around to the other side of the flipped truck. They couldn’t see the Reptar or Benjamin’s body, which was a blessing. But they could see the rest of the space, and that was a curse. 
Piper had lost track of any gunshots, but she could see two or three dead Reptars. By contrast, she saw scads of dead humans — or, at least, pieces. There were arms and legs and torsos and heads, indistinct chunks that could’ve been anything. Some of the Reptars were finishing off the few remaining humans remains; the rest were leaping across the room like apes in cages. Charlie had knocked them behind a kind of standing desk — possibly a check-in station for incoming vehicles — but between them and the door Coffey and Andreus had sneaked through were twenty feet or so of gore-streaked open floor. 
Cameron was still trying to rise and take his revenge. Charlie slapped him. 
“Don’t be an idiot!” he snapped with more emotion than Piper had ever heard from him. “Don’t thank him by jumping into the same thing’s mouth!” 
Cameron’s eyes cleared. Charlie pointed at the garage-bay-like doors to the outside, clotted with patrolling Titans-turned-Reptars. Beyond them were the heavy metal bodies of waiting shuttles, ready to clean up anything hoping to flee.
When he was sure Cameron and Piper saw what had happened outside, Charlie pointed at the concealed door in the room’s wall. 
“We all know the way, through tunnels they probably don’t know anything about. Your father’s final helping hand. Don’t insult him by not taking advantage.” 
Piper wanted to say, Like Coffey and Andreus took advantage by leaving us all behind? But she stopped herself and nodded. Cameron, making his face grim but settled, nodded too. 
“They’re heading to the doors. They know we’re mostly finished.” Charlie pointed again. It was true; the Reptars were falling into a slow patrol, apparently looking for loose ends. No one was left. Piper wanted to believe Trevor had made it out somehow, but she didn’t see how. 
“Stay low. Now,” Charlie commanded. 
Cameron went first. When the way seemed clear, he waved to the others to follow. He made the door in seconds, flinching whenever one of the Reptars purred while crossing nearby, barely seen. He looked around again before opening it then waved Charlie in, followed by Piper. 
She moved to comply, but something had her leg. Piper turned to see it in the clawed appendage of a Reptar that had been hiding, waiting, maybe knowing the door was there all along.
It moved to strike, its mouth open and gut churning. Cameron had been frozen; he moved his arm for some futile reason but wasn’t close enough. Piper tried to curl up and protect her middle. 
Cameron stretched. The door yawned open as his hand dragged it. Inside, Piper could see Charlie, the moment frozen, his mouth open in a shout, his bug eyes wide.
A shot ripped through the now mostly quiet space as the thing’s head exploded. 
“Trevor,” she breathed, noticing him more than her own salvation. “Thank God you’re—” 
Every Reptar turned at the shot. A grim expression crossed Trevor’s face, and he raised a foot to kick her hard in the chest, into Cameron’s arms as they tumbled backward against Charlie, through the open doorway. 
She had time to see Trevor’s eyes meeting hers as at least five of the beasts descended on him at once, all teeth and claws and fury. 
Cameron closed the door, latching it somehow from the inside.
Charlie, too close to Piper’s ear in the small, rock-lined space, shouted for her to run. 
So she did, leaving acres of death behind her. 





Chapter Sixty-Five
IT TOOK hours to find the way out.
Cameron’s mind kept wanting to dwell on his father’s death, but he wouldn’t allow it. The emotion was too raw, and if there was one thing Cameron Bannister had learned throughout his life, it was how to bury uncomfortable feelings about his father. 
But Benjamin hadn’t just been Cameron’s dad, he’d also been the group’s best historical mind. The last of their hope might have died with him. Charlie was an extremely competent research scientist, but his focus was on the science, not the history. He’d followed Benjamin on many of his later adventures, but his focus had been on lichens, carbon dating of artifacts, how acids might have been used in the Queen’s Chamber of the Great Pyramid to send out some sort of energy beacon. Charlie didn’t know half of what Benjamin had — information essential to finding Thor’s Hammer before the Astrals. 
But most of all, Cameron tried to be strong for Piper. 
Piper was usually an open book, but the final seconds she’d glimpsed of the Cottonwood archive had killed her emotions like a cut connection. Cameron didn’t like it. Her big, blue eyes rimmed with stubborn tears that refused to fall. He tried to hug her or offer a strong arm to lean on when they stopped to rest, but she shook him away and sat alone. He tried talking to her (about idle things, like the types of rock the tunnels had been bored through), but she stayed mostly silent. When he asked her what was wrong — a stupid question if there’d ever been one — Piper said “Nothing.” An answer to match his inappropriate query. 
Still, Cameron told himself that staying tough was his job. It was always easier to maintain strength for others than to face the demons inside. That’s probably why Cameron, on his band’s tours through so many borderline places later in life, had always made room for charity. Helping others fostered a sense of control. It made a person feel that some day, he might find the strength to help himself. 
He shut down, and so did she. Charlie was as unreadable as ever — perhaps, for once, a necessary rock amid the storm. Over the past few years (even before Astral Day), the recently slaughtered had composed the entirety of Charlie’s existence. He’d interacted with no one else. Even Cameron and Piper had been relative latecomers. Now they were gone, save the few who’d stayed to attend the Moab lab while they were away. Cameron doubted that the facility had survived the Astrals’ anger.
It sounded as though the Reptars had quickly broken the latch on the hidden door and made their way into the tunnels behind them, but spent minutes to do so. By then, they’d made it through two more intricately concealed doors in the rock. Cameron had quietly thanked the Templars, the Freemasons, the Mormons — whoever had earned his gratitude. 
After that, they could only move forward. 
They found Andreus and Coffey about thirty minutes after entering the tunnels. To their credit — and contradicting the cowardly way Cameron felt they’d left — the pair had found the first of the linked chambers throughout the tunnels and waited for anyone who might follow. When Cameron told them that no others would be coming, they all left together. 
The air was stale. The way was hard and dirty. Whoever had made the system had courteously pocked it with air shafts, like holes punched in a jar’s lid made to trap a butterfly. But since that day, several of the tunnels had caved slightly, and twice they had to move rocks one by one before they could proceed.
Finally, they reached an underground lake. After some searching, Cameron found a hole in the wall under the water’s surface. All five of them waded in and moved through it, thinking it another of the tunnel system’s many sumps. But this time, instead of coming out in another tunnel past a low-hanging obstruction, they emerged into muted sun in the small pocket of a little lake near the mountain. 
Piper, who surfaced just after Cameron, flinched back and looked upward. He sympathized; they’d been assuming for much of the journey that the only reason the shuttles weren’t leveling the mountain to find and kill them was because the Astrals cared slightly more about the archive than the escapees. Instead, their thinking went, the shuttles would simply patrol the mountain and wait. Eventually, the remainders would burrow out … and be dealt with. 
But there was nothing above them. 
After a while, they climbed onto the shore and into the sun to dry in what remained of the day’s heat. When dark came, they ventured away from the rock to look around, and waited just far enough into the desert that retreat into the tunnels — if necessary — would be possible. 
But nothing happened. There were no Reptars. No Titan patrols. No shuttles. No motherships. 
Their final egress had been rushed. It felt possible that the Reptars either hadn’t seen them dash through the door or (and this seemed more likely) simply had lost that information in the day’s shuffle. The Astrals, after all, had proved that they weren’t infallible. Sometimes, your average Titan-turned-Reptar soldier simply forgot, or didn’t bother to report. 
They were — so the expression went — only human. 
The idea gave Cameron an ounce of hope as they slept through the night, huddled for warmth. If they could be tricked, defeat was possible. And if Cameron, Piper, Charlie, Nathan, and Jeanine Coffey had been lucky once, they could get lucky again. 
If the key Cameron still held unbroken in his satchel could activate the Thor’s Hammer device, perhaps it could deactivate it, too.
In the morning, Andreus held up his cell phone and waved it around, every motion betraying futility. He repeated the motions with the BB detector. He’d kept both dry inside a sealed bag in his backpack. They worked. But there was nothing to detect. 
“No network means no help,” said Andreus. 
“And Terrence?” Cameron asked.
Andreus shrugged. “He must not have made it.” 
“Can you contact him on … on whatever you were using before?” 
Andreus pointed at his dead cell phone. “No network,” he repeated, “means no help.” 
What Andreus didn’t bother to say because they all knew it was that no help didn’t just mean help for the five of them, in terms of finding safety. It also meant help in solving the Thor’s Hammer puzzle. It meant help in terms of reaching Lila, Clara, and Meyer, who were the only remaining survivors in the world Piper likely still cared about. It meant help in terms of knowing anything that might be happening in Heaven’s Veil, Moab, or anywhere at all. 
Nathan sat on a rock, looking defeated. Coffey put her hand on his shoulders. Seeing the tenderness of two ruthless people sank Cameron deeper into his helpless despair. 
There was nothing left in the world. Nothing but the quest. 
Cameron stood. Piper looked up, her enormous blue eyes unfathomably sad, yet somehow more normal than they’d been throughout the exodus. 
He extended his hand. Piper took it. 
They walked, passing Charlie, Nathan, and Jeanine on their rocks. Headed vaguely south, toward Moab and whatever of his father’s records might have survived. 
“Where are you going?” Andreus asked. 
Cameron didn’t turn. 
“The only place we can go,” he said. “To try and save the world.”





Chapter Sixty-Six
“YOU DO UNDERSTAND, CORRECT?” the woman asked. 
Alpha straightened, attempting to heed the strange way the being in front of him was communicating. Beta and Omega were flanking his sagging body, still holding his arms. 
Alpha looked down. The hands of the two others, on his white flesh, were like his own. Their arms were like his arms. The fact that he noticed this told Alpha that something had already changed, and he wasn’t sure he liked it or could even abide it. He’d always been one among many, but with a unique sense of identity necessary for finding his place among the others. If none of them truly understood separateness, they’d be unable to do the simplest things. They wouldn’t be able to work their positions in the city below, because none would know where to go if all were truly the same. They wouldn’t be able to form a line without knowing who had to go first. But still, through it all, there had been the collective. He had a concept of his arms and his hands now, same as always. But that sense of “his” was twisting into something impure as seconds ticked. He didn’t just notice his arms. He was also beginning to feel that he didn’t want the others to put their hands on his arms because they were his and nobody else’s to touch or possess. 
The human woman looked at Omega, on Alpha’s right. Alpha turned to look as well. Omega had the same hairless head as Alpha. The same strong features. The humans claimed they couldn’t tell his kind apart, but the humans also felt that the Titan form appeared large and strong. From their perspective above, things had tilted in the other direction. Rather than seeing himself as large, Alpha thought the humans seemed small and fragile — mere shadows of their proud genetic stock. But humans were their children nonetheless, and worth the attempt at understanding.
Alpha, even as tired as he felt, found he could still catch the flavor of groupspeak running between the woman’s mind and Omega’s. Beta would hear the groupspeak as well — but Beta, like Alpha, was not whom the woman was groupspeaking to. Noticing such difference in who was speaking to whom wasn’t something Alpha ever remembered noticing. Of course groupspeakers needed to have primary recipients in mind or nothing could be communicated, but it had always just sort of happened. Only now was Alpha noticing the duality. They were all one, but also separate. 
Alpha didn’t like the realization. The humans — this time anyway — were an almost entirely separate species. Their way of existence seemed isolated to Alpha, like a dark room with no potential for light. How did they live without the emotions, thoughts, and assistance of others on their frequency? And worse: If the humans had the capacity to be like their progenitors (something they’d proved in past epochs), why had they turned out so foreign in this one? Time, such as humanity understood it, had marched forward. But did the society on the planet below represent progress? Alpha didn’t think so, and the idea made him uneasy. 
The woman’s groupspeak to Omega — duly translated by Alpha’s sluggish cortex — sounded like, He does not understand.
It is early, groupspoke Beta. 
The woman looked at Alpha. Out loud, using her human voice, she said, “You do understand. We can hear your interpretations.” 
“Interpretations,” Alpha repeated. Speaking aloud felt strange. He’d tried it before — all of them had at some point since arriving at the planet — but he found it clumsy and almost destructive, like a bludgeon. 
“We have animated this surrogate—” The woman, wearing a blue dress and bright-orange hair, gestured down at herself. “—to facilitate groupspeak in a way that will be easiest for you to comprehend and internalize as the process takes hold. Do you understand?” 
“I understand.” 
“And you understand the medium we are using to communicate,” she added, almost a question. 
“The language,” Alpha said. 
Now that he’d spoken a few words aloud, he found spoken words coming more easily. Beside him, Beta and Omega were looking over with curious eyes. They were very like the woman’s human eyes. Alpha hadn’t noticed that before either. 
“The language, yes,” the woman said, duly corrected. “We are less familiar with its nuances, perhaps, than you are at this point.” 
“It is their language,” Alpha said.
“One of their languages.” 
“But your surrogate speaks the language.” 
The woman took a moment before responding, possibly assessing the truth of Alpha’s statement. Divinity could animate surrogates to do just about anything, but speaking always came easier when the human puppet held a tongue’s raw materials in her brain ahead of time.
“Yes. We are not used to it. It is strange to us.” 
It was strange to Alpha, too. He tried to shake off his odd fog, which he could feel deepening. 
“I request direct audience.” He didn’t like communicating through the surrogate. It was clumsy. It felt wrong. 
“You would no longer understand us if we groupspoke natively. Do you understand?” 
Alpha looked behind the woman. In the nest, he could just see the subtle glow from the true speaker’s body — translucent, sparkling, teeming with light. He found himself understanding why the few humans who’d seen the beings called them Divinity. The word finally held meaning, whereas in the past he’d translated it into something that meant space — confusing because space was empty, and the mind was the opposite. Now, standing before the human woman, Divinity made sense to Alpha. It suited the humans’ perception of gods. Which also made sense, because many had been humanity’s gods, as Earth’s ancients had seen them. The perception was its own loop, curling back on itself. 
“I understand,” Alpha replied. 
“The process will continue. Soon, use of a surrogate will be the only way you’ll understand. The capacity for groupspeak will remain dormant inside you. We will train you to use it again once you are ready. But you will not recall how or why, or what it means when the time comes, and you will not realize that groupspeak was once normal to you. Do you understand?” 
“I understand.” 
“You will become less able to see your true nature — the true nature of others like you, as those beside you now. You will experience that which you shut away, yet will have no control. It will consume you. You will at times sense only darkness. Do you understand?” 
“I understand.” 
“You will be filled with falsities, things you must know. But in that dark state, as many go when the time comes, you will not remember these events. You will not recall that when you were among the light, this fate was chosen by you. Do you understand?”
“I understand.”
The woman looked at Beta. She said nothing, but a small nod passed between them. Alpha felt a new breed of fear, realizing they had groupspoken but he’d heard none of it. The new fear was hollow and sharp, frightening atop his existing terror because there were none to share his emotion. He was alone, and darkness was descending. Soon they — those he now clearly thought of as others, having no part of Alpha himself — would add more darkness to him, filling him to the brim like an overflowing vessel. He wanted to take it all back, but the darkness was heavy, like a drape. He was alone. And that was how he would die. 
“You will adjust,” the woman said. “In time, it will become as you are, and you won’t remember that there was ever a difference. Do you understand?” 
“I und—” 
Alpha couldn’t finish. He bent at the waist, feeling his face contort. 
He flopped onto all fours from the pain. At his sides, Beta and Omega let him fall. They were separate. They were not him. The woman was not him. The true speaker behind the woman was not him. Nobody was Alpha but Alpha. 
Every muscle seemed to tighten at once. His bones might erupt from his skin. 
“It is within your control,” the woman said. “The change. It is always chosen, by any who shift. It is necessary that you focus. That you do not allow it to happen, but in fact cause it to occur. To welcome the darkness. Do you understand?” 
The darkness seemed to momentarily part. Finally, Alpha truly did understand. 
He focused.
He allowed the change. 
He stopped fighting the darkness and instead allowed it to change him. 
He finished shifting then straightened. Everything was different. He seemed to know where he was, but his surroundings were strange. Somewhere he’d never been. He could seem to sense a force — the woman? — pushing thoughts toward him. It was odd and unusual. But he could learn to accept it, if this was how they communicated across distances, different as they were. 
The woman looked to the muscular being on his left. “Take his robe. They will not accept it.” 
The hairless beings removed the robe from his body. Once bare, he felt cold. But then the beings returned and laid a fine set of clothing on the table at the room’s center. He found he knew how to put the garments on and did so.
“The clothing is called a —  ” the woman began. 
He cut her off.  “I know a suit when I see one.” 
“When you are sent to your post, you will—”
“Let’s just take it one step at a time,” he said impatiently.
The woman looked at one of the other beings. Some sort of tentacled thing, barely visible, danced with light behind her. But he’d had enough of this, and of them telling him what to do. 
“The memories,” said the woman. “Have your donor’s memories settled?” 
“I don’t know what you’re talking about.” 
“There was an imperfection. A chain of events. In the forebear, there was an unspooling. It was regrettable but is now rectified. We have taken care in this iteration to remove discursive stimuli from the stream before passing the donor’s essence into you.” 
“Great,” he said, not understanding.
“Do you remember your forebear?” the woman asked.
“My father.” 
“Your predecessor, to use their word.” 
“Who the hell is my predecessor?” he asked, annoyed.
“The one whose life force was terminated by a human weapon. Below. An hour ago.”
He didn’t bother answering. He wanted to go home — enough with the stupid questions. 
“Is there a mirror around here?” He’d pulled on most of the human garments already but now threaded the long cloth around his neck and began to tie an intricate knot that required no effort. He straightened the strip of fabric hanging down his front and ran a hand through his immaculately combed hair. 
One of the Titans waved at a panel along the wall. It slid aside. He walked to the mirror behind the panel and wiggled the tie into place. He inspected his green eyes. His white teeth. His close shave. 
“Do you know your name?” the woman asked from behind him.
Of course he knew it. But he wouldn’t play parlor tricks. Alien stooge or not, he wasn’t about to jump through hoops. That hadn’t changed. Not through the Astral ships’ arrival, not though the flight from New York to Vail, not through his first marriage or his second. 
“A shuttle will transport you to the mansion below,” the woman said. “You will understand it as your home. But it may take another hour or two before the donor’s memories fully settle, but they will resolve with less potential for chaos than the corrupted set did within your forebear. It is important, during that time, that you do not interact with other humans who may have known the forebear. The forebear’s updates haven’t fully assimilated with the donor’s root memories following the untimely but necessary life force cessation. You must not interact with those who may have known your donor before the sampling until gelling is complete. It is possible they will recognize undue differences between you and the donor, and we will be required to remote-terminate you, draw a new sample from the donor in his cell, and spawn a new copy to replace you. Do you understand?”
He nodded, wishing they’d get on with it and take him back down to the viceroy’s mansion. He’d had a long day, and a granddaughter he wanted to play with.
It was stupid of the woman to keep asking him the same insulting question. 
Of course he understood.
He was Meyer Fucking Dempsey, and nobody had better forget it.





Annihilation








Chapter One
PIPER DEMPSEY WATCHED Cameron step out from behind the rock outcropping, unsure of why exactly his body language made her certain he wanted to die. 
“Stay low, Cameron,” Andreus whispered. 
Instead of ducking like the others, Cameron moved forward. Into the gap between rocks, in full view of the massive silver sphere. He may as well have been hands to hips like a gunslinger.
“Cameron,” Charlie said. 
“It knows we’re here either way,” Cameron replied without turning. “What’s the point in hiding, Charlie?” 
As if the words were his cue, Cameron climbed to the rock’s top. Piper, not trusting herself to speak, could only watch him do it. She watched him clamber. She watched his feet miss and drag dry lines along the rock’s side. She listened, wincing, as a scree of loose stone fell to the ground with a clatter. 
She thought Cameron might stand. Instead, he sat on the rock as if watching a sunset, in full view of the mothership. 
Piper finally found her voice. She reached up and took his wrist, tugging. But really, what did she think she would do? Drag him off, give him a concussion against the hot, baked ground? 
“It’s going to see us.” 
“It can already see us.” 
Jeanine piped up. “We haven’t seen any shuttles since leaving the Mormon archive.”
Instead of striking Cameron as a sensible rebuttal, it must have hit him as fighting words. He’d been eerily silent through the trip. She wasn’t sure if the hard look in his eyes, on his usually boyish, recently older face, was an improvement or something worse. 
“You’re right,” he snapped. “We haven’t seen any shuttles. No motherships. No Reptars slinking around the rocks after us … or maybe they’d put their safeties back on, and we’d get to watch a bunch of smiling Titans following like drones? They could get on tiny motorcycles then follow the RV. That’d be funny, wouldn’t it? They’d look like those famous fat twins on their bikes. Alien comedy at its best.”
Now Andreus looked angry. He’d been wearing a damp rag on his head since they’d left the RV in one of the few places with overhead cover a few miles back. Piper kept wanting to make babushka jokes, but she couldn’t quite manage. The man might be firmly on their side now, but he was still terrifying. 
It would probably get worse. Piper was sure the warlord’s daughter was as dead as Cameron’s father and her own stepson, but right now his anger seemed blunted by hope. He’d be terrible once that was gone.
“Get the fuck off that rock,” Andreus said. “You’ll blow our cover.” 
Cameron looked at Andreus with a fight in his eyes. The look, from the once-thoughtful and always-smiling man she’d loved, was awful. 
Cameron’s jaw worked. He glanced toward the mothership parked over the Moab ranch. The ground was scorched and seemed to have taken at least one blast from an energy weapon, but much of what was once there seemed to be standing. Why, Piper had no idea. 
Cameron backed up, stood, and raised his arms overhead, facing the ship. 
“Hey, you!” he shouted in the thin desert air. “Hey! We’re over here, you motherfuckers!” 
Piper was sure Andreus would tackle him, but Coffey acted first. She was simple but effective. She grabbed both ankles and pulled. Cameron fell on his ass, his body bending him in the middle to keep his head from striking the rock. Coffey couldn’t have known for certain it would work. She might’ve figured he’d end up quiet or dead, and either would be an improvement. 
With Cameron unbalanced, Coffey dragged him down. A second later, he was in a jumble against the rock’s foot, his face full of frustration and stewing emotion. To Piper, it all seemed to be on one end of the spectrum: anger, desperation, maybe self-destruction. He’d done selfless, but he was through. And he’d done surviving, but it seemed like Cameron was finished with that, too. 
Andreus and Coffey stood over him. Charlie came to Piper’s side and, shocking her, took hold of her arm in a way that was almost comforting, almost human. 
Piper thought a fight might erupt, but Cameron only shook his head, looking at the dust, clearly sad. They’d all shed their tears in the three days it had taken to find a way back here — on foot, then right out in the goddamned open in the solar RV that the Astrals had conveniently left behind. Cameron — and unbelievably, even Charlie — had come from moments of privacy with red eyes. Piper had cried the most, and openly. But it wasn’t loss she saw on Cameron’s face now. It was something worse. 
“They let us go,” he said. “They almost killed us back at Little Cottonwood, but then they had their time to cool off, and now they’re just watching again. They won’t hurt us. No matter what we do, we’re free to be slaves.” 
“We don’t know that,” Andreus said. 
Cameron’s eyes went to the warlord then to Charlie before they settled on Piper. When he spoke, Piper assumed his words were meant for Andreus. But he stared right at her, eye to eye. 
“We know,” he said, “and now we’re in hell.”





Chapter Two
NATHAN ANDREUS WANTED to punch Cameron in the face. Not just to shut him up, either, though there was that. Mostly, he needed someone to hurt, and this group of five was all he had. Because about that, Cameron was right: There had been no Astrals since they’d left Cottonwood. Their absence had seemed lucky. But now, looking at Cameron, Andreus had to admit he’d always seen it as convenient as well. 
“We stop whining,” Andreus said, “and we start finding solutions.” 
“Just walk up there,” Cameron said, standing, seeming to make an effort to pull his little tantrum together. He tossed his chin toward the half-destroyed cliffside lab, the ranch house remains sticking their burned members into the sky like black bones. “That’s your solution. Just walk right on up.” 
“There’s no cover,” said Charlie. 
Andreus winced. He was trying to diffuse Cameron rather than fuel him. But Charlie had teed him up. 
“We don’t need cover, Charlie. They want us to go in there.” 
“We’ve already done this,” Andreus said. “The part where we pretend they can see us and act accordingly.” 
“We weren’t pretending then, and we’re not pretending now.” 
“You saw how they came after us. They wanted your satchel.” He nodded to the bag hanging against Cameron’s side, indicating the plate with its keylike ridges inside. The device, if the late Benjamin Bannister had been correct, was a key to the Thor’s Hammer weapon. 
“Then what?” 
Cameron shook his head then turned toward Piper, finding the group’s easiest audience. Andreus had been trying to keep his eyes forward since they’d left Cottonwood, choosing to believe they’d find something in Moab worth saving. That Grace was still alive out there somewhere, against all odds, and that he was still a father despite his recent role as widower. But Nathan had to admit that Piper, at times, had been one of the group’s most determined. They were a pair, same as he and Jeanine. Charlie was the odd man out, and sometimes it felt like they were two teams fighting for the man like a swing vote. 
“Then what were they supposed to do?” Cameron repeated, facing Piper, eyeing the others. “If they’d taken the plate from my satchel, what would they have done next?” 
“Used it,” Coffey said. 
“Where?” Cameron met Nathan’s eyes, challenging him in a way nobody challenged Nathan Fucking Andreus. “Where would they go to use it? Dad says the Templars took Thor’s Hammer and hid it. They took this key,” he slapped the satchel, “and hid it, too, like removing the core from a nuke. So let’s say they caught us back there. What would they have done with the key? Thor’s Hammer is still lost.” His jaw shifted to the side, biting crosswise, eyes half-lidded. “I just keep coming back to the fact that once upon a time, someone pulled a fast one on the Astrals. And that all we’re doing, by keeping up this chase, is helping them find it.” 
“We’re finding it to deactivate it,” Charlie said, his tone still neutral, drier than toast. 
Cameron leaned against the rock, his eyes wanting to close. When he spoke again, he sounded as spent as they all felt. 
“We should just give up.”
Nathan’s eyes flicked to Piper, expecting her to protest, to feed into his self-pity. But she stayed put, newly hardened by Trevor’s death, along with all the others. 
“It’s lost,” Cameron continued. “They don’t know where to find it. If my father was still alive, it might make sense to go after it. Maybe we could have pulled another switcharoo and reached the thing with enough time to destroy it, but all we’ll do now is lead them right to it. We’ll see where they’ve been hiding, then we can stop pretending we’re alone, or ever have been.” 
Cameron shook his head, finally addressing Andreus with more logic than emotion. 
“Nathan. You sent Tarantula into Heaven’s Veil to pick us up after watching me walk through the gates on satellite.” He looked at Coffey, knowing she’d have seen the same. “You’re a communications guy. I know you’re smart. But are you really that sure you ever outsmarted them? We made that mistake once, and what happened? It turned out that what we were getting away with was something they wanted all along.” 
Cameron’s head bent skyward. At the right angles, they couldn’t see the mothership above the Moab facility, and might have believed they were alone. 
“The network is down. But maybe it’s only for us. You know what our satellites can see from space. So what do you think they can see?” 
Nathan looked into the endless Utah sky. He could almost feel alien eyes upon him. He resisted the urge to pull his signal detector from its pouch. He knew it was on and that if there’d been an Astral BB following them through this part of the trip, he’d have heard the detector alarm. But they didn’t necessarily need BBs to see what needed seeing. Not when the dumb humans crossed open land. Not when they circled to recover recreational vehicles they’d left behind before a raid, trying to fool themselves into believing they were fortunate to find them. 
“So what should we do, Cameron?” Nathan said, not really asking for an answer. “If you’ve got it all figured out, what’s our next move?” 
“Partner up,” said a voice. 
Andreus knew it was Charlie, Benjamin’s longtime right hand, before turning to look, but hearing him now seemed so out of place. While Piper and Cameron had dealt grimly with their losses, Charlie had taken his like a mannequin. He’d known Benjamin almost as long as Cameron had — or maybe, Nathan now thought, longer. But the way Charlie acted, his best friend might merely be behind a bush, taking a piss, soon to return. 
“They think we’ll find Thor’s Hammer,” Charlie said. “So let’s stop playing games and do it.” 





Chapter Three
THIS WAS A TERRIBLE IDEA. 
Behind Cameron, Piper’s presence was more assuring than it should be. They were both bent around a rock, hiding in what seemed to be plain sight. 
On one hand, the idea of walking right up to the lab as Charlie had suggested was appealing. Either he was right and the mothership would let them go, or Charlie was wrong and they’d be incinerated. Either way was honestly fine with Cameron. He’d been hiding for over two years now, awaiting death for most of them. Certainty would be a blessing. 
On the other hand, doing so felt like a betrayal of Benjamin’s life. All of those years spent wandering, the broken marriage to Cameron’s mother at the hands of obsession, all that time spent researching, analyzing, hoping — it would all be wasted if Cameron made the wrong choice now. And walking right out under a mothership, appealing as it was, felt like the wrong choice no matter how much logic Charlie applied. It was spitting in Benjamin’s eye, tossing out the single advantage Benjamin had earned them at the cost of one human lifetime. 
“They’re not all powerful,” Piper said behind him. “They can’t look everywhere at once.”
She’d told him about her chats with the Rational Monks during their long, slow, disconnected trip back to Moab, hoping to scavenge whatever evidence might remain. Cameron believed it all: not just the fidelity of Piper as a source, but the monks’ words as well. Humanity really had stymied their overlords this time around. The Internet really had confused them; Cameron had seen as much in the way the shuttles and BBs had puzzled over the fiber cables and the infectious curiosity he’d felt from them over Terrence’s Canned Heat virus. They really had tricked the tiny surveillance droid that had nearly blown the group’s Cottonwood plan before they did it themselves. They really had forced the Astrals’ hands in the end; allowing human eyes to see them shift shapes struck Cameron as a move of desperation, not something planned or thought out logically. They could be fooled. As Piper said, the aliens weren’t all powerful. They were advanced, of course, but not the gods that Earth’s ancients had believed them to be. 
“So you want to do this,” Cameron said, looking at the wide-open pan between them and the lab’s remains. “You really want to run over there and trust that they won’t destroy us.” 
“They haven’t destroyed us yet.” 
Cameron turned. Piper was dressed like the no-bullshit Jeanine Coffey, in beat-up men’s jeans and an old faded tee. Her hair was in a black ponytail, but coming loose and shining with sweat. She still had her sharp bangs and those huge blue eyes. But something had changed in the woman, scraping her two years as Heaven’s Veil away like dead skin to reveal what she’d become after killing Garth outside Meyer’s Axis Mundi. Watching Trevor die to save her had slashed an invisible scar across Piper’s pretty features that would never vanish. It made her harder than she’d been. Bolder. Bolder, in fact, than Cameron felt now. 
Piper went on without waiting for Cameron to speak. 
“Maybe you’re right. Maybe they’re watching us. Maybe it’s stupid to consider that we might have gotten here unseen. But that doesn’t mean we should just give up.” 
“If they’re watching us,” Cameron said, “we’re making things worse. We’ll show them to Thor’s Hammer and sign humanity’s death warrant.” 
Piper shrugged. “Is this so much better?” 
Cameron supposed she had a point. Colonization was complete. Thor’s Hammer might kill off the entire population before it could stand. But it was either that or continue to live on their knees. It made sense, but it was a dark thought coming from Piper. He’d met her as the kind of woman who’d take a spider outside her home rather than swat it. Now she was the kind who could contemplate mass extinction as a sensible option, all things considered. 
Cameron glanced at the trio preparing to try for the ranch house, maybe for the money pit that had so fascinated Benjamin. 
He felt the hand return to his back. He turned. 
“There’s something you’re forgetting,” she said. 
“What’s that?” 
“They can travel through space, maybe time. They can read humanity’s minds with rows of rocks. They can fly faster than the eye can see, and they can level cities.” 
“I’m not forgetting any of that,” Cameron said grimly, knowing a punch line was coming. 
“They have everything under control,” she said. “But they can lose it, too.” 
Cameron looked at Piper, unsure how to respond, feeling a scintilla of hope for a reason he could barely understand. He’d expected a platitude that meant nothing. And this, too, seemed to mean nothing. But it mattered. For all the world, it mattered. 
Cameron opened his mouth to reply. But then he saw movement in the corner of his eye and knew their time was up.
Andreus was giving the sign: now or never.





Chapter Four
LILA STARED OUT THE WINDOW, watching the city attempt to settle. It didn’t seem to want to.
She could sympathize. Lila wasn’t sure if she was angry, afraid, or some third terrible emotion. There had been a time when she’d been happy, a time when she’d been innocent, looking forward to little things like movies and time spent with friends. But those days were so far gone as to feel like another person’s memories. These days, Lila was a mother whose child was closer to a sister, with a family that had been shattered like glass on tile. People kept coming and going. She’d grown used to Piper in their strange new digs (also more like a sister than a stepmother), but now she was gone, too. So was Trevor. And not long ago she’d seen her mother run across the lawn with her father, sure in a bizarre way that they were leaving as well. 
Leaving her trapped with Raj. 
Lila wanted to shiver. The thought made her glance at Clara, who was now sleeping peacefully. She’d been restless a while ago, following her return to the room after … after whatever that was up in the network center. After Raj had trussed Lila’s mother and Terrence, who were supposed to be friends but seemed to have become enemies. After Dad had turned on Raj and shot him with darts to knock the asshole flat. 
Then the shuttle out front. Terrence being taken away under Titan and Reptar guard. The shuttle flying high, disappearing somehow through the mothership’s titanic silver belly above the Apex. Terrence maybe gone forever, just a shade from family himself. 
The door opened without a knock. Lila turned to see Christopher, his dark eyes worried. 
“Where’s your father?” 
Lila shook her head. 
“When did you see him last?” 
“He was running off with Mom.” 
“With Heather?” 
Lila nodded. The tension in Christopher’s voice was unnerving. Lila wondered if she’d been rationalizing all she’d seen and realized with horror that she probably had been. Not long after Terrence had been taken away, guards had begun to mill about, alerted but unclear on their orders. She’d seen shuttles buzz by like agitated wasps. Meyer’s leaving the grounds on foot was, as Christopher seemed to imply, a bit unusual, and leaving with his ex-wife not long after his current wife had turned traitor was stranger still. Maybe they were leaving too. Soon, Lila, Clara, Raj, and Christopher would be the only people left. They could become the new viceroys, with Mo Weir as an assistant and a direct line to Divinity in the mothership overhead. 
Christopher went to the window, where Lila had been a moment earlier. 
“What is it, Christopher?” 
“We’re not being told.”
“By who?” 
Christopher opened the sash without answering. Lila realized how odd the city sounded. Everything was still, but the silence felt pregnant — the kind of quiet where agitation pauses in its tracks, freezing in unnatural positions. Sometime after Lila’s mom and dad had left the grounds, buzz from the Astrals — both inside the house and outside in the streets — had become … uneasy. There was no other word for it. They weren’t precisely nervous, because they didn’t seem to get nervous. But Lila, with echoes of the old psychic intuition she’d felt before Clara’s birth and occasionally thereafter as her mother, could sense that unease coming from them all.
Something had gone wrong, and Lila hadn’t wanted to ask what it was. The last time the city had seemed this unsettled, it turned out an armored tank had crashed the walls and taken Trevor and Piper away. Lila had thought them dead, and believed her mother dead as well. This felt worse. Like the city itself had taken a stake through the heart.
“Who’s not talking, Christopher?” Lila repeated. 
Christopher returned to full height shaking his head, sighing, frustrated. 
“Take your pick. The Astrals. Captain Jons, who’s now sending orders through the house like a dictator.” 
“How can the human police captain send orders through the house?” 
“I don’t know. Ask Mo Weir.” He made a little gesture of fake recognition. “Oh, wait, no, you can’t. Because Mo isn’t talking either. Only Raj is talking.” 
“Raj!”
“Oh yes. Raj has lots to say. He’s giving orders like the viceroy himself. Stuff your dad wouldn’t let him do if he knew. That’s why I need to find him. To shut that little motherfucker up.” He looked at Clara, still sleeping, and Lila. His eyes almost seemed to apologize. Raj was Lila’s husband and Clara’s father, but nobody, here and now, was ready to fault Christopher for speaking his mind. 
“It’s fine. He is a little motherfucker.” 
Lila told Christopher the story of what she’d seen earlier, how Raj had been lording over her mother like a dictator on the prowl, and about her father’s change of heart. 
“Your dad shot Raj?” 
“With a dart gun.” 
Christopher went back to the window then the door, unsettled like the falsely calm city. “That might explain it.” 
“What?” 
“He’s claiming the viceroyship, if you can believe it. As interim head, anyway. Says Meyer is compromised.” 
“Nobody will believe that.” Lila almost laughed. 
“The Astrals are scattered, Li. My people don’t know who to listen to. Remember, Raj outranks me. Doesn’t seem to matter that his position is symbolic; there’s nobody around to contradict him, and everyone knows he’s listed as commander, even though that’s not a thing in our hierarchy. So he’s taken control of the guard, sending people all over the house and grounds like chess pieces. Telling them to watch out for your father. I heard him say he was taking credit for ‘having it handled’ when your mom knocked him out or …” Christopher shook his head, half squinting as he continued, “or something. I don’t know. I just need to find your father.” 
Christopher’s urgency was making a nervous bubble rise inside her. It was strong intuition, bordering on foreknowledge. But Clara was the clairvoyant, not her. Her creeping sense of unease wasn’t a real thing. It was Lila jumping at shadows like always. 
Outside the door, down the hallway, she heard the rushing of feet. A moment later, Lila’s mother burst into the room, her front dark with a thick, brick-red stain, her hair a halo of black loose ends, her makeup smeared, her face a mess. Her usual arrogance was gone. Her confidence — fake or put on — was missing. Her self-importance and sarcasm had fled. She simply spilled into the room, running on bare feet, ramming into the door frame as she turned, striking the wall, rebounding, facing her daughter with a countenance full of fear and sorrow and tears and snot. 
“Mom?” 
Lila’s stomach dropped like an elevator. Her skin prickled with gooseflesh in an instant, her internal temperature dropping to zero. 
“Lila!” She grabbed her by both upper arms, marking them with filth as if she’d spent the last hour running, crawling through the streets on hands and knees. 
The room’s complement doubled then tripled as uniformed men and women poured into the hallway. Their feet ceased as they saw Christopher, as their quarry stopped running and stopped in front of Lila. A few had their guns out, some raised, some still pointing. Christopher could hear high-pitched shouts from behind: Raj, seeing the chase, coming to shout his orders. 
“Mom, what is it?” 
Heather watched Lila for a long moment before practically crumpling — from fear, from exhaustion, from lack of breath and an overload of adrenaline. And from sadness judging by the tears streaking her face. 
“It’s your father,” she said, too low, fighting to speak, to form coherent words with the guards settling into place behind her. 
“What about Dad?” 
Lila could already see what was coming. Heather began to sob, alarming her daughter, who’d never seen her mother so ruined.
“He’s dead.” Her eyes came up, somewhat harder. “Raj killed him.”





Chapter Five
ANDREUS AND COFFEY WENT FIRST. Piper watched them go, feeling the warm presence of Cameron’s back beneath her hand. His body shielded hers. From the rear, she supposed Charlie guarded them both. But to Charlie, this all seemed academic. Either the Astrals knew they were here, or they didn’t. If they did, they were either letting them reach the lab, or they would soon raise a clawed (or powder-white) hand to stop them. Their course of action was the same regardless. 
There would be no surrender. Not now. Not after Trevor. If they stopped now, they might keep living, whereas if they forged on, they might die — and really, hell, all of humanity might perish alongside them. Maybe it was selfish, but for Piper, that right there made the chance worth taking. Because she couldn’t return to a life of ease now. The minute she sat with peace of mind, content with the Astrals in charge, Trevor’s death would no longer matter. He’d have died for nothing. She’d rather go herself than let that happen. As horrible as it sounded fully articulated, she’d rather the entire species die than let that happen. 
The bald warlord and his lieutenant crossed the space to the destroyed ranch house. Piper felt a twinge of loss; she’d learned to love Cameron inside that house. That was before she’d boarded the mothership and ridden it to Vail, back when it had still been Vail. Before she’d met Meyer again aboard that ship (though exactly when or how that had happened she couldn’t recall through the fugue that had found her) then traveled with him to their new homes as god-king and queen. Before that sense of conflict that had lasted for two years, loving her husband as much as she feared him. 
“It’s insulting,” Charlie said behind Piper. 
“I’m not going to just walk up there, Charlie,” Cameron said. 
“This is like playing peekaboo with the mothership. Do you really think they can’t see us when we hide behind our hands?” 
Cameron looked like he might reply, but it was like dealing with a robot. To Charlie, this was all odds and binary decisions, as it had been the entire trip. When they’d decided to recover the RV from Cottonwood’s front (mainly to recover the remote cell phone and check the network, Piper suspected), Charlie’s opinion had been fatalistic: They’d survived on foot, so they might as well flaunt it in an RV. And if they died, they died. 
Piper had found it hard to be so sanguine after escaping the archive. She’d been terrified. But now, mainly by thinking back to Meyer, she was more on Charlie’s side than Cameron’s. Maybe the Astrals were letting them go like they’d let them before. But now there was a splinter under their shape-shifting skin. On the way to Cottonwood, the Astrals had felt they were abiding a plan. Now the same was true, but the human group, reduced in number though it was, had introduced an element of doubt. 
We made them show their cards, Piper kept reminding herself to steel her resolve. Then, perhaps more to the point and telling in a way she knew was important, again by thinking back to Meyer: we made them angry. 
They were no longer playing chess with computers. This wasn’t about human guile versus Astral omniscience. Now it was about ancestors and progeny, universal parents and Earthbound children. Emotion could unseat them all, it seemed — and if the stunt in the Mormon archive had pissed the aliens off, that was as encouraging to Piper as it was discouraging to everyone else. 
Andreus and Coffey sprinted from cover to the home’s remains, keeping pointlessly low, looking senselessly upward. 
Nothing happened. They made the house without incident then scampered down the stairs into its low-beam basement and were gone. 
“How long must we wait,” Charlie said, standing tall, not bothering with the pretense of hiding, “before we pretend they’ve been sufficiently distracted enough so that we can go too?” 
“Shh,” Cameron said. 
“You’re insulting yourself. We all are. If they didn’t want us here, they wouldn’t have let us come.” 
“Maybe we evaded them, Charlie. The network is out. Maybe they can’t access our satellites to see us.” 
Charlie pointed at the mothership. “I don’t think it needs satellites to see us. Ask yourself a simple question, Cameron. Why did it come back?” 
Back. Piper knew that was wrong. “Back” implied this was the same mothership that had been over the ranch before, but that ship had moved to Heaven’s Veil. And everyone knew capital motherships never left their posts. They were somehow bound to the Apex pyramids. This one was bonded to … 
“The money pit,” she said. 
Both men turned to look at Piper. The pan was open ahead. They should already be crossing it, making for what was left of the lab. It had been built mostly into a cliff, and from what they could see, that cliff had been mostly reduced to rubble. But the place had a lower level as well — and if Charlie was right, the Astrals wouldn’t have hit it too hard and wouldn’t hit it again. They’d needed Benjamin to read the tablet left by the Templars when they’d moved the Hammer from under Vail, and if there was any hope to find the weapon again, it was here. 
The damage the ship — or possibly shuttles — had done to this place matched Piper’s feeling of their lost control. 
It had been a tantrum. A petulant child destroying a house of blocks for spite; a man breaking a mirror with his fist to teach his reflection a lesson. 
Charlie had it all figured out, because he was rational. 
But when the Astrals had discovered their ruse in the canyon, they’d struck Piper as less than logical.
The way Meyer, increasingly, had been both more and less reasoned at once. 
“What about the money pit?” 
This time, Piper pointed. 
“You don’t see it?” 
The men squinted. To Piper, the warbling of hot air was clear as day. There was a long, narrow, perfectly straight mirage between ship and stone arch. Between the floating sphere and the place Benjamin had never been able to leave alone, sure that the fathoms-deep pit, like the one below Meyer’s Axis Mundi, held a secret. Or a port. Or a source of power. 
“The arch?”
“The beam.” 
Charlie had already lost interest. Cameron was staring, squinting. “I don’t see anything.” 
“We’re wasting time,” Charlie said, looking at the lab, perhaps eager to see what Benjamin had left behind. He was the scientist; Benjamin was the archeologist and ancient aliens theorist. Right now, Charlie knew less than Cameron, who had more history traveling the world with his father. But if there were still records inside, Charlie’s computer brain was dying to parse them … and, he’d made clear, was positive they’d been spared on purpose. 
Cameron seemed about to object, still looking for the energy beam from the pit he couldn’t see, still sure the ship would incinerate them the minute they broke cover. 
But Charlie followed Andreus’s plan. Not ducking. Not running. Simply marching in the open, obeying either faith or a certainty that the Astrals wanted them here as badly as they’d wanted Benjamin to decode the tablet for them. 
Cameron followed with a shrug. Piper took the rear. 
But there was a flicker of something unseen behind her. The movement of shadow. 
Cameron allowed her to pass, but Piper could see the truth: whatever invisible thing was behind them, he’d seen it too.





Chapter Six
RAJ WATCHED Heather crumble into Lila’s arms, satisfied. The guards had let her enter the grounds because she’d barged through; they’d failed to shoot her despite his orders. But now their incompetence felt like a good thing because Heather was delivering Raj’s promotion for him. Announcing the big man’s death, and the logical ascension of his next in command. 
Not Trevor. He’d left, declaring himself a traitor in the process. 
Not Piper, who had no official title and who’d proved herself to be a turncoat as well.
Not Lila. She was weak and clearly unfit to lead. Lila was blood but wouldn’t take the position if offered. 
Definitely not Heather. Heather wasn’t just a traitor; she was more honorary on capital grounds than anything else. Nobody liked Heather except for her family — because they had to. 
Not Christopher. 
Not Terrence. 
And not Mo Weir, of course, considering Mo was only an aide. 
No, the only logical person to step into Heaven’s Veil command was Raj. 
Raj, who’d handled the traitors time and time again. 
Raj, who’d always had the city’s best interests in mind. 
Raj, who’d served the viceroy more faithfully than any of his family, and who’d turned on Meyer when the big man had betrayed the Astrals to help unleash the virus that had killed the network and stabbed his overlords in the back. 
There’d still been a chance that Meyer would return and take the reins. He’d turned out to be a shit but had managed to talk his way past Mo and the Astrals once already. He was slippery enough to do it again. 
But if Meyer had died some time after Heather had knocked Raj out with that brick? Well, it was surprisingly excellent news. He hadn’t known. He’d woken up woozy under the ministrations of maddeningly smiling Titans, unsure what had come of Heather and Meyer. He’d shouted commands to apprehend them since, but of course they’d already wrangled control. 
With Meyer dead and Heather finally in custody (or soon to be; there were a dozen guns on her, waiting for her tearful reunion to end), everything had turned out tidy. If Titans had brought Raj back to the mansion, it meant he wasn’t in some kind of misguided trouble. Mo would listen to him now. The Astrals would make him. 
A flurry of fists came at Raj. He honestly didn’t see it coming and had no time to block. Lila didn’t bother with slaps. She punched him in the neck and gut then landed a kick to his balls before the guards finally pulled her away. A bit reluctantly and without hurry, Raj thought, wincing while catching his breath. 
“You son of a bitch!” Lila blared, her eyes furiously wet, her face ugly with anger. “You miserable, murdering son of a bitch!” 
“Keep hold of her,” Raj managed to say, trying not to betray how much that had hurt. 
“You fucking coward!” 
“Stop it, Lila. Stop it, or I’ll have them cuff you.” 
“I’m your wife!” 
Raj ran his thumb along his lip, then looked down to see that it had come away wet. She hadn’t hit him high enough to break it, so he must have bitten himself when she’d landed her dirty shots. He licked his thumb and raised his attention to see all eyes on him, watching, waiting. 
Lila’s eyes, livid, murderous. 
Heather’s eyes, finally humbled, defeated. 
Christopher’s eyes, wary. Reasonably so, because this was far from the first time Raj had found Christopher coincidentally in his suite, with his wife, alone. Christopher looked eager to obey, which was good. He was thinking of his own neck now that he saw who was in charge of Heaven’s Veil — unofficially now, officially soon. Rightly thinking of his neck. Because as soon as Raj felt sure the Astrals wouldn’t object, Raj thought he might have Christopher hanged by that neck, for trying to cuckold an entire power structure sure as he was cuckolding Raj. 
And the eyes of every guard in the room, respectful and maybe afraid, waiting for orders. 
Lila’s hard stare broke, her head tipping down then finding her mother. 
“You’re just messing with me,” she said to Heather. Even though Raj could tell Lila had already known, maybe from watching the house activity or perhaps from their spooky daughter, that something big had gone wrong. Or — from where Raj was standing — right. 
Heather was quiet, her piece said. The first time anyone had ever seen Heather Hawthorne shut her ceaselessly yapping mouth.
Lila looked at Raj, now more pleading than angry. 
He felt less vindictive than he had a right to be, so he answered with a justification: “He turned on them. He was endangering the city.” 
“He was standing up for my mom.” 
“After you left,” Raj said, trying to tap his earlier indignation, “after he tied me up, Meyer helped Terrence put some sort of a virus onto the Heaven’s Veil network.” 
As if on cue, the lights flickered, the virus in the power station trying the home’s connections. Power was failing across Heaven’s Veil, and if the human cops didn’t get the city generators running as dutifully as Raj had the mansion generators, the place would be blacked out come sundown. 
“Try your phone, Lila. Try to sync your juke or Vellum. We have lights because I did my job — after your mother knocked me cold with a motherfucking rock, no less — but the network is dead. We’re cut off. Thanks to Meyer.” 
Lila sniffed, trying to hold herself together as the truth sank in. “So you … murdered him.” 
Heather, completely broken, hitched with sobs.
“I did my job.” Raj didn’t like the way Lila’s hurt expression made him unsure, or the guilt creeping up his neck like icy fingers. He’d ended a life. He’d ended his father-in-law’s life. He’d ended the life of the woman he’d once been so innocently, so childishly in love with. He fought a lump inside, looking to the guards for confirmation that this had all been necessary. 
A tear streaked Lila’s cheek. Another spilled, from the other eye. 
“He … he was … I had to, Lila.” Raj looked at Christopher, at the others with their guns. “He was begging the Astrals to …” 
There was a small noise. Before turning, Raj knew exactly what it was. 
“Daddy?” 
Lila shook the guards away and stood, crossing to Clara’s crib. The crib that, according to Raj’s two-year-old daughter, was an “embarrassment.” 
“Shh,” Lila said, wiping at a tear. 
“I miss Grandpa.”
Heather, now half kneeling on the floor, sobbed harder. 
“Honey,” Lila said, “come here.” 
“I dreamed that Grandma thought Grandpa left,” Clara said as Lila moved to pick her up. 
Lila’s outstretched arms paused. 
“‘Thought’?” Lila repeated, her own grief paused, sent back to committee. 
“Let’s go find him,” Clara said, smiling.





Chapter Seven
INTO THE CLIFF’S FACE, looking up. 
Beneath a fall of rubble, where an energy beam seemed to have struck nearby. 
Charlie gave Piper a look that Cameron found he could read as plainly as if the man had held up a sign: Does this look like it was done by someone who meant to cause actual damage?
And Cameron had to admit that the answer was no, it absolutely didn’t. There was a mammoth scorch mark in the space between house and cliff — exactly where, Cameron realized with amusement, he’d tripped and fallen on his face while sprinting to grab Piper before the ship could take her into its belly. Assuming the scorch had been made the day they’d outwitted the Astrals in Little Cottonwood Canyon, it was three days old. But to Cameron it looked like a shot across the bow, nothing meant to obliterate Moab. It was the swing of a bat taken by an angry man who realizes at the final second that he’d better not smash the windshield. 
They’d destroyed the area around the ranch. But they’d no more obliterated the actual lab than they had their five-person troupe during the trip here. 
Cameron wanted to nod, to mouth something to Charlie and Piper about those who’d stayed behind. Had the few lab techs and others who’d remained been abducted into the mothership? Had they been killed to prove a point? Cameron had been assuming they’d arrive to find nothing, despite his insistence on coming here — because, honestly, it was this or wander forever. Their only hope of finding Thor’s Hammer was at Moab if it hadn’t died with his father, but Cameron was realizing now that he’d been certain they’d find only ash and ruin. 
And yet if the lab was standing, there was a chance people had been left alive. 
Charlie didn’t see what Cameron was trying to say. He was already ducking though the entrance. And Andreus, whose daughter had been among those remaining (killed, abducted, or run away) was nowhere close enough to catch Cameron’s eye. 
He looked at the only person left: Piper. But she was already following Charlie, ducking inside, shifting the fallen beam that had done little more than block the entrance. 
The lights were off, all of the old power sources either destroyed or shut down by Terrence’s virus. Charlie might know where to check a generator, but ahead of Cameron in the gloom, the tall scientist simply lit his flashlight. The thing had a wide beam, more like a camping lantern. Charlie made its glow as broad as it went and shone it around in the eerie silence. 
“Ransacked,” he said. 
Piper seemed to feel none of Cameron’s in-the-dark trepidation. Their roles had almost reversed: She was the brave one, and he seemed to have grown a timid heart. Cameron had become the group’s most tentative. Mile by mile, Benjamin’s death had settled on his shoulders like a heavy cloak. It made him hesitate. He’d lost enough, and couldn’t bear to lose more. 
But Piper had gone ahead with Charlie, flicking on her own flashlight. She was moving ahead, going farther. From where Cameron was standing, he could see that Charlie’s one-word assessment had it pretty much covered. The place had been tossed, every neat pile of research sifted and thrown aside as if by impatient hands.
“Why is the building still here?” Piper asked, fingering a stack of papers. Then, as if remembering, her head moved toward the ceiling as if she could see the mothership through the rock. Wondering, perhaps, if the Astrals had merely been waiting for the mice to come home before closing the trap. 
“They need to know where the Hammer is,” Charlie said. “We’re on the same quest. They want to turn it on, and we want to turn it off, but that doesn’t change the fact that finding it benefits us both. They wouldn’t destroy the place any more than I would.” 
Cameron had been scanning the space, his eyes absorbing disorder. The entrance was behind them, outside light already feeling feebly distant. He had his own flashlight but hadn’t lit it. Now, in the rocking shadows made by Piper’s and Charlie’s lights, something struck Cameron as wrong. A shadow that moved the wrong way. An echo, perhaps, of what he’d seen outside before they’d entered.
His hand came up. His light clicked on. Cameron speared the spot where he’d seen the disobedient shadow but saw only the coffee room’s open door. For some reason, seeing it gave him a pang of sadness. Ivan had called that plain old coffee room the communications room, and Cameron had sat in there for hours beside his father, holding vigil, waiting to hear from Terrence or Franklin — whom Piper had met before his irrational end. 
“What?” Piper asked, noting his urgent gesture. 
“I thought I saw something.” 
Piper turned, her body language changing. Something had been in here, not from this planet. They’d recently left a cave in the rock filled with alien predators. The feeling of being trapped in another with something similar was clear on her face. 
Piper shone her light next to Cameron’s but saw nothing. 
“Over here,” Charlie called. 
After a lingering moment, Charlie and Piper turned. 
Again, something shifted at the edge of Cameron’s peripheral vision, just out of sight. 
“Look.” 
Cameron did. Benjamin’s keyboard was in front of his old office terminal. Many of the lab units didn’t even have keyboards, but Benjamin had always liked taking notes and preferred typing to dictation. 
Now the keyboard was a twisted mass of plastic. It had been torqued as if twisted like taffy, snapped in the middle. The two halves were destroyed, keys popped loose and scattered across the floor like knocked-out teeth. 
“What do you make of this?” Charlie asked. 
“Someone doesn’t like lab work.”
Piper turned to Cameron. He thought she’d roll her eyes, given the mood. Instead, she gave him a tiny smile. Her warmth barely helped. Cameron still felt a chill at his rear, and no matter which way he turned it felt like there was something beyond his vision, just out of sight. 
Charlie picked up half of the keyboard. He set it back down then shone his light around the workstation with fresh interest. The floor was littered with pens and other miscellany. Beyond, one of the thin monitors had been smashed. 
“I don’t get it. This looks like it was done by people.” 
Cameron picked up the keyboard. “I don’t know. I’d swear this was bitten. Like by a Reptar.” 
“It’s pointless. If they wanted the place gone, they could have just blasted it. If they wanted to get information, tossing it like this would be counterproductive.” 
“They’re not good with our computers,” Piper said. “And they don’t understand the way we share our consciousness over the Internet.” 
“Then why try? Why walk in here?” Charlie kicked at a wheeled chair lying sideways on the ground beside a shattered water glass. “They’ve been siphoning the Heaven’s Veil network from the start. Not by coming down and hacking, just by using the air. They could have tried that. Maybe already did.” 
“Terrence’s virus,” Cameron said. “Maybe it cut all of the connections, and coming in here was the only possible way to get what they needed.” 
Charlie shrugged. “Maybe. But still …” He kicked through more debris, the answer apparently too elusive. 
There was new movement to the rear. Cameron heard what sounded like a sniff before spinning, sure that the shadow had come to claim them at last. 
But his flashlight lanced the face of a teenage girl instead, her blonde hair a mess, her clothing filthy. 
Cameron didn’t know the girl well, but he knew her, all right: Nathan’s daughter, Grace. 
“We thought they were looking for something,” she said in a broken whisper. “But mostly, they were angry.” 





Chapter Eight
PIPER LISTENED to the girl for as long as she could. 
Charlie had offered to calm her nerves with a cup of tea. When he remembered that the lab didn’t have power, he offered to hike back to the RV to boil the water. Cameron looked at Piper when Charlie said that, and they exchanged an amused glance. Charlie barely acted human most of the time, and here he was offering to be this young girl’s hero. Grace declined with thanks, and Charlie looked at both of the others as if he’d just realized his fly was open, daring them to call out his tenderness. 
There was still bottled iced tea in the refrigerator. It had warmed, but tea was still tea. Grace accepted it even though the lab seemed to have been her home all along and she clearly could have drunk the tea at anytime. When Piper led to her the couch, she’d gone willingly. 
Then she unspooled her tale. 
Not long into it, Andreus and Coffey entered, their pointless distraction having come full circle in its futility. Of course there was nothing in the obliterated basement. And of course the Astrals hadn’t been fooled, if they’d been watching. 
Every card was on the table. The ship above must know they were here; it was too much to hope that they simply looked skyward and never down. The humans knew the ship knew, and the ship knew they knew. It was, in a strange way, as Charlie had said: They were twisted partners, each in pursuit of the same thing. The only questions were how long each party would let the other tag along … and who would attempt to knife whom in the back. 
Andreus saw his daughter and finally lost his cool. It touched Piper just as Charlie’s kindness had, and she fought, strangely, not to cry. The big bald man embraced the girl, holding her tight for too long while she squeezed him back. Then their former awkwardness seemed to recur, and they separated: Grace moving back to the couch, and Andreus to the small group’s outer halo to listen. 
And then Grace talked.
About the attack, which Piper guessed had timed perfectly with their own escape into the tunnels. The shuttles that had come here first must have arrived seconds after Trevor’s death. After he’d kicked Piper away and shut the door, saving her while feeding himself to the wolves. 
Trevor had been seventeen. So was Grace. They might have been friends. Or maybe something more. But Trevor would never see another birthday. Or a proper burial. 
The ships came. Shuttles first then the mothership. The lab’s skeleton crew had hidden with nowhere to go, slipping under desks like a 1950s duck-and-cover drill. There had been a volley of shots from outside. Grace said she’d heard the ranch house break apart and burn, “like someone kicking down a house of sticks.” Another energy shot close to the door filled the room like a live wire. 
Then the Reptars had come, tall white Titans beside them like escorts. They’d riffled through the papers, to poke impotently around the computer monitors. Either the network had managed to survive that long, or the mothership had somehow held Terrence’s virus temporarily at bay because the screens had remained lit; the lights had stayed on. 
Unable to access whatever they were trying to retrieve, the smashing and killing started.
The first to go had been a tech whose name Grace didn’t know. She’d spent her ranch time mostly in the house out back, and had only run to the cliff after the tumult had started. Telling the story, Grace teared up — not over the tech’s life, but over not knowing his name. As if she hadn’t cared enough to learn it and had somehow caused his death by her own hands.
“That thing they do,” Grace said. “Do you know the thing they do, with your mind?” 
Heads shook. Cameron almost spoke, but Grace had moved on by the time he thought to. He knew a thing they did, if not the thing. He and Piper had shared a strange mental bond once upon a time, but this sounded different as Grace described it. Like an intrusion. Like a rape of the mind, pinning the nameless tech to the wall with Reptar claws, alien eyes meeting his while the thing pillaged his brain like a hacked data bank. Listening, Piper couldn’t help but recall the monks telling her how the Astrals understood human minds as they should have developed, even if they didn’t understand the Internet. 
The others had watched. Literally watched. They saw the tech’s thoughts as the Reptars searched them. They saw the intrusive images the Reptars inserted to apply leverage. Then they saw the kid die from the inside, and then the outside as claws ripped him to shreds. 
Then the next person in the lab. 
Then the next. Furious. Smashing things along the way. Kicking like a tantrum. The Titans’ big white hands pinning each victim against an outside wall so the Reptars could do their job, the dark-think inside the Titans percolating through to the survivors, indistinguishable in image and tone from that of the Reptars. 
Maybe Titans couldn’t fight. Maybe they really couldn’t hurt a fly. But they could make it easy for Reptars to hurt plenty, and the lines between Astrals, in all of their minds, had grown so thin as to no longer matter. 
When Piper could no longer take the story — when Grace neared her climax, the part of the story where she alone survived, possibly specifically to report this grisly tale — she walked away. She didn’t make excuses. She simply turned into the deeper part of the lab, searching for all the Astrals couldn’t find. 
They were so angry. They just smashed and destroyed. Titans and Reptars both. Such … impotent rage. 
It hit Piper all at once. All she’d been keeping inside since their trip through the guts of Cottonwood’s mountain. Through the dust and bugs and fetid-water sumps that washed her bloodstained clothes partially clean. She’d been strong. She’d even felt strong — for once and for all, no longer the old Piper Dempsey. This woman would never again be a passive city’s queen. The new Piper was an insurgent, a troublemaker, an incurable fly in the ointment. 
But for the moment, she felt broken. For now, she needed to be alone, to let it settle. To get it out, like infection. 
She sat in the back room, in a lonely upright chair. She turned off the flashlight, comforted by the darkness and discussion — more sounds than decipherable words — in the other room. This was a human place. They hadn’t cracked it. They’d been so, so angry when Cameron and Nathan had fooled them long enough to grab their ceramic key. But that anger, according to Grace’s story, had earned them nothing but a uniquely human emotion: frustration. 
Piper let the tears come: for Trevor, for Benjamin, for her life with Lila, the changed Meyer, and perhaps mostly for herself. 
When she was finished, Piper looked up in the dark, feeling clean. 
And saw the thing across the room … watching.





Chapter Nine
HEATHER COULDN’T TAKE IT. Listening to Clara talk about her grandfather was too sad. She’d tried to spare Lila the uncomfortable duty of responding, stepping in to do so herself, explaining that Grandpa had gone away and wouldn’t be coming back. That had confused the girl, so Heather had, despite her disbelief in God, told Clara that Grandpa had taken a permanent vacation to a beautiful place that was better than this one. That last wasn’t even much of a lie, despite her atheism. Because really, what wasn’t better than Heaven’s Veil? 
But Clara wouldn’t listen. Didn’t get it. She kept saying that they could just follow Grandpa — a request that made Lila visibly pale and Raj uncomfortable. The girl kept saying that she really wanted to find him, especially if he was on his way to somewhere idyllic. And, because she was Clara, she used that word, too: idyllic. A freaky child prodigy who spoke like a college student but still didn’t understand death. It was like a cartoon evil genius who happens to be a cat … and who, accordingly, can’t resist playing with a ball of yarn. 
Heather left. Raj hadn’t ordered anyone to stop her, perhaps rightly deciding she was defeated enough to not be a flight risk. She’d left Lila and Raj’s apartment — the uncomfortable trio of confused child, distressed mother and daughter, and the murderer who’d caused all the trouble. The murderer was now in charge, and Heather found herself for once empty of insults. Apparently, she could only mock Raj when he’d done nothing to earn it. It was almost ironic. 
On the way down the wide main hallway, Heather heard hard-soled footsteps rushing up behind her. She didn’t bother to turn. It could only be one person, and she didn’t particularly feel like talking to him. Details were Mo’s job, not Heather’s. He could arrange the funeral. She was beat and wanted to bunker in until the weight of Meyer’s death left her. 
Which, right now, she didn’t think it ever would. 
“Ms. Hawthorne?” 
Without turning, Heather said, “Go away, Mo.” 
“Have you seen Terrence?” 
Heather stopped. Turned. Stared directly at Mo with all the irritation and condescension she could muster, which was admittedly little. She didn’t feel up to her usual sarcasm. Her middle felt scooped out, and now her top half was wobbling without support. 
“Terrence? You’re asking me about Terrence?” 
“Systems specialist. Tall black guy, with—”
“Holy shit, Mo. I know who Terrence is. He lives next to me. I was shut into an apocalypse bunker with him. Maybe you remember the last hour or so, when Meyer sent him to go with the Astrals, and you sat here as arbiter?” 
Mo looked almost defensive. He was good at his job and took pride in doing it well — and offense at any implication that he wasn’t.
“I know you know. Maybe if you’d just answered the question instead of preparing a witty rejoinder for once—”
Heather resumed walking, ignoring Mo. He trotted beside her. 
“Don’t walk away from me. Your position here is honorary. Let’s not pretend that you hold any authority in this house when we’re facing a matter of Astral security and a threat to—”
“Oh, shut the hell up, Mo.” 
The hallway lights went out. There was only one window in this stretch, and the change made it surprisingly dark. To Heather, with her morose thoughts, the stone palace in darkness felt like a mausoleum. She stopped, feeling blind for the second it took for her brain to catch on. 
Then the lights returned. Mo was staring at her, his face smug. 
“Nothing but sass with you, huh? Maybe you don’t get what’s happening here. The entire Heaven’s Veil network is down, but it’s wider than we thought. The problem has wormed its way out onto the Internet. Not sure how. We think it might be repeating through the mothership. But of course they can’t tell me because they don’t talk, and the only way for an Astral feeb like me and the rest of humanity to get messages is the old-fashioned way, through the computer, which is down because the whole goddamned network is—”
“Is that what’s happening with the lights?” 
“The house has a generator, but the virus is in the home’s systems too. Which is why, until Meyer comes back, I need Terrence.” Moe said the last word as if he were teaching someone slow. 
Heather blinked, her mind working to understand what he’d said. 
“Terrence went with the Astrals.” 
“He did?” 
“You were here, Mo! We all came running down the stairs. Raj was yelling and shouting about conspiracy. Meyer—” Heather swallowed past his name, “told you that Terrence had done something in the network center. You sent him off with the Titans!” 
Or maybe not, Heather thought. Too much had happened since that long-ago time. Had Mo gone with Raj, Terrence, and the Astral guards? Or had he simply given clearance and walked away?
“I know what I did,” Mo snapped, his patience clearly thin. “But now I’m getting strange texts on Meyer’s phone. It was buzzing so much I heard it all the way down the hall.” 
“I thought the network was dead.” 
“They’re Astral messages. They sort of take over the phone, not like normal texts. They’re not good at messaging, either, and I don’t think the right hand knows what the left is doing. I can’t talk to them, and nobody with a brain — if they have brains — is talking to me. I just keep getting messages that say illuminating things like, ‘Terrence.’”
“What about Terrence?”
Mo held up a phone, apparently Meyer’s. Heather saw nothing on its screen, but Mo said, “I assume they’re asking where he is. I need Meyer to interpret, but …” Mo rolled his eyes. 
“Oh.” 
“So you haven’t seen Terrence? The way these are coming through, it’s like he’s escaped.” 
“No.” 
“What about Raj? He’ll know.” 
Heather tried to remember if Raj had said anything about Terrence. She didn’t think so. She’d been too busy being crushed by the thing nobody had told Mo Weir, obvious as it was. 
“Raj is upstairs.” 
“Fucking Meyer,” Mo muttered. “Now of all times to dip into one of his long Divinity sessions.” 
Mo walked away, frustrated, having no clue he was now right hand to a dead man. 
Meyer wasn’t in a session. Meyer was on a slab somewhere, taken away by the shuttle Heather had run from after clocking Raj and watching him die. She hadn’t wanted to stick around and Meyer no longer needed her, so she’d put feet to brick, having no idea at the time that she’d steer herself to Lila, right back into the hornet’s nest. 
They’d taken him away. Maybe to dissect their erstwhile viceroy, like a science experiment. And the humans? Well, Heather would inform them. 
She watched Mo reach the stairway. Meyer didn’t need a right-hand man anymore. 
Meyer didn’t need breath or food or air. 
Heather blinked. In the split second, behind her closed eyelids, she saw him die on her lap, his lips forming those confusing final words. Words that did nothing to comfort her, though they certainly should have.  
Love you. 
Heather had thought she was empty. But no one was in the hallway to witness her shame, so she let the tears claim her. 





Chapter Ten
CAMERON LOOKED up from the laptop when Piper screamed. 
The external drive’s cord still protruded from the computer’s side, its safety still undecided. Cameron hadn’t been foolhardy; he’d asked Andreus and Charlie if cabling the lab’s drive to a laptop from the RV would just allow Canned Heat to destroy another machine. No one knew the answer, so Cameron had flipped a coin. So far, so good … though picking through Benjamin’s research for an ill-defined answer was like trying to find a hymen in a whorehouse.
Cameron half stood, almost dropping the machine to the floor. But at the last second he pinned it to his legs just as Piper emerged from the back section into the lantern’s glow, rushing, glancing back, her eyes wide and frightened. 
“There’s something here,” she said. 
Andreus stood from beside his daughter. He was carrying a rather large and intimidating-looking weapon Cameron had never seen. He pointed it after Piper, already taking tiny steps to protect what he’d found. 
“Reptars?” 
Piper shook her head, her breath heavy. 
“Titans.” Andreus said it like a lukewarm warning. Just a few days ago, Titans had seemed like powerful pets. They were nothing to be feared because they could only hold you tight. That opinion had changed since Cottonwood. If Titans could become Reptars, then no Astrals were safe. They might all start life as the unseen shape some called Divinity then become one Earthbound form or the other, free to switch behind the curtain as required. And there might be more. There might be other forms. Other talents. Other dangers. 
“I didn’t see what it was.” 
“You heard something,” Andreus said, his barrel still raised. 
“No. I saw it. It didn’t make noise.” 
“No purr. No footsteps.”
“Nothing.” 
“What did it look like?” 
Piper paused. To Cameron’s eyes, she looked almost caught. “I … I didn’t really see what it looked like.” 
“What did you see?” 
“It’s hard to describe.” 
“Try.” 
Piper shook her head. Her chest rose and fell in rhythm, eyes flicking around like a nervous bird’s. She looked more afraid of the dark than scared of Astrals. The lab’s atmosphere was getting to her — or, more practically, the fact that Astrals were closer than comfortable, floating overhead. 
“I don’t know. I didn’t really see it … directly, I guess. Just out of the corner of my eye.”
Andreus looked like he was about to ask more, but Cameron stepped in. 
“I saw something outside.”
“Okay. What was it?” 
“It’s like she said. Corner of the eye.” 
“‘Corner of the eye’ isn’t a shape. It’s how she saw it. So, what? You saw it exactly the same way?” 
It sounded strange, said that way. Cameron didn’t answer. He looked at Charlie for help, knowing there wasn’t any point. But Charlie surprised him again, as he’d done when they’d come inside and when he’d offered to run back to the RV for hot tea. 
“I’ve seen it too.”
“Okay. Then what does it look like, Charlie?” Andreus sounded annoyed. He and Coffey were practically shaking their heads, irritated by the flighty civilians losing their shit on his precision operation. 
“I haven’t seen the thing. Just its shadow.” 
Piper’s head flicked toward Charlie. “Yes. It was like a shadow.” 
“Jesus,” said Coffey. “You’re literally afraid of your own shadows.” 
“It wasn’t my shadow,” Piper said, her voice suddenly anything but timid. “It moved when nothing else was moving, including me. And I could feel it …” she swallowed, “Watching me.” 
“Pull yourselves together. We have a job here.” Andreus lowered his weapon. “Holy shit. You people.” 
Cameron wasn’t having it. “Stop being an asshole. You were the one who discovered them watching us last time.” 
Andreus yanked his signal tracker from his pocket. “With this! Which shows no signals, no presence at all! And we detected a thing, not a ghost!” 
“I can feel it watching us,” Piper said. 
Andreus rolled his eyes, turning, flopping onto the couch. 
She looked into the lab’s darkest end. Cameron followed her gaze. Of course, there was nothing. Until there was: a fold of shadow making a shape, with pits for eyes. But it was like trying to see a hidden picture in a jumble of shapes, and when he blinked, he lost it. 
“There.” The moment he pointed, the thing was gone. 
“I don’t see it,” Piper said.
“It’s not there anymore.” Cameron shook his head, blinking forcibly, trying to see what had gone missing. Piper was right: He could feel its eyes on him. If it had eyes. If it even existed. 
Andreus stood. With the mothership making no moves overhead, he’d run back to the RV for supplies. He’d returned with a backpack, and in that pack had been a heavy four-cell Maglite. He speared the darkness, the beam landing exactly where Cameron thought he’d seen the shadow thing reform. Nothing moved, but there was nothing in the beam, either. 
Andreus stood, keeping his eyes on Cameron. Coffey stood with him, pulling a slightly smaller Maglite from her pack on the floor. 
“This is me being a martyr for you all,” Andreus said. “We’ll look for your spook. And in the meantime, you’re going to pull as many drives as you can fit into that oversized pack I saw in the storage room. You think something’s after us? Fine. We’ll leave, analyze what we get somewhere that gives you fewer scares. This place is a graveyard anyway.” He must have thought back to Grace’s story because then, quieter, he muttered, “Literally.”
Cameron looked down at his own laptop. At the drive cabled to it — arguably the only one they’d need: a 100TB drive filled with Benjamin’s hodgepodge, disorganized research. Charlie’s records were definitely neater, but Cameron couldn’t shake the feeling that grabbing as much information as possible was overthinking the issue. Benjamin had seemed sure on the drive over that he knew where Thor’s Hammer was hidden — and perhaps more importantly, he’d implied it should be obvious to his son. That told Cameron he either knew or he didn’t. The rest was details.
“Five minutes,” Andreus announced. 
He and Coffey headed into the darkness, guns and flashlights ready. 





Chapter Eleven
PIPER DIDN’T WANT to look at Nathan or Jeanine. A schism was forming, with Andreus and Coffey on one side and Cameron, Charlie, and herself on the other. Grace was something else — somewhere in between. Or perhaps more accurately, something like a suitcase. Belongings that one side held close, away from the other. 
Piper desperately missed Trevor, enough that the thought was an arrow. She missed Lila and Clara. She missed Meyer, as he’d once been. She understood the desire to protect her own, and if she had those precious last seconds with Trevor back, she’d grab his weapon and yank him into the tunnel even if keeping him inside meant barring the door with her body. But what she saw with Andreus was different. Grace had run from him, and now he seemed unwilling to let her do it again. He’d hold her close, not with love, but with force if necessary. For her own protection. Because, in the big picture, of love. 
But the roundabout nature of his affection was twisted, damaged, wrong. Piper didn’t like it. She didn’t like the way Andreus seemed to be wrestling for control of their group, the same way he’d recently commanded his Republic. She didn’t like the way Coffey, who was always armed, stood by his side like a good lieutenant. And she didn’t like the way her girlish fears had handed Andreus and Coffey more ammunition — more proof that the kid, the scientist, and the arm candy woman were unstable, and probably silly. Fools who needed protection, even if they didn’t want it. 
Once in the sunlight, the feeling of being watched by the shadow felt far less pressing than it had in the lab. But Cameron had already told Piper that he’d seen something before they’d gone inside. It wasn’t just her. Or the dark that had got to her. 
They were being tailed. Somehow. By something they couldn’t see — or, more accurately, couldn’t see directly. It was almost there but not quite, always present but somehow absent.
Once away from Moab with their horde, Piper found Cameron sitting on a rock while Charlie culled Benjamin’s data. Cameron was approaching this far more metaphysically than even Piper would have. He seemed sure that the data mattered, but not in finding Thor’s Hammer. It would help them reach the weapon, but finding was already within him. Benjamin had told him as much before dying, laughing at his son’s lack of vision. 
Piper looked at Cameron’s profile. His stubble was almost a beard — but not really because Cameron’s face still belonged to a teenager. His perpetually young look made the stubble more odd than rugged. 
She followed his eyes to the mothership above the ranch, now in the distance. Even from here, it was massive. A silver moon that had grown full too near the ground, its swelling metal belly seeming to hang like something pregnant. 
Piper said, “If you stare at the ship long enough, the answer will come.”
Without moving his head, Cameron replied, “I’m not staring at the ship.” 
She sat beside him. He was, indeed, looking directly at the ship. 
“What’s it doing here, Cam?” 
“Suckling. Recharging. I don’t know. Can you see the beam coming from the stone arch my dad was always checking out?” 
In the bright sun, the beam was hard to see. But then it became easier.
“Yes. From the money pit.” 
“Maybe it’s trying to reconnect to the network. Maybe soon, they’ll lay more stones and start again.” 
“You think Canned Heat affected them, too?” 
Cameron chewed his cheek, his gaze still unblinking. After a thoughtful pause, he said, “I get this feeling that what affects us affects them automatically.” 
“Why?” 
“It’s just a feeling.” 
Piper understood, in a way. She’d had a feeling earlier, having to do with the vengeance at Little Cottonwood Canyon as somehow related to Meyer, his connection to Divinity, and the way it had changed him. And, perhaps most importantly, the way he’d stayed the same. 
“How long are you going to stare at that ship?” 
“I told you. I’m not staring at the ship.” 
Again, Piper compared Cameron’s profile to his line of sight.
“Have a seat,” he said. 
Piper did. 
“Look at the ship.” 
Piper did that, too.
“Now let your eyes settle. Don’t focus. Just let the muscles relax. Look through the ship more than at it.” 
“Okay.” 
“Now without looking away, see if you can check your peripheral vision. To the right. At the base of that big outcropping. And tell me I’m not crazy.” 
Piper followed Cameron’s directions. The first few times she tried, her eyes wanted to look at the outcropping full on, and she had to start again. Then she got the trick of seeing into the corners without actually looking, and — 
Piper jumped, breath catching in her throat. 
“So you see it.”
Piper took a calming breath and gazed back at the ship. She let her eyes defocus. It was still there, right where Cameron had said: a shape like a large dog, an ink-black shadow with nothing to cast it. When she turned to look directly at it, the shadow was gone, but when she merely caught it sidelong, the shape was clear as day. The kind of thing that couldn’t be unseen. The kind of thing that would, she felt sure, visit her nightmares. 
“I see it.” 
“Is that what was inside the lab?” 
“I think so. What is it?” 
Cameron gave a tiny shake of his head. “I don’t know. But I think I saw it outside, when we first got near the mothership, before we went in. You saw it inside, and now it’s out here.” 
“It’s following us.” 
“Grace didn’t react when we mentioned it. She’s been hiding in that lab for days. If it had been there, you’d think she’d have seen it. That makes me think we brought it with us.” 
Piper found the shape again. She didn’t like seeing the thing, so she blinked away, looking at the formation’s base directly. And of course there was nothing there.
“Is it like the BB?” 
“Maybe. But my gut says no.” 
“What do we do? Try tricking it like before?” 
“You know what they say about fool me once, fool me twice,” Cameron said. 
“I don’t think we can. I think this is something else. Not a drone. Whatever that is, it’s alive. It’s awake. And even when we forget to look, it’s paying attention.” 
Piper’s eyes strayed to the ship. The giant sphere that had once been elsewhere before returning to Moab for reasons unknown. It must have dropped the troops that destroyed the lab, just enough to let the humans do their jobs as unwitting translators. 
The Astrals had played the humans once, too. And just as the aliens wouldn’t be fooled twice, Piper didn’t particularly want to be played again, either. 
“It left the lab so we’d be able to figure out where the Templars put Thor’s Hammer and how to get at it,” Cameron said. 
“I assumed. So what do we do?” 
“We solve the puzzle,” Cameron said. “Then lead them to it.”





Chapter Twelve
CHRISTOPHER DID a double take while passing the network center, on his way to check the roof’s dish. He saw a big black circle with eyes in its middle, like a black Pac-Man, then realized he was seeing Terrence’s hair, after having made peace with the idea that it was gone forever. 
“Terrence?” 
There were two Titans, two humans, and two Reptars watching Terrence work. The guards were arranged in a semicircle, paired like a Noah’s Ark of security personnel. 
“Oh. Hey, Christopher.” 
The lack of recognition was disarming. Last Christopher heard, Terrence had been sent up to the mothership on something dire enough to raise Raj’s dander. But now that Terrence was free and working on computers under the literal gun, Raj was nowhere to be seen, and Meyer’s orders meant nothing. Christopher had no idea what side he was supposed to be on, where everyone’s allegiances lay, and whether he himself was in trouble. When the bad guys became the good guys and the bad guys’ allies made the good guys work while the bad guys vanished …  
Well, Christopher was confused enough. 
“You’re … here,” he said, giving the most neutral, noncommittal answer.
“Yes.” Terrence looked at Christopher, seeming to wonder if he could trust him. “I’m here.” 
“It’s good to see you.” 
This was stupid. Christopher felt like a person talking on a tapped phone line. The Reptars were standing down but glaring with their yellow eyes. Meyer would shit when he saw that; Reptars were strictly outside-the-home security. The Titans were watching the men with bland interest, and the house guards were eyeing Christopher with a mix of respect and skepticism. Christopher was second in command only to Raj, and first in command until recently because Raj never used his authority. Still, Terrence was a prisoner, and Christopher knew him from way back. The guards might be for Christopher or against him. It was a knot with too many loose ends. 
“Good to see you too, Chris.” 
“Maybe you can take a break. From …” He looked at Terrence’s position: kneeling on the network center floor, doors propped open, a cowling of some sort removed from one of the large machines, his tattooed arms up to the wrists in jumbled wires. 
“From what the Commander of the Guard told me to do, of course.” 
“Of course.”
Christopher looked at the humans. “Take five.” 
“Sorry, Captain,” said Francis, one of the humans. “We’re under orders to stay by his side.” 
“Francis, it’s me.” 
“Sorry, sir.” 
Before Christopher could protest more, a voice came from behind. Overhead lights flickered, and this time they stayed dead for a full beat. It was as if the voice, at Christopher’s rear, had turned the lights on and off to keep everyone quiet, like in kindergarten. 
“Christopher.” 
Christopher turned. “Raj.” 
“Maybe it’s time you started calling me by my title.” 
“Raj,” Christopher repeated. 
Raj regarded Christopher, apparently wondering if the fight was worth it. It must not have been because instead of insisting, he wandered away, farther down the hallway. When he looked back, Christopher intuited he was supposed to follow. It was his turn to decide if it was a power play worth resisting.  
It wasn’t. Not with all the thin ice. 
“He’s fixing what he broke,” Raj said, answering Christopher’s unasked question. 
“Can he do that? Mo says it’s everywhere. Out on the Internet, even.”
“With help, he can.”
“I came to adjust the dish. Thought that might help.” 
Raj rolled his eyes with pure drama. Apparently, that had been the stupidest thing Christopher could have said. 
“They don’t need the dish. Are you kidding me?” 
“I didn’t know the Astrals were helping.” 
“Of course they’re helping, Christopher. Contrary to what some seem to feel lately, we’re in this together.” 
“Jons is asking for Viceroy Dempsey.” 
“Did anyone bother to tell him that the viceroy is dead?” 
“We didn’t have a conversation. It was a request, for the guards. I’ll tell him when I get there, but no, it didn’t seem necessary to send someone on an extra trip by foot, with the network out.” 
“Police Captain Jons sent word through you?” 
“Me and Trevor. But Trevor isn’t around, so yes, through me.” Something in Raj’s face bothered Christopher. He wanted to punch it more than usual. He fought the urge to add, Is that a problem for you? But something in that cocky bearing made him hold it in. 
“Okay. Run to Jons.” 
“Not just me, Raj.” He was struck by sudden inspiration, eyes flicking to Terrence, who could use a bit of time without the asshole on his back. “He wants to talk to you, too.” 
“Why?” 
“You’re commander, aren’t you?” 
“For now. You can handle it, Captain.” 
“There’s a grid issue. The Apex is drawing a bunch of power. With the network out, it’s sucking from the lines, like charging a phone by plugging it into a computer.” 
“So?” 
“I don’t know this shit … sir. Maybe you’d better come to explain why a glass pyramid is pulling power the city needs, now especially.” 
“What makes this my problem? The Astrals can draw whatever power they want. This is their city.” 
“Did you know the Apex even uses power?” 
Raj looked like he was deciding whether or not he should admit to something. He glanced back at Terrence, maybe realizing that the man, who was trying to clean his own mess, must already know. It was hard to tell in the sunlight, but after getting the message, Christopher had looked at the Apex to see if he could see what Jons had reported. Sure enough, the thing was pulsing like a power indicator. It wasn’t normally lit, yet now it was alight as if struggling to get what it needed. Something wired below the city in ways no one had noticed before. 
“Yes. I helped design the network,” Raj said. “Our part anyway.” 
“What power does it need?” 
“I don’t see how that’s your concern.” 
Christopher shrugged. “I just want to know what I should tell Jons.” 
“Tell him to mind his own fucking business.” 
“Sure. But hey, you’re the one who said we should all work together — us and the Astrals. Jons has his geeks working from the city side. You’re on the hub here. But the Apex? If we keep treating it like an unknown …” 
“It’s an antenna of some sort,” Raj blurted. 
“They told you that.” 
“It’s obvious. It’s also the reason you adjusting dishes is pointless. You can see it in the logs and usage. They’re connected to it some other way, but it’s fed into the grid, too. With our power off, it’s probably acting as a sink.” 
“Can we just cut it off then, if it has its own power?” 
“I …” He looked at Terrence. “I don’t know.” 
“Really. Okay. I’ll tell Jons you don’t know anything.” 
Raj’s jaw set. “I’m staying here. Tell Jons to leave the Apex connection alone until he hears otherwise. I’m watching what Terrence is doing, and he won’t try anything funny unless he wants summary execution. Until then, if the Apex is pulling power from what Jons is supervising, tough shit.” 
“If that’s what you want.” 
“It’s what I want.”
Christopher turned, feeling himself dismissed, and walked back toward the stairs. 
“Oh, and Captain?” Raj said from behind him. 
Christopher turned. 
“I know that you and Terrence are good friends.” 
Christopher considered denying. Instead, meeting Raj’s greedy little eyes, he nodded. 
“If he can’t fix this, I just want you to know that I’m holding you responsible as well.” 
Christopher felt his patience snap. “How the hell can you—” 
“And Captain?”
Christopher held his tongue, his internal temperature rising. 
“I suggest you don’t stop by to see Lila on the way to Jons.” 
Christopher bit his lip. With Meyer gone, the Astrals mum, and the city going dark, there was no way to know who’d end up as the new man on top. Raj thought it’d be him, by rook if not by right. If that happened, given what Raj seemed to have done to Meyer, Terrence’s work might as well include digging his own grave. And he’d be digging one for Christopher, too.
Instead of replying, Christopher turned and left without a word. 
He passed the big window to the Apex on his way, stopping a moment to watch it pulse, wondering what possible signals the big blue antenna might be sending.





Chapter Thirteen
THE TRICK of seeing the shadow was like rolling a quarter across the knuckles for show. Once Piper had it figured out, she couldn’t stop trying while Cameron puzzled over their retrieved drives. The difference was that this particular trick chilled her, and distracting Cameron to point out its movements (closer, farther, circling around as if trying to get a better angle on what they were doing) felt like an awful idea. They’d come to dig into Benjamin’s research. Nathan wanted to move on now that they’d left the labs — perhaps to study the data away from the mothership’s eye — but Cameron was more practical: They didn’t know if they had the information required to find Thor’s Hammer. As long as the lab was still standing with potential evidence inside, they should keep it close. They might need to go back … but for what was a constant question below the group’s skin, with everyone afraid to ask. 
Piper blinked in the sun, telling herself that her eyes were on the ship and lab, not the shadow with no substance. Not the thing she felt compelled to watch even though it made her flesh crawl, because not knowing where it might be was so much worse. 
Piper jumped when Charlie came up behind her.
“Charlie!” A few breaths. “I didn’t see you there.” 
“It occurs to me that the situation may be different than we imagine.” 
Piper waited for more. There was none. 
“Why’s that, Charlie?” 
“Benjamin said that the Templars left clues like a scavenger hunt. I can’t read runes and I don’t have his history background, so I tended to take his word.” 
Again, Piper waited. Then she said, “Okay.” 
“But the photo you saw, which we assume was taken in a buried temple below the Heaven’s Veil pyramid, said, ‘Device missing.’ Meaning it was taken away, again supposedly by the Templars. There were instructions, written by humans and meant to be read by other humans of the same mindset, leading to a location inside Cottonwood Canyon. But the instructions were to the plate in Cameron’s satchel, not the missing device itself. The key to start it up rather than the thing that needed starting.”
“Charlie said that Benjamin knew where Thor’s Hammer was. He didn’t actually say, though. The way Cameron tells it, he thought it was a big joke.” 
“That’s what I’ve been thinking. That it would be a joke. The Templars took the key. They hid the key. So where is the Hammer? Why split them up?” 
“Maybe it’s like hiding the gun in one place and the bullets in another.” 
Charlie was looking at the ship. Maybe at the shadow, too. 
“There’s more missing here than their device,” he said after a long moment. 
“Hey, you two,” Cameron said, beckoning. He’d raised an awning on the RV’s side and had been sitting in the shade, a long power cord running from the vehicle’s interior to a folding metal chair Cameron had fashioned into his outdoor office. The setup made Piper uneasy. They were taking the ship far, far too much for granted. Charlie could talk all day about how this was all a shell game with each side trying to outwit the other without actually hiding, but to Piper it was more like tumbling dice. Driving away from the mothership might keep them safer or it might not, but sitting so close was spitting in fate’s eye … like Benjamin beneath it all those years ago.
Piper came forward, flanked by Charlie. Andreus and Coffey, watching them gather from a distance, came into the shade to see what was going on. 
A collage of photos showing the blue pyramid being built in the middle of Heaven’s Veil lit Cameron’s screen. 
“I didn’t know where to start,” he said. “Dad knew a lot about many things, and he’d spread his interests across the globe. I tried searching this drive for Thor’s Hammer, and found a lot of results. A lot of results. He’s been fiddling with the theory forever. But I don’t see anything concrete — just mentions of ancient doomsday weapons from religious texts, rumors, stories of vengeful gods who came from the sky. There’s so little in common between the stories — other than weapon or plague or reset itself — that nothing stuck out. So I set them aside. Anything before Astral Day is suspect. Too much has changed. So I started looking only at documents that mention Thor’s Hammer since that time, in the last two-plus years.” 
Nathan looked at Charlie. “Shouldn’t you be doing this rather than Cameron?” 
“He said I knew where it was,” Cameron said, a trifle shortly. “On the ride to Cottonwood.” He looked at Piper and related what she’d just told Charlie. As far as historical jokes go, it’s a doozy. 
“So where is it, Professor?” 
Cameron shook his head. “Somewhere we went together, I guess. But we went so many places. We went to Giza. We went to Aztec and Mayan settlements, to Turkey, to the Painted Desert. We saw the Olmec heads, all over Europe, the Rose Stone. I was like luggage to my father. He had places to go, so my mom and I went too. After a while, she stopped going and stayed home. That was the beginning of the end, and I’d chosen my father by default because he kept dragging me along. When she finally left him, I was in the middle. So I spent a long time turning my back on what now, I’m supposed to see as obvious.” 
“Egypt,” said Andreus. “That seems logical.” 
“I guess we’ll hop on a plane,” Charlie said. 
“There are ways.” 
“Especially when there’s so much evidence to support such a long, dangerous trip.” 
“Hey,” Andreus said, his brow pinching, “you were the one who said they want us to find it.” 
Cameron raised a hand for calm. “When we were at Cottonwood, their little spy device went inside my satchel. It saw our key.” He nodded toward the mothership. “So what’s stopping them from taking it?” 
“They tried to take it from you plenty in the mountain,” Andreus said. 
“I think they were angry in the mountain.” Behind Andreus, Grace had emerged from the RV. He nodded toward her. “And what Grace said about their behavior in the lab proves it. In two years, we’ve never seen them react impulsively … until then. Reptars will rip people apart, but they do it efficiently, like duty. Titans smile. Everything is always precise and intentional. But we surprised them in there. We caught them with their intergalactic pants down — surprised them enough that they broke from what was precise and intentional and showed us their shape-shifting trick. But where’s that anger now?” 
He looked at the mothership. 
“Back to sensible. Back to waiting and watching. Seeing what we’ll do next, because they have all the time in the world.” 
Cameron gestured to the laptop screen. 
“I know how my dad was. He got excited, and he wasn’t good at containing his enthusiasm. Or at sitting on problems while dying to solve them.” 
Piper looked at the images, not understanding. 
“How often, once we discovered that little BB watching everything we did, did Benjamin ask to borrow your signal detector, Nathan?” 
Nathan blinked as all eyes turned to him. Whatever he’d been expecting Cameron to say, that wasn’t it. 
“A few times. How did you know?” 
“I sorted everything on this drive by file modification date and began at the end, just to see what he’d been working on most recently. Say, after reading that Templar tablet. With your detector at his side, doing his thing whenever it told him he wasn’t being watched.” 
Charlie crossed his arms beside Piper. He looked at the ship, and there was a small nod, as if something had suddenly made sense. 
“The Apex,” Cameron said, still pointing at the screen. “The last subject of my father’s obsession was the blue pyramid in Heaven’s Veil. And seeing all these images and soundings and schematics makes me wonder: Why would the Templars hide the key in Little Cottonwood Canyon rather than Thor’s Hammer itself … unless they never intended to hide the Hammer at all?” 
“You’re kidding,” said Andreus, realization dawning. 
“What better grand historical joke could the Templars have pulled,” Cameron asked, “than to conceal the thing the Astrals lost — in the exact place they left it?”
Charlie was still staring at the mothership. At the energy beam connecting it to the money pit. He gave another small nod. “Vail,” he said. “Again.”
Piper followed Charlie’s gaze and saw the shadow. 
It had come closer, as if to listen.





Chapter Fourteen
CHRISTOPHER DIDN’T LISTEN. He went to see Lila first. Because, of course, that had been the whole idea. 
Now that Meyer was gone — away in a trance with Divinity, according to Mo Weir, who hadn’t been given the memo — Raj was nominally in charge. It made sense. Who in the house outranked him? Who in the house (or, really, in Heaven’s Veil) could challenge him? Captain Jons, maybe. But Jons had his hands full with Reptar peacekeepers, and now this bullshit with the Apex’s power. Raj would be running the place before Jons knew what hit him. 
For now, everyone was toeing the line. Christopher would do as ordered where his dick wasn’t concerned while the other guards licked Raj’s boots. 
If Raj wanted snooping devices installed, he could do that kind of thing now. Meyer already had. That’s how he found out about the virus Terrence had unleashed onto the network, when it had been changing hands with … well, with Christopher. Raj had seen the recordings — right there on the house server, accessible with his plain old sysadmin access. 
Raj went to the office down the hall. The last time he’d been in here, Heather had come in with some sort of vampy comedian routine to insult and distract him from what Terrence was up to — from what Meyer (and everyone kept forgetting this) had let him do. Meyer got what he had coming. Traitors got the broadsword. So it had always been; so it would always be. 
Raj closed the door. Pulled out a tablet. And, of course, watched from the far end of Lila’s room as Christopher entered. The little bastard didn’t leave the doorway and kept checking the hallway, probably sure that the minute he unzipped, Raj would be there to cut something off. 
Which was accurate.
But the door stayed open. Christopher stayed professional, save one telling, too-deep kiss. Clara was in the room while Lila and Christopher betrayed her daddy, back turned, her spooky internal eye surely wide open. She’d been withholding, too. She knew what the others were up to yet failed to tell her father. 
Why was everyone against Raj? He was a good guy. Smart. Great at solving problems. He’d always tried to do the right thing. He’d stuck by Lila’s side, tried to keep her safe. But he just wasn’t goddamn good enough. 
“Terrence is back,” Christopher told Lila on-screen. 
Lila’s eyes, from what Raj could see, looked red. That bit of information cleared them enough to snap around, stare Christopher in the face. 
“Back?” 
“Upstairs.”
“Did he escape?” 
“No. Raj has him. He’s under guard. Trying to undo what he did.”
“Mom made it sound like it wasn’t un-doable.” 
“Who knows.” Christopher shrugged. “This is Raj we’re talking about.” 
His skin prickled. Raj wanted to head down there, punch Christopher in the throat. He could do it, too. Get a few guards to hold him down then beat Christopher’s face off with his knuckles while his lover watched. 
“How are you doing?” Christopher asked. 
“I don’t know.” 
“I haven’t heard anything. I ran into your mother. She said Mo is looking for him.” 
“For Raj?” 
“For your dad.” 
Lila sniffed. The idea of an aide searching for his dead master seemed to strike her as especially sad. She sighed. 
“What about Clara?” 
“I can’t tell her. I just can’t, Chris. She’s adamant. Wants to go find him.” She sniffed again. “Wants to play.” 
Lights flickered around Raj but also around Christopher and Lila. The tablet stayed on, as both it and the spy device ran on internal power. The signal was over the air, not the net. 
“Terrence?” Lila said. 
“The house has its own power. But it’s … infected somehow. The rest of the city is another problem. I’m headed to Captain Jons.” 
That must have rung a bell for Lila because she sort of blinked then stepped past Christopher to peek into the hall. Like Christopher, she didn’t feel confident enough to close the door but did lower her voice and pull them deeper into the suite. Toward Raj’s listening device, as luck would have it. 
“Do the police watch city security? Is that something Jons handles?” 
“Some. Well … mostly?” 
“You’re not sure?” 
“It’s the outage. Terrence might be able to shunt some stuff around, but I doubt he’s trying. Or if he is, he’s hoping to reestablish a line to the others.” 
Raj sat up straighter. Line to the others? This just got juicy. 
“Can he talk to them? Can he get them a message?” 
“Raj is an idiot, but he’s not stupid enough to let that happen,” Christopher said. 
Raj’s fists clenched on the tablet. There was a tiny cracking sound, and he forced his hands to unclench.
“Besides, I doubt it. I’m not a tech guy, but from what Jons says, there’s a steep slope the farther you go from the mansion. There’s some power, some scant communication inside the walls. But nothing outside. It’s a dead zone out there. There was something happening out in the desert. Something Terrence knew about, something to do with Cameron’s crew. It just got cut off. Like there’s nothing there.” 
Lila’s voice inched upward. “Cut off?” 
“Just the communication.” 
“Have you heard anything about Trevor?” 
“Li. I told you, I haven’t heard anything. I’m sure he’s okay.” 
Lila relaxed. “Jons then.” 
“What about him?” 
“Could he get a message out?” 
“Not without smoke signals. What’s going on?” 
Lila exhaled then chewed her lip. 
“Lila, what?” 
“Something Clara said after I brushed her off enough about … about Dad. I think they’re coming back.” 
“Who?” 
“Cameron. Piper. That soldier guy.” 
“Andreus?” 
“Maybe.” 
“Back where?” He sort of flinched, and Raj, watching, set the tablet down to keep from dropping it. “Not here. Not to Heaven’s Veil.” 
“I think so.” 
“Why? They barely escaped last time.” 
“Maybe they want to rescue us.” 
Christopher laughed. When Lila didn’t join him, he composed himself and said, “Lila.” 
“What?” 
“Why would they do that? We’re safe here, and—”
She laughed. Raj could almost hear his name in that cynical bark, reading a thousand words in its single syllable. Poor little Lila, kept captive by her strong, providing husband while she sucks the subordinate’s dick. Boo-fucking-hoo.   
“Safe enough,” Christopher amended. “They’re the wanted ones, by both humans and Astrals, I think. We’re in a big house with lots of protection.” 
Protection that might turn on you soon.
“Besides, there’s no way to get in here.” 
“Cameron got in,” Lila said. 
“They let him in. They wanted the virus.” 
“You fooled them then. We need to fool them again.” 
“Lila, they won’t come back. This is the lion’s den. We can’t know what they’re doing because Terrence had the line outside, and now both he and the line are out of service. I’ll keep checking in with him when I can, and maybe he’ll open something back up and let me know how to use it. But I wouldn’t count on it. Not to be dramatic, but this is kind of a save the world situation. Whether they have a chance or not, they’ll definitely try. And coming here instead of doing what they need to do, even for you and Clara and Heather, when you’re fine where you are? That’d be stupid.”
Lila shook her head. She looked off frame — toward Clara, Raj assumed. The girl must have gone into the other room when they’d been talking because they wouldn’t be discussing her otherwise. Not that Clara, who had a way of knowing everything, would ever stay in the dark.
“She said they were coming. ‘Grandma Piper, Mr. Cameron, and their three friends.’” Again Lila sighed, her worried eyes on the tablet’s screen. “She didn’t mention Trevor.” 
“Did you ask?” 
“I was afraid to.” 
“And you believe her?” 
Lila gave him a look. “Chris. When has she ever been wrong?” 
“Then Trevor is in the group that’s not doing something dumb. The group that’s doing what they all should be doing.” 
“We need to send them a message, let them know the network is out here, too. Maybe they can sneak in. Past the usual security systems. Your monitors must be going too, right?” 
Christopher nodded. 
“Tell them how to find their way in. Or meet them at the gate, if they’re here for us. They need to come around. The cameras by the fences at the rear, near the church? They’ll be out. But not the guards in front.” 
Raj had a chance to level up. To be a next-level hero, by bringing some intruders to justice. 
“We can’t send a message. There’s just no way.” Christopher seemed to think. “But I can talk to Jons. If you really think they’re coming, maybe he’ll help make them a hole.” 
Lila seemed uncertain. “He’s the chief of police.” 
Christopher gave a little smile. “And he’s also one testy, irritated fucker. Let me feel him out. Jons doesn’t always play well with others.” 
“And Trevor?” Lila asked, her eyes getting freshly wet. “You really think he’s okay?” 
Christopher pulled her into a hug. “I’m sure,” he said. 
Raj made notes on a pad. 
Maybe Trevor was safe. 
But whoever had plans to sneak up on Heaven’s Veil? They weren’t safe at all.





Chapter Fifteen
NATHAN FOUND Charlie Cook’s long and lanky form around the RV’s side while the others were loading up. They were about to do something that felt — even in Nathan’s mind, now — necessary. He wasn’t convinced that Benjamin Bannister’s doomsday weapon was hidden in plain sight beneath the Apex, but he hated the thought of running or hiding. He’d always been in charge, and when someone fucked him, he fucked them back harder. The Andreus Republic, which didn’t have the same importance to the Astrals as the Moab facility, had probably been obliterated. Nathan didn’t like the idea of lying down and taking it. Heading to Vail — to die in a blaze of glory, perhaps — felt like a fitting response from a warlord scorned. 
Charlie was standing under the far side awning, alone. He was still staring at the mothership. Now that the light had shifted, Nathan could see what the others had pointed out: the thin, perfectly straight line of light stretched, like a tether, between the ship’s belly and the stone arch. 
“We’ve got a problem, Charlie,” Nathan said. 
Charlie turned. Despite the world’s end, the man still looked like he belonged in an office, poring over actuarial tables. He had his glasses, his bug eyes, his short-sleeve, business-casual shirt, and his mismatched brown tie. His hair was a mess but managed to be unstylish at the same time — cut wrong in a new world where there was no such thing as cut right. 
Cook didn’t reply other than to stare. So Nathan continued. 
“I think this is the Salt Lake mothership. There’s really no way to be positive, but I’d bet my life that it’s not the one from Heaven’s Veil — the one that was here before.” 
“And?” Charlie asked. 
Nathan pointed. “I see an animal at a watering hole. It’s fueling up. For what?” 
“We assume they’re powered with fusion reactors. They probably scoop hydrogen from the atmosphere.” 
“I’m not talking about what makes them fly.” 
Charlie looked for a second like he might argue because trying to seem superior during a dispute is what he did. “I’m not either,” he finally said. 
“How many of these money pit things are there around the world, do you think?” 
“There’s no way to be sure. We know of eleven. This one, the one under Dempsey’s old place in Vail, pits at the other eight capitals, and the original on Oak Island. When the Internet was up, some of the people Benjamin talked to claimed they had satellite feeds capable of seeing blooms like that one there.” He nodded toward the ship. “But we’ve only ever seen them suckling power from this one.” 
“We saw the same,” Nathan said. “I had this theory for a while that the motherships would all visit something like that to charge up, like rubbing your feet across a rug to make static electricity. There’s not a lot to do out there, and our access, thanks to our partnership, was mostly unrestricted. So I believe what I saw. And it never happened. The motherships don’t seem to draw power from the pits below them. They’re just docked. Oak Island hasn’t, as far as I’ve seen, even been visited. It’s just this one. This one ranch, where all sorts of weird shit has happened over the years, mecca to paranormal investigators.” 
“What’s your point?” 
“Why is this ship here now? Why is it charging up?” He nodded toward the ship’s silver belly. “This is exactly what we were watching for.” 
“It’s one ship.” 
“Why now?” 
“I don’t know.” 
Andreus moved around Charlie then met his eye. 
“You’re sure watching it a lot for someone who doesn’t think it’s any big deal.” 
Charlie turned, meeting Nathan’s eye. 
“Do you know SETI?” 
“The people who used to spend every day listening to space for alien radio.” 
“Correct,” said Charlie. “After Black Monday, the air went out of a lot of the world’s governments. I’d guess they’re still out there, hiding, planning ways to rattle their sabers. But programs like NASA and SETI fell apart too. Except that they didn’t. Not really. Benjamin used to talk to a group who was working rogue on some of the SETI equipment — remotely, I’m sure.” 
“And?” 
“Before the Astrals censored the net, near the beginning, those people told us they were finding new signals. From the moon.” 
“So now there really are little green men on the moon?” 
“These people weren’t official SETI. They didn’t understand the data at first. Turns out, they were hearing an echo. Something not from the moon, but bouncing off the moon.”
“From where?” Nathan asked. 
“Earth.” 
Nathan’s tongue found the corner of his cheek. He’d come out here to tell Charlie about an unpleasant itch that he knew Cameron and Piper wouldn’t be able to hear, as keyed up and jumping at literal shadows as they were. Now there was this plan to head into the throat of Heaven’s Veil, which Nathan was okay with … though for very different reasons. He respected Cameron, but since the beginning they’d never truly seen eye to eye. Now his father’s loss had damaged the kid. Made his decisions stupid and in need of a guiding hand — with rational assistance like Charlie’s, if he could get it. 
Nathan thought he’d come out here with a warning worth heeding: After two years of dormancy, their little Cottonwood stunt seemed to have prompted the Astrals into action. But as it turned out, Charlie held the trump card. 
“The message obviously wasn’t something we could interpret, but it seemed too unchanging to act as more than a beacon,” Charlie continued. “That bugged me. Because if the Astral fleet was already here, what was the purpose of sending a signal?” 
“You think they were calling home.” 
Charlie shrugged. “The archaeological records say they’ve come, taught us, then destroyed humanity. Over and over. But what’s the point? My theory at the time — and the beacon fit right into this — stated it was research of some sort. And that they wouldn’t move on until their fieldwork for any given round was done.” 
“You’re saying that Earth is an ant farm.” 
“Maybe. And if so, they’d want to communicate their findings. They’d need to call home, if they didn’t want to wait until the planet was cleaned up before working on what they’d found. But it was only a beacon. A repeating signal. They’d only need to send a real signal after they had enough information.” Charlie’s eyebrows twitched. “Once they were done with us.”
Nathan looked back at the ship. Charlie’s theory fit in with his and Coffey’s discussion. Charlie was a scientist. Neither Nathan nor Jeanine had been before the Astrals turned them all into astronomers. But he knew how to fight, and how he’d proceed were he in the aliens’ shoes. 
“When was this?” Nathan asked. “When you noticed the ‘beacon’?” 
“Before the net was censored. But after they began building the Apex in Vail. And, presumably, around the world.”
“I heard Benjamin theorize that the Apex was like an antenna,” Nathan said.
“There are nine capitals, each with an Apex pyramid. So no, it’s not just an antenna. It’s an array.” 
“If your guess is right,” Nathan said, “what would that ‘array’ need before it could send a data-rich signal through space — once they had reason to relay information for real?”
Charlie nodded toward the ship, apparently gathering a charge from the underground pit. “Power.” 
Nathan’s head turned as well. In the corner of his eye, something seemed to move. But it was just a trick of light. The hardpan between their position and the ranch’s remains was empty. 
“Let’s head to Vail regardless,” Nathan said. “Whether Cameron is right about Thor’s Hammer or not.” 
“I don’t want to go at all.” Charlie bit his lip. “But I will.” 





Chapter Sixteen
BY THE TIME Christopher arrived at the police station, the sun was halfway down and the Veil’s north-south streets were rich with shadow. Reptar patrols surprised him no fewer than five times, and Christopher found himself staring down the blue-glowing maw of one of the beasts, hearing its gut-deep purr. Each time, he pointed to his uniform, implying his right to be exactly where he was unless the Astrals planned to drop the facade and take over for real. And each time, the thing let him pass — leaving the distinct impression that a clock, inside Heaven’s Veil, was ticking on the human/Astral alliance. 
The station had begun preparations for nightfall. The lights, once away from the viceroy mansion, were entirely out. Generators could be heard running behind several of the businesses, giving the air a vague tang of gasoline. Where lights ran, they were too bright and scattered — positioned like shop bulbs, meant more for utility than decorum. 
Christopher fought his way through workmen in blue who were setting up large tripods with big lights up top, like something on a back lot. He stepped through a snake’s nest of black cables, minding his footwork. In the middle, surrounded by milling Titans whose presence was clearly unwelcome, was the big form of Malcolm Jons. 
“Christopher,” he said, less authoritatively than Chris had come to expect from the big man, who was usually shouting. He beckoned with a frying pan-sized hand. “Get over here. I don’t know that I’ve ever been more glad to see someone in my life, except my family or my god.” 
Christopher resisted the urge to ask if Jons had actually seen God. Stranger things had happened. 
The big hand settled on Christopher’s shoulder. Jons looked up a short set of stone steps into the HVPD station. Inside were more Titans — a stray Reptar purred as it scuttled behind on insect legs. That was something Christopher never thought he’d see. But then again, he never thought he’d see Reptars in the viceroy’s mansion, either. 
Jons’s face twisted in disgust as he looked through the station’s door. He moved his hand to Christopher’s back, turned him around, and said, “Walk with me.”
Once away from the door and alien ears, Christopher found himself facing Jons in a loose knot of roving policeman. Some were helping with the street lighting, apparently deciding that the lights would still be off come nightfall. Most were simply pretending to help, not wanting to enter the Astral-infested station any more than Jons had. Watching them, Christopher had the strangest feeling: the streets weren’t lit to prevent crime, but to make sure a night patrolled by Astral peacekeepers wouldn’t be entirely dark, for the officers’ sake. 
“Did you ask about the Apex?” 
“I asked Raj. He said …” Christopher paused, unsure whether Jons would be offended. Christopher decided he would be. But Jons was strong, and his offense would be in the right direction. “He basically said to tell you to fuck off.” Another pause. “Sir.” 
Jons looked for a second like he might scowl. He laughed instead. 
“That kid might as well have scales and eyes that change color. I expected as much.” 
“He said it’ll pull the amperage it’s supposed to. I don’t want to ask any of them to dim their lights.” Christopher’s eyes strayed to the Apex. Now that the light was lower and the nearly finished pyramid was in shadow, he could see its slow pulse plainly. Had it always done that? Christopher didn’t think so.
“Doesn’t matter anyway. Our old trickle seems to be off for good anyway.” 
Christopher looked around. The square around the station was fully lit, as was the station itself. Generators hummed around the buildings.
“Even in there,” Jons said, following Christopher’s glance. “So we’ve got lights and copiers. No Internet, or way of reaching the other capitals. My phone’s stopped working. Yours?” 
Christopher nodded. 
“Same for the hard lines. The Astrals may have a way to communicate, but they’re not sharing. Tell the truth, I think they’re deaf, too. They can fly fast, and talk like that, going from here to there. It’s been shuttles in and out for an hour now, much more than usual. We’re just being handed commands from the Titans, but I don’t think they’re talking over the air. I think it’s all Alien Pony Express.” Again, he made finger gestures in the air, indicating the ships that ran hither and yon to talk in person. 
“Look. I know you’re house guard, but I’m getting a strong vibe of every man and alien for himself as shit falls apart around here. They’re keeping cool now, but you should have seen them a while ago. There were all these shuttles buzzing around, and when they came out — Reptars and
Titans — they were pissed. Tell the truth, it scares me. Frightens a lot of my people. So we’re in this together, you and me. All us humans.”
Jons looked around, scoping for Astrals. The knot around them remained human. 
“City’s on lockdown, Chris. High fucking alert. They’re buzzing the place like a battle zone, and it’ll only get worse. More peacekeepers coming in, offloaded by the dozens. There’s nothing official yet, but I expect that to change. Heaven’s Veil is about to become a police state.” 
“Because of the blackout?” 
Jons shook his head. “Something happened in the desert. They won’t give us details. And you know how they are with communication. They either mind-rape images at you or talk on the computers. Without the network, the last is shit. Right now, in the station, there are Titans trying to figure out our keyboards so they can type shit at us. It’s embarrassing. For them more than us.” 
Christopher craned his neck, newly interested in the station’s interior. Now that he had some context, Chris could see some of what Jons had mentioned: Astrals talking to humans, the humans not comprehending, ranting, annoyed. Titans patiently trying again, like big, ironically dumb, superior animals. 
“I just know that some of the rebels out there tried something. Something that actually worked judging by the Astral response. It’s like they realized bees have stingers. They’ve even tried to take our guns. This partnership has a half-life, Chris. Shit’s about to get bad.” 
“Lila’s brother is with the rebels.” Christopher paused, feeling like he must look caught. But not only did the entire city know that Trevor and Piper had hopped into that armored car to flee the city; Jons himself had smiled as if in on the secret. As if he didn’t only know about Trevor and Piper’s rebellious acts, but applauded them. 
“Like I said, no details. We heard some shit. Saw a lot of shuttles run off, headed southwest, like their alien asses were on fire. They all got real agitated. Restless. Then the shuttles came back, and all the we’re in this together kind of fell apart at once. One of my men pulled his weapon when he was surprised by a Reptar, and the thing just ripped him apart. When other cops crowded around, I thought there’d be more blood. But it stopped there, and we cleaned up his pieces.” 
“What happened?” 
“Don’t know. Something they didn’t like. We know they were hit back, and hard. But we also know that some were allowed to live, for reasons unknown or at least unspoken. But they don’t seem to trust any of us. So I need your help, Chris. Whatever manpower you can give me.” 
Christopher sighed. “I’ll try. But Raj—”
He was cut off by a tall man who’d entered their loose knot mostly unseen, waiting his turn to speak. 
“I’ll handle Raj,” said the deep voice. 
Jons nodded a welcome to the newcomer, seemingly relieved, maybe grateful for the help. 
Christopher’s reaction, on the other hand, was more on the spectrum of shock. 
Viceroy Dempsey wasn’t dead.





Chapter Seventeen
HEATHER HEARD the commotion as Christopher returned, as Raj ran downstairs to meet and berate him while being a loudmouth little bitch, then again as Mo Weir beat his saffron ass with a flurry of words. 
Heather had to see. 
She ran down the hallway barefoot, her utilitarian clothing unchanged since she’d run off with Meyer, since he’d died in her arms. She was covered in blood, but so far she’d ignored it — somewhere between denial and its opposite. She didn’t want to consider what had happened or what might happen next. She wanted everyone to know that her granddaughter’s daddy was a monster, and that proof was splashed all over her. 
Whatever had been happening in the foyer broke up before Heather could reach it. Then Raj rounded the corner and came at her, stalking, his eyes unreadable. 
Heather flinched, sure he was after her despite Mo’s reprimand. But Raj bolted by without eye contact, his posture defeated, bent at the upper back as if he’d been swatted with a newspaper. 
Heather turned to watch him go, walking almost sideways. She didn’t see Mo round the same corner behind her and struck him full on in his dark-suited chest. 
Except that Mo didn’t wear dark suits, and wasn’t this tall. 
Come to think of it, the voice she’d heard beating Raj had been much deeper than Mo’s.
Heather looked up. Met green eyes. And would have fallen to the floor if strong arms hadn’t caught her. 
“Meyer?” 
He was smiling. When was the last time she’d seen Meyer smile? He hadn’t done it often in his old life, and definitely hadn’t smiled much since ET had shoved his hand up Meyer’s ass to use him like a puppet. Pre-abduction Meyer had been stoic and hard. Post-abduction Meyer had been kind of a dick, if she could get past thinking ill of the dead enough to say so. 
“Hey, Heather.” 
“You’re …” 
She stopped herself. Something descended inside her mind like a steel blast door. She flinched away from him, pushing off, staggering backward. He continued to smile, enjoying her reaction. She considered running from … well, from whatever the hell this was. Except that it was her ex-husband, who, it seemed, had never quite stopped loving her. 
“Surprise,” he said. 
“You’re dead.” 
“Funny, I feel alive.” 
Heather shook her head. “I watched you die. I could feel your breath against my lap. I was watching your wound, where Raj shot you, and it stopped pulsing blood. I stayed, Meyer. I stayed with your body for minutes afterward.” 
“I remember.” 
“You remember dying?” 
“Heather, calm down.” He raised his arms and took two steps forward. She took three steps back, rapping a door frame. The room behind it was empty. She could dart inside. Slam and lock the door. Then crawl out a window, or shout for help. 
But she stayed rooted, meeting Meyer’s pleasant gaze — the kind of a look a man might give you if he hadn’t bled out all over your pants. 
“No, I don’t remember dying. But I remember everything before you think I died.” He looked both ways down the hall, possibly because this dead man’s final actions had been distinctly anti-Astral, and because the town’s chaos, thick with the Canned Heat virus, was at least half his fault. 
“I remember running.” 
He took a step. 
“I remember meeting Raj, on the motorcycle.” 
He took another step. Heather stayed frozen. The door frame pressed into her back. Her heartbeat throbbed in her temples, breath shallow.
“I remember being shot.” He laughed — as strange to Heather’s ears as his smile. He rubbed his chest where the bullet had ended him. “I don’t recommend it.” 
He took the last step. He could reach her now. She should have run, but didn’t. Couldn’t. 
“You’re smiling. Why are you smiling?” 
“I guess I remember the last bit, too.” 
Love you.
Words he’d seldom said in his old life. Words he shouldn’t have said to Heather at all these days, dead or alive.
“What last bit?” She wanted to hear him say it. Not because she believed him or felt the same. She very much did not. If he touched her, she’d scream. Because he was dead. Because she’d begun making her peace. She’d felt the energy leave him, as he’d slumped like meat on her body. Heather had stayed with him longer than she should have. Until she heard the ruckus and an overhead shuttle shocked her into motion. She’d started running, leaping over Raj’s knocked-out body before he stirred. She hadn’t known where to go, and through her sobs, which she’d fought to keep quiet, she’d heard him calling — a second bullet, with her name on it. 
She wanted Meyer to tell her now what he’d told her then. Not because she needed the sentiment, but because it was the only way to pop this impossible bubble. 
She’d heard blood gurgle down in his throat. 
She’d seen the life leave his unclosing eyes.
She’d felt his chest fall still. 
He’d pissed himself when everything went black, for Christ’s sake. 
He was dead, dead, dead. 
Except that here he was, alive and well. 
“There will be time to talk about that,” he said. “Later.” 
“Say it.” 
Instead of saying anything, he closed the remaining distance. Heather slid to the side, into the room, practically falling over a low table in her rush to shamble away. 
Meyer calmly entered and closed the door behind him. 
“Get away from me.” 
“They got there in time, Heather.” 
“There was no time. You were gone. Meyer was gone.”
“People can be revived. You know they can.” 
“Not you.” 
He spread his arms slightly, giving her an almost humorous expression. And yet here I am.
“A shuttle picked me up. They’re aliens, Heather. When we were in Vail, they picked me up in a beam of light. They read the population’s minds. They crossed time and space. Why is it so hard to believe they can fix a bullet wound?” 
“Show me.” She nodded at his chest.
“There’s no scar, if that’s what you’re asking.” He gave a tight-lipped, shrugging sort of smile. “Alien technology.” 
“I don’t believe it.” 
“I don’t know why. Come on, Heather.” His voice had slightly changed. Now he wasn’t quite as friendly. Now he was Meyer Dempsey in his prime — the man who won every argument and dominated every room. The Meyer who didn’t just defeat his opponents but made them feel stupid for ever having disagreed. 
Heather edged the room, unwilling to get close. She thought he might grab her. She’d scream if he did.
They circled like gunfighters, his arms slightly forward as if searching for embrace. For reconciliation. But Heather kept back, her heels striking furniture. 
“It’s okay now. It’s all over. Meyer is back, and all is well.” 
Heather reached the door. Her hand found the knob, somehow expecting it to be locked. But it wasn’t, and of course she stepped out easily, and of course he didn’t try to chase her. They’d shared their lives, including the years after his second marriage. He’d never tried to eat her before, and wouldn’t now. 
“Stay away from me,” Heather said. 
And then she ran.





Chapter Eighteen
“I’VE LOST IT.” 
Piper looked at Cameron. He was still staring straight ahead as the RV sped down the road, hands on the wheel. The thing’s autodrive still worked, but it didn’t have satellite guidance or any other connectivity with the network outage. Cameron said that the idea of a vehicle that drove itself without being able to gather more than strictly visual information from its surroundings was terrible. Piper had told him that was exactly what any human driver would do, and Cameron had agreed. But he still drove, Piper in the right seat, the three others somewhere in back. 
“Because you’re watching the road,” she told him. “You’d better stay focused if you want to drive this thing on manual.” 
“Do you see it?” 
Piper eyed the horizon, where road met sky. The trick was easy, now that she’d done it a few times. She blurred her eyes and immediately saw the dark shadow where she’d seen it last, running down the road beside them like a spectral cheetah with an endless supply of energy.
“Yes.” 
“Where is it?” 
Piper pointed. Then she relaxed her attention, and the thing seemed to vanish. She kept thinking of something her mother had told her: Keep making that expression, and your face will freeze that way. Maybe the same was true for defocusing your eyes. She didn’t want to see the shadow on their heels — and whatever else might be out there at the limits of her vision — forever and ever. 
“It’s keeping up?” Cameron asked. 
Piper nodded. 
“I wondered. I thought we might leave it behind.” 
But that’s not the way the strange shadow-shape struck Piper. Cameron had said the thing had been following them since before their return to Moab. But she felt different. It seemed to be doing the leading, and it if they risked falling behind, it would slow enough to let them catch it again. 
“I don’t like this,” Piper said. 
“Which part?” 
She made an all-encompassing gesture. As she did, Piper’s surroundings struck her with an intense sense of déjà vu. She’d ridden shotgun with Meyer at the wheel in their Jetvan, with three kids in back. Reduce ages by a few decades and subtract a person, and they’d be more or less the same now. 
But then again, maybe they hadn’t been running away back then, either. 
“All of it.” 
“Be more specific.” 
“Okay,” Piper said. “Driving right down the middle of the road instead of keeping a low profile.” 
“The Astrals know we know. They still need us, same as before, only closer to the bone on both sides. We’re playing chicken.” 
“I also don’t like the shadow thing. It’s leading us around by the collar, and we’re letting it.” 
“We decided to go to Vail, not it.” 
“The feeling we’re being used. Again. The fact that people keep dying. The fact that we’re headed to the same place we ran from not long ago. Both of us, Cam.” 
“We know something now that we didn’t know then.”
Piper nodded. “Yes. And yet we don’t know all we need to know. You don’t know you’re right about Thor’s Hammer. You don’t know how to use that plate thing, or even for sure that it’s really a key. You don’t know how we’ll get into the city.” 
“I didn’t know how I’d get in last time, and I managed to find a way.” 
“Because they opened the door, needing you to take me to Benjamin to decipher that stupid stone tablet!” 
Cameron apparently didn’t know how to respond. He remained mute. After a few seconds, Piper went on. 
“You can’t just waltz into the Apex. You don’t know what it is, what it does, or what might protect it. The place is probably surrounded by guards. Reptars.” Piper looked out the window, their shadow long on the road as the sun set behind them. “And even if we find Thor’s Hammer, if it even exists, we have no idea if it can be deactivated. You might wind it up and set it off early.”
“All I can do is try, Piper.” 
“We can’t call anyone. Can’t look at the satellites. Can’t—”
“Okay, stop. Mercy. I see your objections.” 
Piper watched Cameron drive. She hadn’t expected him to turn the RV around after she’d aired her grievances, but the entire conversation’s point seemed flagrantly moot. Why had he wanted her objections if it was all just FYI?
“What makes you so sure you can do any of what you think you can?” she asked, unwilling to drop the issue. She would have, in the past. She’d never put her foot down even halfway with Meyer (in New York, on the road, or in Heaven’s Veil), and for some reason at least attempting to now mattered. Not because she was sure of anything, or because she was afraid. Just because, like humanity, Piper didn’t intend to end her life on her knees. 
Cameron sighed. He looked at her as if asking a question he couldn’t quite vocalize then followed with one he could. 
“Remember how when you and I went to Moab the first time, we walked through a line of monoliths and could suddenly hear thoughts?” 
“Sure.”
“And how we seemed to know things? Like how we almost walked into the Andreus group once, but we saw the path and suddenly knew that going ahead was wrong … and so we went down into the ravine?”
“I remember.” 
“Does that feeling ever — you know — return a little? Do you ever get flashbacks?” 
Those were two separate questions. For Piper, their psychic interlude had ended by the time they hit Utah and never recurred. But she still heard things in the dead of night while sleeping. She still saw things. They might be dreams, and Piper had always dismissed them accordingly. But seeing the ship above the ranch had stirred something inside her. Memories of being taken as Meyer had. Memories of minds that weren’t hers. Memories that she’d lost and that had only resumed their continuity once she’d disembarked in Vail. It had never seemed strange. But now it felt like a conspicuous omission — a jump cut in her mind, with a whole world missing. Except in half-seen phantasms, like the shadow pacing them on the berm.
“No,” she said, not wanting to delve. Not here. Not now. 
“I wonder if it was the same for them in Vail — what you told me about Heather seeming to communicate with Meyer, and about Lila seeming to hear Clara inside her before she was born.” 
“I have no idea.” 
Cameron’s head bobbed. She could tell he wasn’t done, or didn’t want to be. 
“Why?” 
“Nothing.” 
Piper felt a chill. He’d raised the issue after she’d asked what made him believe he was right about heading to Vail now.
“Why are we really heading to Vail, Cameron?” 
“Because my dad said I knew where it was. Because he made it sound like it was all so obvious. We’d get the key from our supposed cake walk to Cottonwood Canyon, then we’d head back to where Thor’s Hammer was buried. A thing that was big enough not to move … so maybe it didn’t move far at all. Dad said the plate confirmed what he’d already suspected. Something obvious.” 
That was Benjamin Bannister, all right. He acted like everyone should know what he knew — especially his estranged son, who’d combed the world alongside him in youth. 
But the answer struck Piper as complete. Yes, Benjamin had been researching the Apex when he’d died, and yes, the Hammer’s location, if it was right where it should have been all along, would be amusingly obvious. But it wouldn’t just be an obvious joke to Cameron, who had much of Benjamin’s context. It’d be an obvious jest to everyone — the Astrals included.
“There are other obvious places than Vail.”
“It’s there, Piper. It’s under the Apex. I’m sure of it.”
Sure of it? On a hunch? 
Piper watched Cameron, knowing he wasn’t telling her the whole truth. He was hiding a secret. But she’d have to let it go, at least for now. He had a reason, even if he wouldn’t say it. He’d tell her eventually. 
Until then, they could drive.
They could ride the wide-open road straight down the throat of those they hoped to choke, clinging to slivers of hope that they wouldn’t be eaten after reaching Vail’s borders.





Chapter Nineteen
CAMERON FELT ANOTHER PRESS COMING. So he peeked at Piper, touched the button on the wheel with his thumb, and engaged the dumb but relatively still reliable autodrive.
He waited for it, arms braced, secure at least that the coming shock wouldn’t steer them into a ditch.
Then he saw a sequence of images, somehow superimposed over his natural vision. It wasn’t like a movie, or a projection. It wasn’t even precisely sight. He could see the images; he could describe the colors and what he watched happen within them. But there was more. The experience was closer to memory, like an intrusion of something he couldn’t forget if he’d tried. 
The Apex, now almost complete. 
An ornate chest, like something drawn by ancient artisans in his father’s old books. 
Hands — Cameron’s own; he could read their scars like a map — setting the ornate plate with the spiral pattern into a flat circle on the chest.
The Apex somehow shifting. Changing. The image dug its claws into Cameron, tightening his grip on the wheel. He could feel the blue pyramid’s energy in his bones. He wanted to clench as if receiving a long, hot electric shock. 
He saw a house. His own feet walking the hallways. 
A tall man. The viceroy. But in the vision he wore a mask, like something from a Day of the Dead parade.
A flash of light. Maybe an explosion. In the vision, Cameron felt something break. Something come undone, become nothing at all. 
He saw a small girl, a few years old but with wisdom in her deep, fathomless blue eyes. She had a single finger pressed to her lips, telling Cameron to keep the secret.
Then someone was snapping in his ear, over and over. At first, he thought it was part of the vision — something he felt sure was being sent to him deliberately like a siren song. Then he realized it was Charlie, displaying his usual lack of tact. 
Cameron blinked up. It was dark. The passenger seat, where Piper had been sitting three seconds earlier, was empty. Charlie sat in it. Cameron pushed away a strange sense of unreality, sure that Charlie was about to sit on her. 
But then the tall man was in the seat, staring blankly at him. The world beyond was dark except for twin cones of light from the RV’s front. 
“I thought you didn’t trust the autodrive,” Charlie said like a challenge. 
“I only turned it on for a second.” 
But that second had lasted longer than Cameron thought. 
“Where is Piper?”
“Asleep.” 
“But she was just …” He let the sentence hang, knowing Charlie wasn’t socially adept enough to care. Obviously Piper wasn’t “just” anything. It had been light outside when he’d last seen her. Which had been less than ten seconds ago. 
“There’s a problem,” Charlie said. 
“Okay. What’s the problem?” 
“Andreus sent out a drone. I wouldn’t have allowed it if I’d known.” 
Cameron almost laughed. The idea of Charlie forbidding Nathan Andreus from doing anything was ridiculous. 
“It works off a stored map, independent of satellite guidance. But without GPS, he says it could only ballpark, based on our believed position. So he programmed it to go high, spot from a distance, then zero in on the Heaven’s Veil lights. It was then supposed to fly lower, make a sweep, and return. There’s a homing signal it finds on this end when it gets close.” 
“Okay,” Cameron said, still trying to shake the cobwebs from his vision — his strange certainty that he could do what he was proposing, based on intel from a little girl he’d never met and wasn’t entirely sure even existed. The dreamlike state was hard to shed. He’d apparently been steeping in it for much longer than the few seconds he’d imagined. 
“So what was the problem?” Cameron asked. 
“There were no lights at Heaven’s Veil.” 
Cameron took his hands from the wheel, surrendering the farce of driving. If they took a wayward road to the wrong place, armageddon’s edge would have to wait for them elsewhere. 
“The network failure?” 
Charlie gave a small nod. “And perhaps I’m overstating. There were some lights, but it’s clear they’re conserving power. I can see some small dots of civilization on the footage. But it’s just a few floods. Most of the city is black. Except for the Apex.” 
“What about the Apex?” 
“We’ve never seen it at night. There was never a reason to. But with the rest of the city’s lights off, it’s clear that something is happening inside. And outside.”
“Outside?” 
Charlie fished a tablet from his shoulder bag. Cameron hadn’t noticed the bag, despite Charlie’s carrying it inside. Testament to how odd Charlie could be. 
Charlie glanced at the wheel, saw it making minute steering adjustments on its own, then held the tablet so Cameron could see it. He started an already paused video and saw a shaky, green-tinted overhead shot of a city in the dark, most of its buildings unlit. The camera swooped higher, and Cameron could see the Apex, not just glowing blue but pulsing azure. There was a line protruding from the Apex’s top, like a string hooked high in the sky above. 
“What’s this?” 
“That’s what bothers me. This is an infrared shot, so I doubt this is visible to the naked eye — or it’s very faint if it is. But that’s not all of it. Look.” 
Charlie skipped ahead. The drone was now flying over the area beyond the fence, where the artists had created their enormous stone carvings of Divinity’s various forms. Hulks of rock in the desert were difficult to see in the dark, but Cameron made them out with effort simply because of their size. They were so huge that the Astrals had clearly placed the source stones in place for the artists to carve. There were no high-rise cranes in Heaven’s Veil, as far as satellite footage had shown. Just buildings and fence and monoliths connected by narrow bands of light like the one streaming from the Apex’s top. 
“Are those the statues outside the city?” Cameron asked. 
“Yes.” 
“What are these lines between them?” 
“Either they’re being projected by the carvings themselves, or the Apex is projecting them. I think it’s the latter. See how this line, between this statue and this one, is broken? There’s a church steeple here—” Charlie paused and scrolled the shot back to show what he meant, “that would, if it’s projected from the Apex, be in the way. But again, all infrared. People probably don’t know it’s there because they don’t see the city from above, in the dark, at night.” 
Cameron felt a chill. Seen from far enough back, the pattern was obvious. The sculptures, with dull-green lines between them, formed an enormous spiral. 
“What do you think it is?” 
“It’s a Fibonacci spiral. Like the one in a nautilus. Or the spiral of a galaxy.”
“But why?” 
“I don’t know. It might be a landing pad, like a runway. It might be a marker. Or it might be a call for help.” 
“Help?”
“Not as in Save us. But it might mean Give us a hand. Assist us.’” 
“Why would they need assistance?”
“Because they’ve encountered a problem they can’t solve. It’s the same thing we’d do. We’d call someone who would know better.” 
Cameron touched the tablet’s screen then the line at the top of the Apex. Like something coming into it. Or something going out. 
“There’s no way to be sure when this happened. Not without my equipment, and not without talking to others around the world.” 
“Why would you need to talk to others?” 
“This might be happening at the other capitals, too.” 
Cameron thought of the visions he’d been receiving — that he’d been given, more accurately. The missives that felt half like informational bulletins and half like calls from a little girl asking him to come and play. They were new, too. Just another thing that seemed to have changed since Cottonwood, since they’d kicked the hornet’s nest. 
“If you had to guess, Charlie,” Cameron said, “what do you think this means?” 
“That I hope you’re right. And that either way, the clock is ticking.”





Chapter Twenty
LILA CROSSED the dark lawn to Heather’s house, feeling unsure. Clara’s hand was in hers. It was late for the girl, but not too late. She slept erratically, in fits. Sometimes, she was down for fifteen hours out of twenty-four. Sometimes, she barely slept at all. She wasn’t tired now. And there was no way, with six playmates on the way, that she could calm herself to sleep a wink.
“Mommy,” she said. “Look.” 
Lila looked toward the Apex, where Clara was pointing. The thing was making its eerie blue pulse, though the tempo seemed faster. With city power off, the thing seemed ominous. 
“It’s like a flashlight beam,” Clara said. 
Lila looked over again. It wasn’t like a flashlight at all. It was like a nightlight, making sure that no one in the city could sleep. 
“You’re sure she’s in here?” Lila said instead of answering. 
“Not there.” Clara pointed at Heather’s small house, then her finger swung toward Terrence’s. His place was dark. Terrence was back, all right, but Raj was keeping him under lock and key and on a rather tight leash. “There,” Clara finished. 
“That’s Mr. Terrence’s house, Sweetie.” 
Clara broke Lila’s grip, skipping across the partially lit lawn toward the tiny home. The house had lights, but they were only as needed, giving the place a spooky, half-dead feel. The grounds were worse. There were outward-facing security lights, but in here, between main building and the row of guest houses, it was mostly long shadow. The air was warm. Watching Clara skip between long shafts of dark and light gave Lila a chill she couldn’t articulate. 
Clara climbed the porch steps. Then, without knocking, she went inside. The place was nothing but darkness. She tried to cut into the gloom with the small flashlight she’d found on Raj’s nightstand, but the thing was barely fit for a keychain, too dim to reveal more than the doorknob.
Lila stood on the lawn, feeling the silence before crossing to the porch herself. 
“Clara? Come on out, honey.” 
But there was no answer. 
“Clara?” 
The door was still open. Lila entered, fighting dread, and batted at the wall for a switch. She flicked it, but nothing happened. 
Too close, someone said, “Power’s out.” 
Lila jumped. She turned her light and found herself feet from her mother, with Clara perched happily on her lap. 
“Mom! What are you doing in here!?” In the dark. Alone. Sitting in Terrence’s chair, saying nothing even when I shouted. The hairs on the back of Lila’s neck rippled in a wave.
“I thought he might go to visit me in my place. So I came here instead.” 
“Who?” 
“Your father.” 
“That’s not funny.” 
The flashlight’s beam lit Heather’s face. Clara, on her lap, seemed overly content, but Heather was neither welcoming the girl nor pushing her away. It was as if she had yet to notice her.
“Seriously, Mom.” 
“I didn’t know where else to go. I didn’t know where we were going when your dad and I ran away, but he always had a way of knowing what to do and where to go. I trusted him. Believed him. Without him, I’m a loose end.”
“You’re just sitting in the dark.” 
“The power is out.” 
“There’s power in the house, and plenty of extra bedrooms.” 
“But he’s there.” 
“Who?” 
“Meyer.” 
Lila wanted to shout. This wasn’t fair. She shouldn’t have to deal with her father’s death and her mom’s mockery in the same day. Or with her losing her shit. Again. 
She met Heather’s eyes, unsure how to respond. They were here because Clara insisted: If she wasn’t allowed to see Grandpa anymore, she wanted to see Grandma. Why not? Lila wouldn’t be getting any sleep tonight anyway. It seemed that Heather wouldn’t, either. 
“I don’t like you joking about it,” Lila said. 
“I’m not joking.” 
“Stop it, Mom.” Lila pressed her lips together, fighting something that might, left unchecked, turn into tears. Anger and loss in a horrible flurry. She wanted to cry. She wanted to shout. But most of all she wanted to take Clara by the arm, drag the girl out of the house, and tell her to keep her goddamn scary powers to herself. Tell her to stuff those things down and be normal, for once. 
“Go inside, and ask for the viceroy, Lila,” Heather said, her usually nasal, usually sarcastic voice deeply changed. This voice was more mature — the kind of maturity forced on a person through trauma. “Go in, and ask for him if you don’t believe me.”
“This isn’t fair.” 
“It definitely isn’t.” 
Lila pulled Clara from her mother’s lap, turning on the ball of her foot. The yard seemed bright — albeit a frightening kind of illumination made of hard shadows and sharp angles — compared to the house. She wanted to be out there. She wanted to cross back to the mansion, to her room, to her bed. Raj would probably work all night, hoping to become the big man in charge. She’d have the place to herself, and maybe overnight, it would all go away. 
“Goodbye, Mom. Enjoy your insanity.” 
“But Mom,” Clara said. 
“It’s bedtime, Clara. Come on. We’re up too late. We need to get to bed. Nighty night.” 
“But Mom, I want to see it! I want to see it happen!” And with that, she sprinted outside. Lila followed, giving Heather a final, loathsome look. She found Clara on the porch’s edge, sitting cross-legged, elbows to knees and chin on palms, facing away from the mansion, toward the Apex. 
Lila didn’t feel like asking. Didn’t feel like indulging. Didn’t feel like playing stupid games perpetrated from women either above or below her by a generation. She grabbed Clara, perhaps too roughly, and marched. Away from Heather and her unfair, cruel jokes. Away from whatever waited in the shadows, and whoever, if Clara was right, might be approaching from beyond the city wall. 
They were halfway across the lawn when a flash lit the sky from behind. By the time Lila turned to look, everything was back to being perfectly normal, leaving no clue as to what had just happened. 
Clara kicked the dirt with her bare feet. 
“Aww, we missed it!”





Chapter Twenty-One
JONS LOOKED up from his desk. To Christopher, he seemed like a parody of an ancient officer — possibly something out of a gumshoe movie set before the electrical age. The shop next door happened to sell oil lanterns, so Jons had bought a dozen. Now the place was filled with flickering wick lights, cops still on duty scribbling on paper with pens. A few tablets still had juice, and there were a handful of external batteries. There was also a generator, but Jons wanted to save it all. He knew Terrence. And whether Terrence’s virus intended to kill the network or not, one truth remained: what Terrence did, he did thoroughly. 
“What the shit was that?"
Christopher shook his head. He, like Jons, had been looking down when the flash had lit the windows. One hit then gone, like an old-time flashbulb to match the antique mood. 
Jons rose and crossed to the window. Christopher followed. A few of the other cops went to other windows, but most seemed to have decided that whatever it was had ended and that they might as well return to work. Few were in the building to shuffle papers. Most were here to suit up, now that the order had come down from the mansion … where the viceroy, it seemed, wasn’t dead after all. 
“Was it a searchlight?” Jons asked. 
“I don’t see a searchlight,” Christopher answered. 
“It looked like an explosion.” 
“It didn’t sound like one.” The flash had been silent, like something on a muted TV. 
Jons was scanning the city, seeing more of the earlier nothing. The Apex was visible, looking mostly (but not entirely) the same as always. It might be cycling faster, but that was probably the greedy thing gobbling power, heedless of the city’s needs.
Jons rushed past Christopher, headed for the door. A moment later, Christopher found himself outside, following the chief like a puppy at his heels. 
Jons looked around again, still seeing nothing. 
He looked right at Christopher. Then, as something seemed to click, he dragged him down the stairs and around a corner. 
“Is it your buddies? Is this some kind of an attack?” 
“What are you talking about?” 
Jon’s eyes, in the shadow, were almost like pits. He was boring right into Christopher, the chief’s giant fist still gripping the front of Christopher’s guard uniform. But despite the situation, he didn’t feel menace from Jons. It was something different, but no less urgent. 
He let go, looked around, then spoke more quietly. “The Astrals let your people go.” 
“What people?” 
“Don’t act like I’m stupid, Chris. I know Terrence, too. He’s my boy. I know all about you two being in with Bannister. Not Benjamin. His kid.” 
Christopher considered playing dumb, but Jons was right. He wasn’t stupid, and Terrence did talk. But Terrence was a good judge of character and always had been. He only talked — in the way Jons surely meant — to people he trusted. Terrence was a rock. An anchor. And those he took into confidence, Christopher took into confidence, too. 
“I know Cameron, yes.” 
“And that thing with the tank that crashed in here. We know that was Andreus Republic. Terrence thinks the Astrals are leaving them alone, too. Maybe even working with them. That tank that took Piper and Trevor away.” He looked around again then spoke even lower. “When Bannister gave Terrence the Canned Heat.” 
Christopher exhaled. Jons must know it all. But he hadn’t said a word, even after Terrence had been caught. 
“Tell me the truth, Chris. They coming in?” 
“I don’t know.”
“They pulled some shit. They’re in with the rebels we keep hearing about, am I right?” 
“I assume. But I don’t know what they pulled.” 
Jons paced a small strip of pavement, eyes peeled for patrolling peacekeepers. When he saw one, and saw the station’s door still unattended at his back, he turned back to Christopher. 
“Okay. Let’s talk for real, you and me. Know that if you fuck me, you fuck friends. You hear me, Chris? You and Terrence, I’m on your side. And I don’t think Terrence would be in with someone who’d fuck friends.” 
Christopher nodded. Jons was a giant, and his voice was timpani deep. It was hard not to be intimidated.
“They don’t tell us much, so it’s always possible we’re being played, but I’m told more than anyone still alive is supposed to be. Why, I don’t know. Something that serves the Astrals. I don’t know for sure that they’re expected here, but my gut says they are. Not called. Just expected.” 
“Why would Cameron come here?” 
“I don’t know. But the Astrals are letting it happen.”
“But why?” 
“Terrence said they were trying to get something. My guess is they got it, and that’s what made the Astrals so pissed. Now I’m thinking they want to get whatever that thing is. So they can’t just kill your buddies. They have to trap them. Pin them down. Then carefully take it away.” 
Jons looked toward the Apex. 
“If I were them, I’d have my guard way the hell up. Especially coming here. I’d have an ace. So you’ve gotta tell me, Chris. You heard anything from them? Because if they plan to nuke their way in, a lot of people are going to pay. If they got artillery, I’d rather know it’s coming.” 
“How would they get artillery or a nuke?” 
“Nukes weren’t all spent on Black Monday. And they got fighters. A bomber that one time. And latest, a tank.”
“I don’t know.” 
Jons’s expression turned assessing. He shook his head, again turning toward the Apex. 
“I hate being in the dark.” The police captain wasn’t talking about the blackout. He was talking about being totally cut off, having to operate in isolation. Unlike he’d grown up thinking, before the Astrals, before the network had failed. Unlike the aliens, who seemed to have many bodies and one shared mind. 
Across the small yard, two Reptars emerged from the shadows. They passed each other, one headed in each direction. One seemed to snarl and growl at the other. Its purr grew louder. Two heads thrashed, as if trying to bite. Then it was over, and the aliens moved on, out of sight. 
“Seems like they do too,” Christopher said.





Chapter Twenty-Two
TERRENCE LEANED back in his chair and stretched. He looked at Raj. The little bastard had been holding a gun on him the entire time, practically twirling it on his finger for show. Now, as Terrence stretched, his gaze leveled. His grip tightened. 
“Get back to work.”
“I’m just stretching.” He gave Raj a look. “Raj. Brother. What say you put the gun down?” 
“What say you fix what you broke?” 
“Are you going to shoot me if I don’t debug fast enough?” 
“I shot Meyer.” 
Terrence considered saying, Yeah, you did a great job killing him, but it was a bit too far over the line. Raj had probably realized his failed plot during his earlier absence because that was when he’d become so suddenly strange, distant, and sulky. Meyer had put an exclamation point on his resurrection by showing up in person, tipping Terrence a look that Raj hadn’t seen. The rapport between the two seemed unchanged. Usually, when one person tried to kill another (and came damn close, according to what Terrence had gathered), there was bad blood between them afterward. But to Meyer, Raj still seemed unworthy of mention. And Raj, because he was a spineless shitheel, just went right back to licking boots. 
“We don’t have to be like this. I’m doing all I can. I couldn’t escape if I tried, and you know it. We have history. How about we act like men?” 
It was all half truths. If Terrance tried to escape, he could probably ignore the human guards as obstacles. Christopher was definitely on his side, and the guards had always liked Chris and Terrence more than Raj, whom they openly despised. Loyalty was a funny thing. It had to be earned, and was never conferred by promotion. 
And as far as Raj and Terrence having history? They did. But Raj had always been aloof. He’d never trusted the newcomers to the bunker, even and especially in the end. 
Surprisingly, Raj holstered his weapon. He sat forward, hands on thighs. 
“Okay.” 
Terrence fought back his surprise. 
“Thanks.” 
“No problem.” 
“In fact, why don’t you take a break?” 
Terrence blinked. “Really?” 
“It’s late. Go ahead. There’s water in my office refrigerator.” 
Terrence half stood. Raj being civil, after his wounded pride and all that had happened, was odd. But Raj being obliging? Accepting requests and making offers? Terrence had no idea what to make of it. 
When he saw that Raj wasn’t going to shoot him or take it cruelly back, he stood all the way up. His spine cracked. He’d been working too long in one position, his eyes fatigued from staring at a screen. The work was difficult. Considering that Canned Heat wasn’t something that could simply be removed but had actually caused irreparable damage, it was impossibly hard. Futile. The kind of work that one person made another do only because he didn’t understand it was pointless, or understood fine and was enjoying the torture. 
“There’s some snack bars in there, too. Not good ones. Ones Lila made. You can’t get the good kinds anymore.” And then Raj, impossibly, smiled. 
“Okay,” Terrence said, puzzled. He looked at the door, but Raj didn’t move. 
Halfway to the door, Terrence stopped. He shouldn’t rock the boat, but he couldn’t help it. “Why are you being cool to me?” 
“Hey,” Raj said. “We have history.”
Terrence left, sure that at any minute, he’d get a bullet in the back.
But Raj didn’t shoot. 
He just picked up a tablet and turned it on.





Chapter Twenty-Three
RAJ FLIPPED to his office camera feed.
Too much had changed in the last several hours. Raj felt beaten, humiliated — exactly the way, in fact, that he always felt around Meyer Dempsey. And was any of it fair? Of course not. Not at all. Everyone was either incompetent or deliberately subversive. Everyone except Raj, who did his job and nothing else. Raj, who’d come so close to having the big chair — but had it snatched away when the two-faced son of a bitch he’d tried to kill popped back up like a jack-in-the-box.
Meyer hadn’t mentioned it. He hadn’t even spoken. Ironically, it seemed that Raj had blown the lid on himself. Who’d taken credit when Heather quite unnecessarily began to blab. Raj killed the viceroy? Fuck yes, he did. The viceroy had stabbed his keepers in the back, helping Terrence and Heather, loosing that virus on the city. Anyone could see he was telling the truth. Raj didn’t lie, and he helped the Astrals at every step. 
He’d helped them find Piper. 
He’d helped them tighten the hatches following her escape, when the city had been in turmoil. 
Now that the city was again in distress, Raj had been heading up repairs, not so much as leaving his post for dinner. 
And Raj already had a rather juicy bomb, about who might be returning to the city, who knew about it in advance and was turning traitor, and how those intruders might be intercepted before they could do any more damage. 
Yes, Raj had been an ideal soldier. 
But did anyone believe him about Meyer? Nope. Not even after Raj had commandeered the Titans and Reptars himself, all of them catching Meyer red-handed together. Raj didn’t buy that crap about the Astrals not understanding the Internet. You could have read Meyer’s guilt right from his face. 
But who was let free to resume his post, and who was reprimanded? 
And now that Meyer was back, somehow miraculously unharmed despite Raj being quite sure he’d landed a fatal shot? Whom did the Astrals and Mo defer to now? Was it Raj, who’d been a hero? Or was it the traitor? 
Well. There was only one sensible path between the fourth-floor network center and Raj’s office, and it led right by the library where Raj had spied Meyer searching for something not five minutes earlier, on a trip back from the bathroom, while other guards held their eyes on Terrence. 
Meyer was in the library with a pair of Titans. 
But Terrence was alone. 
With any luck, what Raj suspected would happen was about to … and this time, he’d finally have proof. 
Raj watched the feed from his office. 
Waiting for the viceroy to hang himself. 





Chapter Twenty-Four
NATHAN WAS ON HIS BELLY, flat on the ground, binoculars to his eyes. He handed them to Coffey, who took a look.
“Just like with Bannister,” Coffey said. “There’s nobody there.” 
“The drone showed police and peacekeepers shuffling. When Cameron went through the gates, they were all lined up waiting. It’ll be the same this time. They’ll be hiding. Waiting inside.” 
He looked over at Coffey. Piper, Cameron, and Grace were back at the RV, hidden behind a clutch of trees past the scorched, barren apron. Preparing, supposedly. But they weren’t soldiers. That’s why true warriors had to step up. 
“They want the key,” Nathan said. “That’s why they let us come. They’ll pin us down so they can take it without damaging it.” He corrected himself, tipping his head toward the RV. “Or rather, they’ll pin them down.” 
“They know we’re here too, Nathan. It’s naive to think they haven’t seen us.”
Nathan nodded. “Of course. But we’re not going in. Not yet anyway.” 
“Yet?” 
“We’ll go in when we’re invited.” 
Coffey stared at him. 
“The drone dropped a message. It’s not reliant on the network.” 
“Who was the message for?” 
“The viceroy. I dropped it on the doorstep.” 
Coffey was almost shaking her head. She probably wondered why he was only telling her now, as if he’d broken their bond of trust. The why was simple: Nathan had betrayed their mission. Coffey might disagree with his decision, but now it was too late to make a difference. 
“What did it say?” 
“It told them where we are and what we have. It offered to give them up.” 
“Why would you do that?” 
“Amnesty for the Republic. We helped them. We harbored Bannister’s cohorts. At the time, we didn’t know the Astrals wanted them taken in, so it was an act of betrayal: the Andreus Republic breaking our arrangement. Then we pulled Cottonwood, and that was a definite act of betrayal — one that kicked them in their probably dickless crotches. They hit us back, hard. So now we’re scared. Now we want a summit.” 
Coffey narrowed her eyes. 
“They’ll never believe that.” 
“I think they will. Think about it. This isn’t our fight. This is Benjamin Bannister’s grudge. I’m just some asshole who built an army in the outlands. Before Bannister stuck his face into our situation with the Astrals by sending Cameron, we were copacetic with ET. We helped in exchange for information. We got burned because of it, an eye for an eye.” 
Nathan didn’t want to elaborate, but Coffey seemed to understand. He’d helped Cameron, but the Astrals had killed his wife and nearly killed his daughter. It wasn’t an even trade, but those who commanded the planet made the rules. 
“So you’re turning on them. That’s what your message says.”
“‘Hey, you guys — there are some rebels out here, and they have what you want,’” Nathan said, quoting his message. 
“You said it yourself. They still need Cameron to help find Thor’s Hammer.” 
“Maybe there was more to the message. Detailing the location of Thor’s Hammer, somewhere under the Apex.” 
Jeanine was still studying Nathan, trying to puzzle him out. 
“You son of a bitch.”
Nathan put the binoculars back to his eyes, now seeing Piper and Cameron enter his view from the side. Walking straight at the front gate, which began to open obligingly. 
“They’re dead anyway,” Nathan said. 





Chapter Twenty-Five
TERRENCE WALKED past the library before pausing then took a few steps back. He’d only seen who was inside from the corner of his eye, but it had been enough; the Titans were flashes of white inside their cloaks, and Meyer practically radiated a presence of his own. 
Terrence peeked. His angle showed him Meyer but not the Titans. He stopped for a second, wondering if he should try to catch the viceroy’s eye. He finally decided to risk it, walking closer, waving a hand. 
Meyer looked up. Their eyes met, and again some unspoken message passed between them. The same sort of unspoken message that Meyer had seemed to give Terrence earlier, up in the network center. A look that said, We should talk. 
Terrence moved out of view, preparing a plausible excuse. He’d just been walking by. Raj had released him for a break, even suggested he head down to his office without guards to get sustenance for the long night ahead. If the Titans emerged first, he could keep walking. If they came out together, he had good reasons for having loitered before moving on. Maybe to pay his well-wishes to Meyer after his near-miss. 
But the viceroy emerged alone. He snatched Terrence by the sleeve and dragged him forward. His eyes searched the hall, but the mansion, in the chaos, was busy. 
“Raj’s office,” Terrence said. 
They crossed the hall. Went down one corridor then entered the second room on the right. Meyer closed the door. He looked at Terrence, whom he’d practically thrown into the room. Then he just stared, as if made of wood. As if he was confused despite having started this. 
“Raj thought he killed you,” Terrence said. 
“He didn’t.” 
“Do they know?” 
Meyer looked around the room, possibly for someone else. “Who?” 
“The Astrals.” 
“Do they know what?” 
“That you helped us. That you tried to get away.” 
“I don’t know,” Meyer said, a strange look on his face. “Probably. Yes.” 
Terrence didn’t know what to make of the answer. Upstairs, when Raj had been being his asshole self, gloating while Heather and Terrence were trussed and Lila grew angry, Meyer had what Terrence thought was a spontaneous change of heart. There should be more here. More information beyond a pat yes or no. Perhaps the seeds of a plan. An explanation of what had happened when he’d been picked up, for sure. 
But Meyer simply stood there.
“I think I was confused,” he said. 
“Confused about what?” 
“Why did I shoot Raj? Why did I go with Heather?” He pinched the bridge of his nose. “It must have been a mistake. Do you know?” 
“What are you talking about?” 
“I hate Raj. I’ve always hated that kid. Heather does, too.” 
“Yes, but—”
“Have you made any progress on the network issue?” 
“The network? You grabbed me.” 
“I talked to Heather earlier. It made sense when I did. Did she tell you about it?” 
“You mean earlier? Before you shot Raj?” 
“No. Just recently. She didn’t believe me.” 
Terrence felt like the room was spinning. “What … what didn’t she believe you about? Did you find a way to get her and the others out of here?” 
“Cameron Bannister and Piper are on their way back,” Meyer said. It came out fast, practically blurted. 
“Okay. So how do we get to them?” 
“You’re a prisoner. You have to fix the problem.” 
This was exasperating. He’d understood when Meyer threw him to the wolves, sending him with the Titans and Reptars up to the mothership before being called back. When they’d been caught by Raj and stood before Mo Weir, the choices were for them all to be caught or for Terrence to take the bullet. It was a choice between bad and worse, so Terrence went willingly. But now there was no threat. The house guards — both human and Astral — were again deferring to the viceroy’s authority. If he’d been suspected, he was now in the clear. So why should Terrence fall back on the blade?
“Lila, Clara, and Heather are where they belong.” 
“You said you were going to send them out with Cameron and Piper.” 
“No.” 
“Why not?” 
Meyer blinked. He looked lost — the exact opposite of Meyer Dempsey’s usual look. “They’re going to be caught. They were double-crossed. They have something the Astrals want, and now something the aliens want to know.” 
Terrence bolted up. “We have to help them!” 
“They’re enemies of the state.” 
“Piper is your wife!” 
Meyer blinked. “Get back to work, Terrence.”
“You pulled me in here!” 
“You waved.” 
“Goddammit, Meyer!” Terrence wanted to grab the viceroy and shake him. “You helped before. What happened? Did they scare you? Turn you chickenshit, only thinking about your own neck?” 
“I … I made some kind of a mistake.” 
“When!” It wasn’t a question. It came out of Terrence as an exasperated shout. Meyer seemed to be attempting to explain his actions to himself, and the results weren’t gelling. 
“Maybe with Heather. Something I said. But Piper …” Again, he pinched his nose, looking for all the world like he might collapse in the grip of a migraine.
“The guards carry walkies,” Terrence said, realizing he’d need to take charge if anything was to happen. “They’re short-range radio and won’t be affected by Canned Heat. Call them. Tell them to let Piper and Cameron through. We can get down there. You can give them a pass. Let them into the house here, anything. The humans aren’t a problem. Keep them from the Astrals. That’s all.” 
“They’re carrying something.” 
“Then take it. Keep it. Hand it to the Astrals if they insist. But Piper and Cameron—”
“Are dissidents,” Meyer announced suddenly, pulling himself upright. “There are plenty of guards deployed. That part is handled.” 
“But—” 
“Fix the problem,” Meyer said.
Then he left, leaving Terrence feeling lost. He stormed between the Titans at the door. 
The Titans beckoned. 
And Terrence followed.





Chapter Twenty-Six
SPOTS WERE BRIGHT OVERHEAD, pole mounted and solo, too harsh for ordinary lighting. A generator purred in the distance. Gates yawned to the left and right. 
Piper was thinking of reaching for Cameron’s hand, beside the satchel and key. She flicked her fingers and decided not to take it. She’d leaned on men too much, and there wasn’t a time so far it hadn’t landed her in trouble. Poor little Piper, capable of shooting a man but unable to keep her shit together without protection. Well, that girl was gone. Dead. She’d been murdered, many times now. 
Instead, Cameron’s hand reached for hers. Shaking, he took it. 
“You don’t think this is going to work.”
“I’ve done this before. It’s like you said. This was stupid.” Cameron looked over his shoulder. “We could run. We’re barely through. They’d chase us, but they might not shoot. Probably wouldn’t. If they hit me, they hit the key. And they need the key.” 
Piper repeated Cameron’s words back to him. “It’s the only chance.” 
“They opened the doors. They’ll be waiting.”
Reflexively, Piper’s eyes searched the gate area for the shadow creature, but she was too keyed up, too high on adrenaline. She couldn’t settle her eyes enough to see it. She was focus personified. Everything seemed interesting. Everything a threat.
“We’re handing them the key on a silver platter. We should have left it with Nathan. Maybe he’ll be able to sneak in once their eyes are on us; who knows.” Cameron’s teeth wanted to grind together. He touched the satchel. “I could smash it.”
They’d discussed that, too. There were too many unknowns. If smashing the key was the solution to solving Earth’s Astral problems, the Templars would have smashed it long ago. But they hadn’t. They’d kept it protected and whole, as if it was important to humanity as well. 
Instead of giving Cameron the answer he already knew, she squeezed his hand. She kept her feet moving, forcing his to move right beside her. 
But Cameron was right. This had been done. Last time, she’d been inside the city walls, wanted and trapped. Cameron’s permitted entrance had heralded her exodus. Now she’d returned. There were no Astrals in sight, but she could feel them watching her nonetheless. 
But he said what they needed was here, along with what they needed to do. 
The gates fell to their rear. The air was still. Lights were bright, like spotlights on their progress. Both sides had their cards on the table. It wasn’t a matter of concealment. Or a question of trickery. It was a matter of who would be the first to flinch. 
They entered the slow, upward-sloping entrance valley. Their chance to turn and run, if it had ever been a real thing, vanished by the step. 
Piper’s eyes found the Apex. It was pulsing faster than normal, particularly visible now that most of the city’s lights had gone dark. Heaven’s Veil’s usual sounds were quiet beneath the generator, as if the city was holding its breath. 
“Do we just walk right up to it?” she asked. 
“I think something’s supposed to happen first.” 
Piper’s head ticked toward Cameron. His earlier secrets seemed to rear back up, reminding Piper that he hadn’t quite told her the full truth. He was looking mostly forward, his eyes in the distance. Not just watching. But waiting as well. 
She looked back. Toward the open pan, where Andreus and Coffey were hiding with Charlie and Andreus’s daughter, Grace. They kept trying to take the group’s lead. They were the soldiers. But Andreus had seemed to be holding something back as well. Officially, the Astrals wanted the key and knew Cameron had it. Leaving the less-sought-after members of their group behind was supposed to be insurance.
Maybe. 
Maybe not. 
Up the rise. Between the buildings at the city’s main thoroughfare, mostly dark. A few curious faces appeared at windows, watching the newcomers march into their midst.
Piper heard something at the rear. She turned to see the big gates closing. There was an indifferent air to the swinging doors, casual emotion somehow conveyed by the movement of metal and wood. Now you’re inside, it said. So let’s get comfy. 
Piper heard the grating of grit and rock. 
Two large white forms appeared between the buildings to their rear, on the right. Another two Titans emerged on the left. 
“Piper.”
She turned back to see Cameron’s face then turned farther to follow his gaze. Titans were emerging there as well. Percolating between the dark buildings like water gurgling up through the cracks. Forming a long double row with a clear spot through the middle, like a gauntlet. 
More Titans. 
And more. 
Piper’s heart slammed into her ribs. She looked around in a circle, seeing Titans lined behind them to the gate, then in front in the long, curving line of buildings ahead. 
“What do we do?” 
“Keep walking.” 
The line of bald white heads turned placidly to watch them pass. Piper’s mind kept returning to Cottonwood, watching the Titan guards become the prowling black Reptars. Were all masks now off? Would these Titans hesitate to change, having already shown humanity that particular trick? 
“Cam …” 
Cameron still seemed to be focused somewhere else, walking slowly, at least one trick still seemingly up his sleeve.
“Any time now,” he said. 





Chapter Twenty-Seven
“JESUS.” 
Christopher turned. Jons was staring straight ahead, past the station’s wall. Uniformed officers were streaming out like water, headed toward the city’s front. 
The big man pushed past Christopher, grabbing a kid who looked about fifteen by the back of the shirt, stopping him sharp. The kid’s hand flinched toward his sidearm, but when his wild eyes saw it was Captain Jons who’d snatched him, they ratcheted down.
“Where are you going?” Jons demanded. 
“Word on the walkies,” said the kid. “From the house.” 
“What word?” 
“From …” The kid swallowed, eyes flicking to Christopher. “From the viceroy.” 
“Meyer Dempsey doesn’t call the shots here. I do.”
“Sir. Sorry. He said the gates are open and undefended. Some sort of mix-up. An oversight at the house because of problems with the grid.” 
“Dempsey told you this.” 
“Through Guard Commander, Sir. I’m sorry. Burmeister took the call. When he couldn’t find you, he sent everyone out. We’re to secure the gate.” 
“Guard Commander,” Christopher said. “Raj.” 
“They watch the fences, not us,” Jons told the kid, giving Christopher a nod of acknowledgement. 
“Sorry sir. Burmeister said—” 
“Shit. Just go.” He released the young cop’s shirt, causing him to stumble. The kid looked back then seemed to take Jons’s mumbled assent as an order and shambled on, leaving the small plaza around the station with the others. 
He turned to Christopher. “I guess this is news to you, too?” 
Christopher nodded, confused. 
“‘The gates are open.’ Why would the gates be open?” 
“It’s Raj. There’s no way that came from Dempsey. It might mean nothing. Probably means nothing.” 
“Unless Dempsey knows something. Knows your people are coming.” 
There was motion overhead. Cameron looked up, saw a trio of shuttles cross the space between the buildings’ peaks and the mothership, headed toward the cops. 
“Looks like they know, too.” 
“Level with me, Chris. What the shit are they trying to pull? They’ve tried to hit the city repeatedly. Tried to crash a plane into the viceroy mansion. Bannister walked right the fuck into the city and was busted out by a goddamned tank from nowhere while the shuttles kept their asses docked and allowed it to happen. I know we’re just puppets, but it’s goddamn hard to do my job if I don’t know what I’m supposed to be protecting, and against what.”
“I have no idea. Terrence had no idea. The networks are down.” 
“But you knew they were coming.” 
“That’s harder to explain,” Christopher said, thinking of Clara. 
Jons moved. Christopher followed, both men heading in the flow’s general direction at a light jog. Shuttles buzzed overhead. A stream of Reptar traffic packed parallel alleys, all attention moving toward the gates. But the Astrals must have suspected something more as well because Christopher could see another group of shuttles making slow laps of the perimeter, swarming the city’s other edges like water circling a drain. 
“What do they want, Chris? Why would they just walk right the hell into the middle of the city? I’m on your side, you hear me? But I can’t help dumb motherfuckers who get themselves surrounded the second they step into enemy territory.” 
“I don’t know.” 
Christopher stopped when Jons practically clotheslined him with his big arm. In front of them, as they rounded a corner, was a line of cloaks: Titans, in their usual monklike uniforms. 
Dozens of them, stone still. Thick in a circle, moving away from the curbs and into the open street ahead, surrounding something. 
Jons whispered, “I want to help, but I can’t unless you tell me what the hell these dumb assholes think they’re doing!” 
“I … I don’t know,” Christopher stammered. 
Then many things happened, all at once. 





Chapter Twenty-Eight
CLARA WOULD’T GO TO BED. 
She was mad at Lila for not playing along earlier, when she’d wanted to watch the Apex for “something neat” that it was supposed to do. Lila’s nagging insistence on storming away from Grandma Heather’s place (or, really, Terrence’s place, where Grandma Heather was mired in a psychotic episode) had caused Clara to miss the neat thing she’d been hoping to see. That had immediately become a source of friction. She was pouting, excited, angry, manic. A bit psychotic, like Grandma. 
Grandma, who kept screwing with Lila in such unfair ways. 
When they’d reentered the mansion, Lila had nearly knocked Mo Weir flat. He’d been bustling across the rear hallway, hell bent on getting somewhere fast for something apparently important. Lila thought of stopping him, of asking sideways questions that would tell her just how batshit her own mother was. Seeing Meyer’s murder had shattered something inside her. Lila felt it broken inside herself as well, but she was dealing with the tragedy in a normal way. Without changing history. She wasn’t trying to take back her earlier assertions that certain people had left the planet — in, Lila thought with black amusement, the old meaning of the phrase rather than the new one. 
Mom had seemed so certain. So sure. So serious, without any of her usual jokes. 
But something was going on with her and probably had been for years. Since Astral Day. She’d been through as much as the rest of them, maybe more. But she wasn’t keeping it together. Heather masked torment with humor. Lila tended to feel the pain, which she supposed was healthy. But now all that bottled emotion must be backing up inside her mom like a clogged toilet trying to clear its throat. And now she’d either broken inside or had leveled up as an asshole. 
Still, Clara led Lila angrily up the stairs. The small girl never looked back. If she had, Lila would have realized something she’d been trying in various degrees to ignore: that Clara, not Mo Weir, was the one to ask about any happenings in the house. She could ask Clara directly, without the subterfuge that would be necessary if she asked the aide. Clara wouldn’t think her mom was ridiculous to ask if Grandma was telling the truth, when everyone knew she was short a few critical nuts from her snack bowl. 
Her father was dead. It was an impossible thing to think, given the mansion’s reaction. What she’d overheard from Mo earlier. What Raj had said — his claim like the planting of a flag. 
She was being stupid. 
Maybe her father was alive after all. Not asking made her the sick one, not Heather. 
“Clara …” 
Clara kept moving. Her small legs were, as with the rest of her, oddly certain. It was eerie, watching her climb. She was barely old enough to be clambering up the stone steps hand-and-knee, yet she took them like an adult, holding to the newel posts because the risers were huge relative to her natural gait.
Lila didn’t need an answer. She already had it. 
Let’s go find him, Clara had said earlier. About Meyer. About Grandpa, while everyone else was saying he’d kicked his final bucket. 
But nobody told Lila anything. No one had in forever. Terrence and Heather didn’t try to enlist her help to overthrow the Raj regime; she’d had to discover that by chasing her father. And Dad hadn’t asked her thoughts; she’d had to guilt him into changing his mind and shooting Raj, right there on the spot. 
And Raj? He was so much worse. Normal husbands talked to their wives. He might have said, Honey, your mom and everyone else in the world seem to be up to something, like trying to overthrow the city. She might have listened. At least he’d have been sharing his day, discussing his work. 
Back upstairs, Clara grew quiet. Suddenly uninterested in the Apex, which had claimed her attention just minutes before, now back to pulsing blue outside the window — albeit brighter with the lights out. Maybe faster. 
Clara shuffled blocks. She lined them up in long rows. Two banks with a space in the middle, like a highway. She arranged tiny men and women from a play set no two-year-old should have. But getting them from imported merchandise stockpiles had seemed so natural. Clara didn’t play like a toddler. She played like a teenager and swallowed nothing.
“What are you doing, honey?” Lila asked, coming to her knees, dismissing thoughts of her father — something to deal with later, like her mother’s mental collapse. 
Clara said, “Shh.” 
Lila shushed for a few seconds, but there was a meticulous feel to Clara’s play. The kind of play, she realized, that Lila had come to view like a news report or weather forecast.
Rows of blocks.
Little plastic men and women, lined along the edges. 
Two figures in the middle — far too large for the rest, a Barbie and a Ken. 
A second line of people and set-aside blocks to one side. If the long row was a highway, the offshoot would be an exit ramp. A second option, smaller than the first.  
But most of Clara’s attention had, strangely, turned to a dark-purple scarf that one of the other capitals’ ambassadors had given to the Heaven’s Veil viceroy’s family members as a gift. She didn’t need a scarf; as New American royalty, Lila had ample closet space, stuffed with all the clothing she’d ever want — not that she ever went anywhere or did anything worthy of her fancy apparel.
Lila had given the scarf to Clara. Somehow, the thing — fine to touch, surely expensive in the old world — had made it to the floor. Now it might as well be a rag. Something Clara was cleaning her play area with, bunched in one childishly pudgy fist. 
Except that Clara wasn’t cleaning with the scarf. She was playing with it, trotting it along at one end of the line of blocks as if it were a character in her game. 
“What is that, Clara?” Lila asked. Not meaning its real-life identity, but its function in her game.
Again Clara said, “Shh. It’s almost time.” 
Clara touched Ken’s forehead. 
She swooshed the scarf, beyond the line of people, as if unseen.
Lila watched a smile form on her daughter’s lips. 
The scarf unfolded. Clara tossed it lightly. And beneath it, all of the little people vanished. 
“Good night,” she said.





Chapter Twenty-Nine
ROWS OF TITANS MOVED CLOSER. First at the front and rear and then from the sides. It happened like squeezing a tube; ahead, the Titans came from right and left to meet in the middle. Then the line pinched down from ahead, closing like an approaching zipper. 
Piper stopped. Cameron turned. 
It was happening at the rear, too. 
Closing around from the sides. Slowly. With smiles. Piper didn’t see Reptars. Just Titans, politely choking in.
“What do we do?” she asked Cameron, who seemed to have an answer tucked up his sleeve. 
“It’s okay. I … I think this is okay.” 
“What are you expecting to happen?” 
“I don’t know what it is. Just … something.” 
“Cam …” 
“It’s okay. They don’t know where the Hammer is. They still think we’ll lead them to it.”
If the Astrals needed them, Piper wasn’t seeing it. 
The Titans inched closer. They didn’t look menacing or threatening. They almost looked curious. But then again, that’s how Titans always looked. It hadn’t changed them from becoming beasts, then tearing their friends to shreds. 
They didn’t need anything. They’d take the key. Then they’d kill them. 
Cameron’s eyes flicked to the side. Piper turned and saw human officers filling the space behind the Titans. Reinforcements, as if they were needed. 
Piper felt a change sweep the air, as if something had flown by unseen. The generator-fueled lights flickered then blinked out. Something seeped from the street itself, filling the air like a fog. Something that filled her ears with sinister-sounding whispers. 
In the pulsing blue glow, the Titans looked at each other. They looked at their hands, as if they’d never seen them before. 
The pyramid’s light came and went. While lit, Piper could barely see with her adjusted eyes. Once it was out, she could only see silhouettes. 
A black fog oozed among the Titans. A fog she recognized. And when Piper forced her eyes to defocus, she could see it happen: that one black dog shape she’d seen at the edge of her vision for days was splitting into many pieces, running amid the Titans, becoming mist, sliding into their bodies through their humanlike noses. 
Ahead, one Titan looked at the Astral beside him. 
The second Titan shoved the first, whose face formed a scowl, some unknown grievance suddenly pressing between the always-placid hulks. 
The one who’d done the shoving opened his mouth to a sharp row of Reptar teeth. 
The blue light from the Apex departed. The blue light returned. 
More shoving from the other side. Grunting shouts. All around them, Titans began to transform — not morphing as they had in Cottonwood Canyon, but becoming confused hybrid things with parts of each: eyes of a Reptar, throat-deep blue and glowing. Titans grew scales. Fingernails became claws at the end of muscular white arms, ready to slash.
Piper heard human shouts. Somewhere in the dark, a gun went off. She could see its flash in the blackness: a millisecond starburst of white.
Piper looked at Cameron. Cameron looked at Piper. They were afraid to move, still in their capsule with its empty halo around them. 
The Titans weren’t coming for the intruders. They were too preoccupied, all of a sudden, with fighting each other. 
“What the hell is going on?” Cameron shouted.
But he’d known something was coming. Piper could only watch it happen. Struggling to maintain her lack of focus in the flickering gloom, she watched the dark shape change again, moving from mist to something larger, collecting to the right. Forming a partition, prying Titans apart, making those it touched all the more furious. 
Piper watched one’s entire arm become that of a Reptar. The Titan slashed another’s throat, spilling blood that, in the dark, looked all too human. 
The wedge between dark shapes opened. And at the end of the newly opened way, Piper saw Christopher. 
They didn’t hesitate. 
Piper and Cameron ran, leaving the alien bloodbath behind.





Chapter Thirty
ONE MINUTE, Raj was looking down at Terrence, watching his progress without knowing what he was doing. In that minute, all was well with the world. He’d learned something the Astrals couldn’t know, and he’d sent the cops out to handle it. He hadn’t quite unearthed the dirt on Meyer he wanted given the strange way he’d freaked out while speaking to Terrence, but he was on his way. With a victory in the streets under his belt and forthcoming evidence of the viceroy’s duplicity, it was beginning to feel like Raj might ascend in the Heaven’s Veil power structure after all. 
But the next minute, the lights flicked away. Raj saw something approaching, big, and fast. The room’s single battery-powered security light flickered on, and Raj saw that the big thing was the viceroy. Meyer grabbed his shirt with both fists, not bothering to yell before hurling him backward. 
Raj spilled from his chair, the seat wheeling out from under him. His head rapped the ground. The chair struck one of the server racks and rebounded, rolling to Meyer’s feet as he continued to come, murder still burning bright in his eyes. He grabbed the chair without seeming to think, raised it over his head, and threw it hard at Raj as he lay sprawled on the floor. Raj managed to roll to the side but not far enough; the chair hit his leg sideways, its metal frame tearing a gash on his leg. 
Raj looked up. There were guards in the room as before, but they were just watching. Letting the man in charge do whatever he chose.
“WAIT!” Raj yelled, on his back like a beetle, hands up toward Meyer, legs held off the floor to deflect further attacks. 
But Meyer didn’t wait. He came hard, grabbing Raj by one upper arm and a fistful of canvas undershirt, dragging him to his feet far too easily. The man’s strength was insane; he always looked fit, but now he lifted Raj like a strongman, slamming him into one of the racks, making it clang. Hardware dropped to the floor. The viceroy’s fist returned. Raj tried to hold up a hand, but the knuckles came anyway, and Raj could only duck away. 
Fist met metal, hard enough to dent it. Tiny electronics tapped onto the surrounding surfaces like blown shrapnel. Terrence yelled out, raising his hands, standing, concerned more for the machines than for the human combatants. 
Raj slid to the ground. When Meyer picked him up again, Raj’s eyes rolled to his fist — a red, shredded mess. Bone was visible at his knuckles, blood running down his punching hand to stain his white cuffs. 
A rocket detonated in Raj’s left cheek, shooting all the way up into his brain. He’d never before understood seeing stars, but he got it now, his vision blackening, white pinpoints of light dancing around him like fireflies. Then he was limp, trying to stand, able to think bizarrely only that the fist Meyer had hit him with had been macerated.
A blow to his stomach. A guttural roar, like an animal’s. Lights strobed, turning the room into a disco. 
Something crashed. Raj could barely pay attention. Terrence was somewhere above, now trying to hold Meyer despite being, Raj thought, firmly on Meyer’s side. He tried to sit up and say something, but his body wasn’t working. Something erupted in his side, and Raj rolled away, coming back to see the viceroy’s polished black shoe recoil, preparing for another kick. 
Then the lights came on. 
And Meyer, with his foot back, slowly lowered it. 
“I didn’t have a choice,” Raj croaked, looking up at Meyer, meaning his assassination attempt, meaning the way he’d only been doing his duty while everyone else stood back and let Rome die in fire around them. 
But Meyer didn’t look down with anger. His eyes clouded, and the expression crossing his features seemed confused, almost lost. 
Then Meyer left the room, his fist dripping, without saying a word.





Chapter Thirty-One
THE GENERATOR SEEMED to kick on, purring without anyone bothering to start it. Coughing back from nothing, returning the newly mounted floods to life around them. 
“Get down,” said Malcolm Jons. 
Cameron looked up at the man, now kneeling behind a wheeled refuse bin beside Piper. Jons had his arm out, his uniform sleeve straining against his massive diameter. Jons clearly trained, but he also struck Cameron as a natural giant. He probably looked at iron and grew muscle — as opposed to Cameron, who’d experimented with weight lifting in his twenties, only to give up in abject frustration. 
He didn’t know if he could trust Captain Jons. But at this point, it hardly mattered. 
“They were going to take us,” Piper said. “They weren’t going to let us near the pyramid. They were just going to take us in, maybe kill us outright.” 
Cameron could only shake his head. That was only one of several things that had gone horribly awry in the last ten minutes. 
“I thought they needed us to find Thor’s Hammer,” Piper said. 
Cameron was still shaking his head, out of breath, adrenaline filled, and shocked. “Apparently, they decided they don’t need us after all.” 
“Shh,” said Jons, warning arm still out, searching the street for signs of pursuit. Cameron thought they’d got away clean while the lights had been out, but there was no way to be sure. This hadn’t been like last time, when the Astrals had let Cameron believe he might be alone, that there’d been a huge oversight in security and intruders were free to wander the streets at will. This time, they hadn’t been as subtle. Piper was right; they weren’t planning merely to shadow them to the Apex, leaving them alone until they revealed what they knew in the quest for Thor’s Hammer. That had been a mob, closing around them like a noose.
It had always been a possibility, of course, and Cameron might never have gone if not for the visions — if not for the certainty that when they entered Heaven’s Veil, something unexpected would intervene to help them. And when the Titans closed around them in the knot, that had felt dream familiar too, as if he’d known it was coming. He could only see a few seconds ahead, but he’d believed those visions. 
But that didn’t mean he had any idea what had just happened. 
“They’ll be looking everywhere,” said Christopher, speaking to Jons. And as if to underscore his point, there was a purr one street over as a Reptar (or perhaps a contingent) ran past. Cameron could hear their claws scraping on concrete, the rattle of indrawn breath.
“Surveillance,” Christopher said when Jons didn’t respond. 
“The networks are down. Surveillance is down.” 
“The Astrals have their own devices.” 
Cameron was about to speak up from their hidden position, adding his two cents about the tiny silver BBs. But Jons seemed to know about that, too. 
“Based on what I got from those bald white fuckers earlier, most of their shit isn’t working, either. At least as far as prying eyes. If it was, they wouldn’t have been licking our balls to help out.” 
“We can’t take them to the station.” 
“We’ll take them to Grandma Mary.”
“Who’s that?” 
But Piper seemed somehow, impossibly, to know. She raised her voice to Jons. 
“They know about Mary. The church by the wall was an underground camp. I was with them a while ago. The church was raided, and we escaped through a tunnel that came up in Mary’s basement.” 
“They don’t know about Mary,” Jons said. 
“How can you be sure?” 
“Because she’s my grandmama. And she said they didn’t follow you through the tunnels.” 
“I heard a shotgun behind us,” Piper protested. 
“She shot a few through her window.”
“They’d come after her for that.” 
“They did come after her for that. But Grandmama shot them, too.” 
He lowered his arm then waved for them to follow. 
“Let’s go. Her place isn’t far. If your asses are lucky, she’ll have a pie on.”





Chapter Thirty-Two
SHE COULDN’T JUST SIT HERE. 
Heather stood from her chair. Dusted herself off, even though Terrence’s old house (presumably old; he’d probably be cut into pieces and sent to the mothership as lunch after he was done) wasn’t especially dusty. She took a few deep breaths, looking out across the lawn between here and the main house. 
Security lights had come back on a few minutes ago. City lights were still stubbornly dead. Neither had affected Heather as she sat in the dark. But now with the lights on, she could see the line Lila and Clara had tromped through the evening dew, straight as an arrow slicing the grass between here and the mansion’s side door. Even the line of footprints managed to look angry, as if Lila had left all her frustration behind. 
Well, fuck her. She was Heather’s daughter, but if Lila didn’t believe, fuck her. This wasn’t a joke, and nobody — even the Queen of Mean, hiding from Meyer’s creepy doppelgänger in one of the small houses — thought it was funny. If she’d been trying to have a laugh, then okay, Heather could see Lila’s point. But she wasn’t. 
Meyer was dead. 
And now he wasn’t. 
Not only was it crap to blame Heather for simply stating facts; it was dismissive of all that she’d suffered. Was it Lila who’d had to watch her father die — to let Raj kill Meyer, to add insult to mortality? Nope, that had been Heather. And was it Lila who had to face off against … against whatever the shit that was in there? Nope. Again, that honor had fallen to her. 
And now she was being blamed for her horrid experiences? For her trauma? For being forced to endure so much terrible, gut-wrenching crap in one day? 
Yeah. Lila was Heather’s blood and the apple of her eye, but right now: Fuck. That. Bitch.
The jolt of righteous anger made her feel better. 
Heather stepped out onto the porch. She still felt nervous, still unsure. Not long after Lila had stormed off with Clara (who’d wanted to stay; that was another reason for FUCK LILA right now), the security lights had buried the lawn in darkness.
Then there’d been some sort of enormous commotion from the home’s front, from past it. Like out near the gate. 
Not long after that, there’d been a ruckus in the house itself. Heather looked up now, seeing a window open and a light way up on the fourth floor. She knew that place well. That’s where she’d gone with Terrence then been trapped and tied up by Lila’s cunt of a husband. That’s where Meyer had done the thing that had — and she was sticking to this version of the story, though it hurt more — got him killed. 
Again, by Lila’s cunt of a husband.  
Maybe he was a cuckold. The odd, irreverent, irrelevant thought gave Heather a jolt of glee. Clara didn’t look like Raj at all. Usually, those foreigner genes were dominant as hell, but Lila had squeezed out a blonde with blue eyes. It would point to Heather’s failure as a mother if Lila had been playing the field of dicks and only telling Raj this kid was his, but it would also strike Heather as more awesome than disappointing if true. 
The fourth-floor window was quiet. That must have been where the crashing had come from, though; the noise had been sharp, and no other windows were open. No other lights on this side (notably: Trevor’s, which also hurt) were lit. Terrence was burning the midnight oil, with Raj whipping him to undo what he couldn’t — what he probably wouldn’t undo if he could.
Yes. Well, it didn’t matter. What mattered was that she couldn’t just sit around and let … well, whatever it was … happen. Throughout her life, Heather had always faced adversity in one of two ways: Either she’d run and pretend she didn’t care or face it the way someone would fight while a camera was on her. Heather had a reputation as “feisty” in Hollywood before Astral Day, but really it was all a performance. When her adversaries got reasonable and discussed resolution, she always folded. Without a fight worthy of the front page, Heather’s soft center just wasn’t strong enough. 
No more. 
Some weird crap was happening here, and for once, she wouldn’t be the wiseass who made jokes and did nothing.
Meyer Dempsey had, it seemed, never stopped loving her. 
Whatever it was inside the house wasn’t the man she once adored. 
She owed it to him. To Meyer. To his memory. 
Heather crossed the grass, her fists clenched.





Chapter Thirty-Three
WHEN THE LIGHTS came back on and the tumult from above finally settled, Lila let Clara go. Her daughter hadn’t wanted to be held in the first place. Lila told herself she was protecting her child. But really, she was looking for a teddy bear to squeeze. 
With the lights on and Clara gone from her arms, Lila walked to the window. 
Grid power was still off. She plucked her phone from the end table and verified that there still wasn’t service. Outside, she could tell that the less superficial networks — used by the city’s bones and even the Astrals, she suspected — were probably still out as well. From her room, she couldn’t see much more than she’d managed on the ground, except a scattering of cops running hither and yon, not at their proper posts inside the house grounds, not coordinated at all. She could see the Astral shuttles patrolling like people would without leadership: more or less randomly — every man (or alien) for himself.
But the generator lights were back, just like in the house. Even the lights not connected to the grid had winked out, before returning. 
“You feeling okay, Clara?” Lila said. 
Clara was curled up on the floor with the blocks and toys that had so recently and so intensely interested her. The purple scarf, which had seemed to play an important role in the game, was lying discarded to the side. Clara’s power was like the city’s, it seemed. Bright one moment and dead the next. 
There was a small baby blanket, too small for her daughter last year, on a low shelf. Lila grabbed it and draped it over what little of Clara it managed to cover. 
“Yes, Mommy, you should go.” 
Lila realized she’d been thinking about her father. It wasn’t surprising, given what had happened or what she’d been recently mulling — not even including the face-off with her mom across the lawn. But still she hadn’t noticed until Clara spoke, and she couldn’t help hearing those words as a suggestion about Dad. Or maybe permission. 
“Go where, Clara?” 
Her daughter was already sleeping, looking for all the world like an ordinary two-year-old.





Chapter Thirty-Four
HEATHER EXPECTED to find Meyer in his office. His life had been defined by work. That was who he had been. It was, until he’d died, who Meyer was even today. 
So it surprised Heather when she walked through the big dining room’s east doorway and saw him bleeding all over the formal table, wrapping his hand in gauze and tape. 
He looked up. He seemed to smile, feel the grin on his lips, then consciously fight to keep it down. It was a confusing sequence of actions, and seeing it unnerved her. 
“Heather,” he said. 
Lila entered the dining room from the other end, through the west doorway, before Heather could respond. Her mouth hung open. She looked at her father then her mother. Heather saw remonstration. Of annoyance. Maybe of hatred. 
That was a cruel, sick joke to tell me he’d died, she seemed to say. 
Heather opened her mouth to reply, but then Lila rushed forward and hugged Meyer around the middle. 
His hands went up. His destroyed, dripping right hand brushed Lila’s side, painting her with a broad stroke of crimson. She hugged him while he waited, holding up gauze and disinfectant, dark blood trickling down his arm. A wad of paper towels was on the table with the rest, soaked. 
Lila released him, her eyes wet. 
“Hey,” he said, forming a smile. “What was that about?” 
Instead of replying, she hugged him in an encore. Then she released him again and said, “I love you, Daddy.” 
A strange, defenseless look crossed his features. “Thanks, sweetheart.”
“Mom said you were dead.” She looked hard at Heather then back at her father. She seemed to realize what a strange thing that was to say to someone who seemed so healthy (other than one smashed hand), but she forced her next words behind it. “She said Raj killed you.” 
Meyer gave a dismissive little laugh. “Well, he didn’t.” 
Heather came forward, skirting the table. She looked at Lila. 
“Don’t look at me like that, Lila. You heard Raj. You saw how bloody I was. Don’t act like this was all a big joke. And don’t you dare act like you were right, seeing as I told you he was alive again.” She paused. “Except that like I said, he’s dead.” 
Heather could hear herself, knew how ridiculous she must sound. Alive again. And Like I said, he’s dead. Yeah. Those weren’t things a crazy person said. It was positively shocking that Lila didn’t believe her every word.
It was impossible to talk with Meyer between them, with him dressing his wound in the middle of the formal dining room instead of somewhere logical, like a bathroom. How had this little display even happened? They didn’t store gauze in the dining room. He must have run somewhere for it then brought it here. Or he’d started to clean this strange new wound (and forget that mystery for a second) before getting suddenly hungry. 
Heather grabbed Lila’s arm and dragged her aside, to the room’s end, as if Meyer might not notice them standing there talking about him. 
“I wasn’t lying to you, Lila.” 
“Mom …” 
“I told you he died. He did. I saw it happen. He wasn’t breathing. His eyes were open. It was over.” She blinked back tears, realizing how strange it would be to cry over the death of a man who was, in most people’s opinions, standing five feet from her now. 
“I know you thought that, but—”
“And then I told you he was back. I told you to go in and find him. I was telling you the truth then, too.”  
“Mom, I know how you are, and I just—”
“This isn’t funny to me, Lila. I haven’t been screwing with you. You need to believe me. That’s not …” Heather stopped, hearing herself. She was about to say, That’s not your father. And when it had been just Heather and Meyer in the room, that had been easy to believe. But now she wasn’t just seeing Meyer through her own eyes. She was seeing him through Lila’s, too. 
What, did she think he’d been body snatched?
Was it really that hard to believe what he’d said earlier, now that she really thought about it? After knocking Raj out cold, she’d seen a shuttle coming. She sat on the stones, sobbing over what she’d thought (perhaps erroneously) were Meyer’s final breaths. The shuttle’s approach was the reason she’d run, fleeing in futile circles before realizing Dorothy was right, and that in an alien-colonized city, there really was no place like home. She’d assumed the shuttle would arrive, see what had happened, and cart him away. Maybe finish Raj off for her. Or perhaps give pursuit, knowing Heather was a saboteur, and a potential murderer.
But maybe that’s not what the shuttle had done. 
Maybe it had fixed him, even though he’d been technically dead. 
After all, when people drowned, CPR could revive them minutes later. When they flatlined in ambulances and emergency rooms, countless TV shows had proved that a crash cart could bring those people back. 
Yes, he’d been dead. Shot through the heart or lungs or God knew what else. Diced inside. But maybe the aliens been able to fix the damage and re-fire his system. 
“That’s not what?” Meyer said, looking right at her. 
Heather said nothing. Lila’s hard eyes softened. Heather exhaled, her shoulders dropping, defensive tension draining from her frame.
Heather thought Lila might cry, for reasons unknown — for the stress if nothing else. 
Or maybe she’d walk out, still annoyed by her jackass mother’s antics. 
But instead, Lila hugged Heather, too. 
Behind her, Meyer smiled. 
He continued to wrap his damaged hand. 
Because even though Astral technology had healed a bullet through the chest, it somehow wasn’t available to fix a tenderized fist.





Chapter Thirty-Five
WHEN CHARLIE CAME around the RV, Nathan had parked himself in a folding lawn chair at the vehicle’s front, kicked back with a beer that had to be at least three years old. The moon had emerged and Nathan had no idea what time it was, but in this shitty folding chair he’d enjoyed the feeling of sitting under the sun on a summer day. Possibly while swatting flies and bitching about welfare. 
“Send your drone,” Charlie said. There was no hello. There was only a command. 
Nathan looked to Coffey for support, but she must have gone inside. The lawn chair next to him was empty, its garishly colored straps of woven plastic fiber exposed to the cool nighttime air instead of safely concealed by her ass. 
“It’s malfunctioning,” Nathan answered. 
“Let me look at it.” 
“It’s so malfunctioned, you can’t even look at it.” 
Charlie stood still, staring at Nathan through his thick glasses, his bushy brown-and-gray beard doing nothing to make him look softer or less angular. Charlie didn’t have particularly large eyes, but they always seemed to be sticking out, accusing the person they were watching of idiocy. 
“The lights have been on for a while now,” Charlie announced. “Still just the generators. The drone might be able to spot them and go unseen if you got it close before. We need to know if they went toward the Apex. If they’re on target.” 
“I don’t think they are,” Nathan stared.
Charlie stared. 
“Are you going to ask why I think they’re not on target?” 
“Why?” 
“Because the Astrals probably chose to arrest them instead. It was inevitable.” 
“We decided that the chances of arrest were low. That’s why we did this.” 
Nathan swigged his beer. “Ah. Yes. But that was back when we thought the Astrals would need our friends to show them to Thor’s Hammer because they themselves didn’t know where it was.” 
Charlie’s stare faltered. So he was human after all. “What are you talking about?” 
“I dropped a message to Meyer Dempsey. Told him that two people were entering the city and that they were carrying the key to something the Astrals were very interested in, inside Cameron’s satchel.” Another sip. The beer tasted like gasoline. 
Nathan tipped his beer at Charlie. “Oh. And that what the Astrals were searching for was almost for-sure under the Apex after all, just in a different chamber, and that if they scanned down there for stone matching the unique kind used in the key, they’d probably have no trouble fi—” 
Nathan stopped talking when Charlie, showing agility never before seen in a scientist, leaped forward and rolled them both over the chair, onto the ground. 
Nathan had thought Charlie might try to hit him, but he hadn’t expected his fervor. The quickest and easiest way to let Charlie in on the situation was this ripping off of the Band-Aid, so Nathan had come ready to parry. But Charlie was stronger and more lithe than he appeared to be, and Coffey wasn’t around. Nathan was pinned in seconds. 
“You turned them in?” 
Nathan raised his leg, fast and hard. The knee struck Charlie in the balls, and he rolled away, moaning. Then, as Nathan righted the chair and brushed himself off to stand, Charlie hobbled over and tried to hit him. This time, Nathan was ready. But still, Charlie’s effort — stepping up with his boys crushed — was admirable. 
The fight was over in less than thirty seconds. The scuffle pulled Coffey from the RV, but there was no longer a need. Nathan and Charlie were both leaning against opposite awning supports, panting. Two men past their youth, scrapping like teenagers. 
“What’s going on here?” Coffey demanded, eyeing them both.
“I don’t think he likes my plan,” Nathan said. 
Charlie lunged again. This time, Coffey was in the middle. She did little other than extend an arm but must have hit Charlie because he staggered and again found his place in the corner. 
“You sold them out to save yourself,” Charlie said. 
“Sit down, Charlie.”
“You’re a selfless, brutal—”
“Sit down, Charlie,” Coffey repeated, pushing her chair toward him. “Let him explain.” 
Charlie seemed both shocked and darkly satisfied by Coffey’s lack of surprise over the duplicity. His eyes were wary as he slowly sat, his body tense.
“We’ve been through this song and dance before,” Andreus said. “Man walks to gate. Man is allowed to enter. Then man does what the Astrals expect, hoping he’ll somehow be allowed to leave when he’s done, and of course that’s not how it happens. Last time, the Republic managed to get in there and take them out, but even that shouldn’t have worked. If they hadn’t specifically wanted us to get away so we’d get to take Piper to Moab, my people would have been fried as they’d rolled across the land between here and there. Think about it. Why has your lab been permitted to survive, even today? Because they needed Benjamin. After his death, they needed Cameron to go through his father’s research, and of course they need that power outlet on the property. Our truce is the only reason my camps haven’t been destroyed.” 
He paused. Chances were extraordinarily slim that the Republic, which didn’t have the strategic significance to the Astrals of a Moab laboratory, was still in existence. 
“Or had a truce, anyway,” Nathan finished. There should probably be emotion there, but he didn’t want to go looking. He’d managed to find Grace. That was enough. “We only truly fooled the Astrals once. Don’t tell me you can’t see the difference.” 
Charlie was still watching Nathan with his big bug eyes. 
“Cameron’s plan wouldn’t have worked. Somehow, he was supposed to do the exact same switcharoo we did in Cottonwood? It was absurd. Maybe the standoff would have held until they’d entered the Apex, which the Astrals would likely have allowed them do. But they’d have been watched. By Reptars, if it’s true those little BB things don’t work with the network out. He’d basically have had a guard on his tail the entire time. They’d have taken him the minute he reached the Hammer. Maybe Benjamin figured out what the Templars pulled off better than the Astrals, but I’ll bet they know how to use their own doomsday weapon just fine. There’d be no more need for Cameron or Piper. They’d have taken the key and turned it on. Then we’d all be fucked.” 
“So you turned them in to save your skin,” Charlie said. 
There was a low whistling noise in the sky above. Charlie looked up nervously, searching for a shuttle or perhaps the dark specter the others said they kept seeing like kids afraid of the boogeyman. But Nathan knew what it was, and it was right on time. 
The black drone glided by, rolling to a stop on the flat land just beyond them. 
“Malfunctioning,” Charlie said. 
Nathan and Charlie stared at each other while Coffey trotted over. She returned with nothing more elegant or spectacular than a slip of paper that must have been banded to the drone’s belly. 
She handed the paper to Nathan. He read it and smiled. 
“What?” Charlie asked. 
“Looks like Dempsey got my message turning them in to save my skin,” he said, “and has requested my presence in Heaven’s Veil.” 
“Why?” 
“To make peace,” Nathan said. “To discuss resuming my duties, controlling the outlands for our alien overlords.”





Chapter Thirty-Six
CAMERON KEPT LOOKING UP, reminding himself that nobody was all knowing or all powerful, and that the Astrals weren’t an exception.
There were no shuttles directly overhead, following them. There were no Reptars on the streets … on their paths. Without the reminder, Cameron couldn’t help wondering what game was being played against them — why the Astrals were letting them go free. But there was another possibility, if Cameron could let himself believe it: that the Astrals weren’t letting them go at all, and that for a change, they had actually managed evasion. 
He thought of the Titans — the way they’d turned on each other like common thugs.
He thought of what Piper kept asking herself, and Cameron: what the black shadow had done back there, when it had diffused and surrounded them all. Was it responsible for what had happened? It sure seemed that way. But why? What was it? And what, precisely, had it done?
And again: Was the shadow — or the Astrals as a whole — playing them like the BB had been playing them before they’d discovered its presence? Was this another game? Another ruse designed to ease the fugitives into a false sense of security, as they’d been lulled before? Were the Astrals still watching … and were Cameron, Piper, Christopher, and Captain Jons now doing exactly what the Astrals wanted them to do, for reasons unknown? 
Piper watched Cameron’s face as they half ran, half stalked the Heaven’s Veil streets. She seemed to be wondering the same things. Piper had run this same basic route before ending up at the church. Now they were headed almost all the way back, hoping for different results: a genuine escape rather than one they were coached to make. But Jons had sworn that Grandma Mary was still safe, that she hadn’t been discovered. 
Unless, of course, Jons was against them, too. Playing them as one escape within another, either as part of the Astral cause or because he planned to turn them in for alien favor. 
“Don’t do that,” Piper told Cameron, whispering when they stopped to scan an intersection so that the others wouldn’t hear.
“What?”
“Don’t look at Christopher and the captain like that. I know what you’re thinking.” 
Despite the tension, Cameron couldn’t help a small smile. The last time he’d been running for his life, Piper had been tortured and weak. This time, she was the stronger between them.
“How do you know what I’m thinking?” 
“Because I’m thinking it too.” 
Cameron caught a flash of her big blue eyes. There was something there below the surface, and for a second he sensed more than what her face was saying, as if he could again peer inside her mind. The shared bond that had struck them while traveling from Vail to Moab had dissipated years ago, but its ghost, Cameron thought, still lingered. 
“You said Reptars followed you. To this woman’s house.” 
Piper shook her head. “They followed us. But I don’t know where. And if they never made it to Mary’s …” 
“Shh!” Jons held up an arm and gave them a warning look that said, You two want to yammer on and get your asses caught, do it when I’m not risking my balls to be here with you.
But still, Cameron looked up. Waiting for shuttles to spot them. Thinking, If they’re looking, why can’t they find us? 
He could sense Piper as she watched him. Her head slowly shook. There was something about what had happened in the melee near the gate that Piper understood even though Cameron didn’t. Something she seemed to have fathomed at Moab, before they’d sneaked —Cameron wanted to add mental air quotes: “sneaked” — in to find research that the Astrals wanted them to find. And Andreus’s daughter, whom they’d left to deliver a message. 
They have everything under control, Piper had said, but they can lose control, too. 
“This is it.” Jons pointed to a small house on the corner. 
Cameron watched the skies, desperately hoping that Piper was right, and that even aliens might only be human. 





Chapter Thirty-Seven
THE FIRST THING that assailed Piper when they entered Grandma Mary’s home through the concealed back door was, shockingly, the yeasty scent of baked dough blending with cinnamon and apples. She’d baked a pie, just as Jons had said. 
The second thing that greeted Piper was more familiar: the muzzle of Mary’s shotgun. 
“Malcolm,” the old woman said, lowering her weapon and sliding it into the wheelchair’s holster. “It’s good ta see ya.”
The enormous cop bent to wrap the woman in a hug. For one strange moment, Piper half expected him to pick her up, to hug her upright with dangling legs. But he merely straightened while the old woman’s hands stayed high, seeming to seek a final second of contact. Then the limbs lowered, and Mary met each of their eyes. It was neither a good nor bad look — the assessing glance of a person who’s lived enough life to know that what would be would be, and that she merely wanted to assess its shape in the meantime. 
“Brought me visitors.” 
“Yeah, Grandmama. This is Cameron. Piper, you’ve met.” 
The small black woman tipped Piper a nod. They hadn’t met so much as Piper had run past her with Gloria, Franklin, and the other monks. There had been a muttering of thanks and a few words from the abbess, but Piper only remembered Mary as she’d remember a nightmare’s oasis. Despite the circumstances of their previous encounter, Piper felt comfort in her gut. This woman had been willing to hold off Reptars for them. 
Then Piper saw Cameron’s look and knew exactly what he was thinking — exactly the same thing she was thinking in the cynical half of her brain: If she’d survived Piper’s last trip through this house, was it because she’d been lucky and the Reptars hadn’t found the exact passage? Or was Mary — and Jons — in on all of this?
Stop thinking crazy.
She forced herself to breathe. Forced herself to trust, and believe. She’d come. Now she was here. If this was all another part of an elaborate snare, it was too late to do anything about it now. 
“Din’t catch ya name last time. But good to see ya got away, and good to have ya back.” Mary turned to Jons. “You ain’t stayin’.” It was a statement, not a question. 
“No.” Jons clapped Christopher on the back. “Me and Chris got stations to man.”  
“You think they fooled?” 
“Nobody saw us.” 
“They see a shit more than ya think, Malcolm.” 
Jons shook his head. In Piper’s mind, she saw the shadow. She saw it spread out and become mist. She saw Titan turn on Titan, tempers erupting as if from a long-held grudge. That part of Meyer, at least, hadn’t changed post-abduction. He’d always had a child’s patience with those who annoyed him. He had a biting tongue and a tendency to snipe before thinking. He was cool in the negotiating room but petulant in the privacy of his home. Short on patience. Infuriating to live with, in the few instances where his will didn’t force his way.
“This time it was different, Grandmama.” 
The woman had a face that seemed to have been wrinkled by the press of years. She looked like a person who’d had a hard life and emerged its humble champion, but who wore those old stories’ scars in folds of skin. Piper thought she’d protest. Perhaps point out that those in charge had their ways, that Grandboy Malcolm would be a durn fool to believe what he did. 
Instead, she unlocked the wheelchair brakes and turned, making for the kitchen. 
“Keep your bags and guns close ’case you gotta run,” Mary said, “but bring y’selves inta the front. I ain’t gonna give this pie to Donna an’ her kids when I got hungry mouths in my own home.”





Chapter Thirty-Eight
RAJ LIMPED into the network center with a look that said, Don’t you say a fucking word.
Terrence averted his gaze immediately. There were times to trifle with Raj, but they’d been diminishing in recent weeks. Back in Meyer Dempsey’s Vail bunker, he’d been the group’s punching bag. Heather had hit his pride with a vengeance, Lila had cheated on him, and together she and Christopher had played him for a fool. Meyer, both before and after the bunker, had supposedly walked across his back like a welcome mat. Even Terrence had taken his shots when he could. 
But then Raj had decided to start taking his job seriously. At first, it had been pathetically funny, before it became something darker. Something dangerous.
With a bruised and cut mouth, Raj said, “Tell me you’re almost done.” 
Terrence shook his head. He found himself answering Raj straight, without any rancor. When Meyer had left the room, he’d honestly thought Raj was dead. Two of the human guards had pulled him up, dragged him out, and apparently taken him somewhere for first aid. The whole process had been done aseptically, as if the guards’ cargo was a sack of inert matter instead of a human. Now Raj was back: cut, bruised, able to walk but clearly with pain. It was hard to be cruel to Raj when life already had been. 
“It’s not something that can be fixed,” Terrence answered. 
“You started it.” 
“Raj.” He inhaled then exhaled, trying to make his voice eminently reasonable. “I could start a fire, too, but I couldn’t unburn a home from ash.” 
“Then rebuild it.” 
“Every machine connected,” Terrence said. “Not just the servers here, but anything pulling data from the polluted streams.” 
“You must have had a way to undo it so your friends could get help when they needed it,” Raj said, sitting with obvious pain. 
“It wasn’t supposed to do this. It went wrong. It was always 50/50.” 
“Just fix it,” Raj said. 
Terrence felt his shoulders rise and fall in a halfway shrug. Why not? It was better than the mothership. He wasn’t doing more here than pushing code around, and deep down Raj had to know it was pointless. But he didn’t seem to know what to do or where he stood. For a while, everyone had thought he’d managed a coup, killing Meyer. But now Meyer was back. Raj didn’t know his place any more than Terrence. And nobody knew where the viceroy stood, except back in charge.
After another few minutes, a curious voice asked a question at Terrence’s side. It took him a second to place it, simply because the tone seemed wrong. Raj was always arrogant, hectoring, a total asshole. This was almost amicable. 
“What’s wrong with him, do you think?” 
Terrence turned. 
“I know you talked to him. I saw it all.” 
“How—”
“And I know you talked to Christopher. I have proof. I’d have shown it to Meyer already, but …” He trailed off, again indicating the problem that was Meyer Dempsey. 
“By now the Astrals should have Cameron Bannister in custody. Probably up where you were, on the mothership. Applying probes and whatnot. Did you get probed, Terrence? Did it hurt?” 
He didn’t know how to respond. The sadistic glint had reentered his eyes. Raj was a man with nothing to lose, it seemed. Even his allies had turned traitor. 
“I killed him. Chased him and Heather off the grounds after they took you away. Shot him right in the chest. Heather hit me with something after, but I saw him hit. And when I came to, I was right there on the street because nobody bothered to help me.” His lips twisted with bitterness. “Meyer was gone, but the street was stained red. And yet now he’s back.” 
Terrence’s eyes went to the door, as if expecting Meyer to return and finish what he started. 
“The question,” Raj said, “is why I’m not on your side.” 
Terrence’s head perked up. 
“I tried to please him. I did my job. And when he betrayed everyone, I did my job then, too. Did what nobody else would. What nobody else had the guts to do. And what happened? Did anyone listen? Or did they patch him back up and send that traitor out to do the same job as if he wasn’t as responsible for this as you are?” 
Terrence watched, seeing something in Raj come slowly undone. He seemed to be warring with competing emotions. With something unsolvable. 
“If Meyer is on your side, am I on your side? Whose side am I on, Terrence?” 
Terrence looked down at the monitor filled with senseless characters, at the house he was trying futilely to recover from cinders. Then he looked up at Raj. Security, both Astral and human, was near the door. Too far back to be hearing any of this. 
“You could help,” Terrence said. “It’s not too late to do the right thing.” 
Raj seemed to consider. Then he leaned forward and, with his uninjured fist, hit Terrence hard in the gut. 
“I know whose side I’m on,” he whispered, still leaning forward. “Not on Dempsey’s. Not on yours. Not on Cameron’s. And, it seems, not even on the Astrals’.” 
Terrence, even as he fought to regain his breath, wanted to ask which side was left. 
“I’m on my side,” Raj said, his voice close to Terrence’s ear. “Now fix what you broke, if you don’t want to become disposable.” 





Chapter Thirty-Nine
HEATHER STOOD ACROSS THE OFFICE, watching the man who might or might not be Meyer Dempsey shuffling papers. She was leaning against the door frame. Meyer wasn’t paying attention. He seemed to be searching for something, unable to find it. 
“What are you looking for?” Heather asked. 
“My cufflinks.” 
“Why?” 
“For the formal dinner.” 
Heather bit her lip. The dinner had been days ago. She said so. 
“Not that dinner,” he said, though he clearly seemed flustered. “A new one.” 
“Hmm. And I’m supposed to go?” 
“Of course. You, Lila, and Trevor.” 
“Trevor left the city, Meyer.” 
Meyer seemed to reset. Heather saw him pause, blink, and resume searching. Then he stood erect, snapped the drawer he’d been pawing through closed, and looked up. 
“Just me,” he said. “I got it mixed up.” 
“Just you for what?” 
“We have a visitor coming.” 
“To a formal dinner?” 
“Just a sit-down.” 
“So you don’t need your cufflinks.” 
“I guess not.” 
Heather shifted her weight to her other leg, very aware of her body. She’d spent too much of her adult life willfully blind. She’d looked away from so much that she should have stared in the eye. Heather felt like she’d gained a new sense of vision in the past half day, a new way of seeing the world around her. With half of her mind, she felt defenseless, as if facing an attacker without armor even without anyone physically present. But with her other half, she felt a fresh curiosity. A new level of no-bullshit, and this one without all the biting sarcasm. 
“When Raj killed you,” Heather said, “did you see the light?” 
“What light?” 
“The light people see when they die.” 
Meyer still seemed distracted. He didn’t look up. “I didn’t see any light.” 
“What was it like, dying?” 
“I didn’t die, Heather.” 
“You definitely died. If you want me to believe that you’re you, then don’t insult me by saying you didn’t die.”
“Maybe medically,” he said. “I don’t really remember.” 
“But you remember what you said.” 
“Of course.” 
“What did you say, Meyer? Just so I believe you.” 
Like a robot, Meyer said, “Love you.” 
“Do you?” 
“Do I what?” 
“Do you love me?” 
“I don’t know, Heather. I’m busy here.” 
Heather’s jaw moved side to side. She wasn’t precisely wary of Meyer anymore. She was more curious than anything.
“Why did you attack Raj?” 
“He was insubordinate.” 
“I’m insubordinate all the time, and you’ve never attacked me.” 
“That’s different.” 
Heather nodded, but of course Meyer didn’t see it. “Because I’m a woman.” 
“That’s right.” 
“And you don’t hit women.” 
“No.” 
“And Raj tried to kill you.” 
Meyer stopped with his hands mid-rummage. Heather didn’t know what he was doing and wondered if he did. He’d already said he didn’t need his cufflinks for … for whoever was coming to visit. So what was he trying to find? He struck her as an animal pacing its cage, unsure what else to do with his time. 
“He did.” 
“So that’s why you beat him up. That’s how ‘insubordinate’ he was.” 
“Right.” 
“Terrence said you nearly killed him. An eye for an eye.” 
Meyer paused, looked up, then resumed his pointless rummaging. That should maybe ring some bells that, for whatever reason, weren’t ringing. What had changed for Meyer? Her question about seeing the light wasn’t a joke; Heather didn’t believe in afterlife but did believe in how people always seemed to change after near-death experiences. That’s how Meyer was now. Before he’d been shot, he’d almost become the man he hadn’t been for years: the strong, independent, bullheaded man she’d fallen in love with more than two decades ago. He’d finally stopped toeing the line to do what was right. He’d fixed things with his ex-wife (whom he seemed still to love) and his daughter, before turning against the force occupying the planet after years of working on its behalf. That had seemed to make sense. 
But this? This blank return to business as usual? This didn’t.
“Maybe. I don’t know, Heather. Why don’t you head back to your house for a bit? I need to get ready.” 
“For what?” 
“I’m meeting someone. Someone from outside the city.” 
“On behalf of the Astrals, I assume. Like a stand-in for them, since they don’t talk.” 
“Divinity says they may use me as what they call a surrogate. Them talking through me.” 
“And this makes sense to them. Using you, who turned on them.” 
Again, Meyer looked up. “That was a mistake. I wasn’t thinking straight.” 
“They must know. Raj told them, and they’re not stupid.” 
“They know it was a mistake. They know I understand.” 
“Enough to trust you completely?” 
“Yes.” 
“How can they trust you when you turned on them before? They must have their doubts, right?” 
Meyer looked up again. This time, his jaw seemed restless, chewing on something that wasn’t there. Shifting side to side. Annoyed and tired of the discussion. 
“You should go back to your house,” he repeated. 
“There’s no power in my house.” 
Meyer grunted, still staring at her. 
“Because of the virus you released.” 
“We need to focus on the solution, not the problem,” Meyer said. 
A hunch told Heather to move forward. She kept her usual sarcastic vampiness out of her walk, and the annoying lilt from her voice. She tried to act normal, straight. It was possible, with effort, even for Heather Hawthorne. 
Six steps closer to her ex-husband, she asked, “Why did you do it, Meyer? Right or wrong, why did you help us, if you now realize it was a mistake? Why the temporary insanity?” 
“It was just that, Heather. A lapse of judgment.”
“But you remember it.” 
“Of course I remember.” 
“It was Lila, wasn’t it?”
“I was weak. I forgot my responsibilities.” 
“Because you saw that your daughter hated you. Because you thought you were going to lose her.” 
“The best way to ‘lose’ anything is to keep doing the stupid things I did then.” 
Heather wasn’t buying it. Meyer sounded brainwashed. 
She paced closer. 
“What if it happened again, Meyer? What if you had to face the same thing again, and on one hand you could make your daughter keep loving you … but on the other hand, you could do your duty and she’d think you were a son of a bitch?” 
“I wouldn’t be that stupid again, Heather.” 
“Why were you stupid that time?” 
“I’m tired of answering your questions. Go. I have a visitor.” 
“A visitor. Is there a chance to redeem yourself here? To do something at your ‘meeting’ to stop being a son of a bitch in your daughter’s eyes?” 
“I’m not,” he said, an irritated look in his eyes. “You saw what happened in the dining room.” 
“Lila is happy because she thought you were dead.” Heather took another step, confidence growing. “And because the last time she saw you make a choice, you chose to be noble.” 
“She’ll respect a father who does what’s right.” 
“But what if you had to choose? Duty on one hand, her respect on the other.” 
“I won’t govern one-ninth of the planet based on the opinion of a twenty-year-old.” 
“And yet,” Heather said, pointing toward the ceiling, toward the network center where he so recently made his act of sabotage, “the last chance you had, that’s exactly what you did.” 
“Get out of here, Heather.” Now he was coming forward, his pointless business in the office concluded. 
Heather didn’t back up. “I’m not saying you should do it. I just want to know why.” 
“That’s immaterial.” 
“And I want to know why, when you were dying, the last thing you thought to say was that you loved me.” 
“It doesn’t matter, Heather.” 
“Just tell me. Tell me why you chose to do either of those things, even if you now think they were stupid and a dereliction of responsibility. Just tell me, Meyer.” 
“I don’t need to explain myself to you.” 
Again, he took a step. Again, Heather refused to back away. 
“Just tell me,” she said, “and I’ll leave you alone.” 
Something seemed to war beneath Meyer’s skin. His eyes shifted. He bit his lip. He looked away then back to meet Heather’s eyes. 
Then he pushed past her and walked out. 
But at least he seemed angry, Heather thought. And that was a start.





Chapter Forty
CHRISTOPHER LOOKED up to see something hobble through the police station’s door that almost made him want to laugh. But then he got one look at the thing’s face and pressed his lips shut. 
It was Raj. He looked like he’d been dragged behind a squad car for blocks then stepped on by something enormous. His face was bruised and starting to puff, tinged a black and blue that showed even through his dark coloring. Beneath his nose was a crust of blood. It seemed to still be seeping. One of his eyes was swollen half-shut. He had a severe limp, as if one leg was broken and he was insisting on walking atop it anyway. There was blood all over his uniform in the most random spots. Observing the pattern, Chris couldn’t tell whether Raj had been repeatedly stabbed or if he’d just gushed blood like a geyser to land in many small pools. 
Christopher drew to half attention, more acknowledging Raj’s pathetic presence than deferring to his authority. 
But Raj didn’t go to Christopher. Instead, he detoured once through the door, drawing looks from humans and Titans alike in the generator-lit atmosphere of bright lights and knife-edged shadows. 
Christopher followed. 
“What happened to you?” 
“Fuck off, Christopher.” 
“I’m just asking.” 
“I slipped in the shower.” 
“Was there a fight?” 
“That’s none of your concern.” 
“Who did you fight with? Was it … is Terrence still at the house?” 
Christopher tried to cover the awkward, telling fumble, but Raj spun to meet his eyes. One of Raj’s whites had a spot of blood in its corner, as if the eye itself had been punched. 
“I know about you,” he said. 
Christopher tried to play the accusation off but couldn’t quite manage. There had always been something comical about Raj’s anger and pointed fingers. He’d been given his honorary position because it was befitting the father of Heaven’s Veil’s princess, and none of the many tasks the household had given him meant a thing.
Usually, his tirades were met with an eye roll and a silent chorus of, Oh, Raj. Nobody would ever take him seriously. But this was different.
“I was just asking if—”
“No, Terrence didn’t fight me. Yes, he’s still up there. Still being watched. Not escaping. Everything he’s doing with the computers is being sandboxed. Once he claims to have a solution, I will inspect it personally. He will not be able to get you a message under my nose.” 
“Not for me,” Christopher stammered. “Why would he need to get in touch with—”
“Save it,” Raj snapped. “I know about your talk with my wife, on top of your fucking her. You knew they were coming. I know you’ve been with Terrence all along. You might have fooled Meyer, but you can’t fool me.” Raj’s head cocked. “Or maybe you didn’t need to fool Meyer. Maybe he was with you from the beginning.” 
“I don’t know what you’re—” 
“Where is Jons?”
Christopher said nothing. He felt too gobsmacked. He wasn’t sure if he was frightened or not. Raj’s threats had always amounted to nothing, dating all the way back to the bunker under Meyer’s old house. Nobody took him seriously, but now Christopher couldn’t help but feel a target on his back — possibly because they’d left Mary’s house not a half hour ago, and he’d thereby painted it himself. 
They may have been followed. Tracked by the mothership or shuttles despite their care at staying low and keeping the open sky eclipsed. Raj might be bringing the first drop of a flood. He’d had viceroy access for a few minutes there, before Meyer had shown up. He might have received a message directly from the Astrals, and the weapon on his belt might even have an Astral-ordered bullet inside it, meant for him. 
“Where is Jons, Christopher?” Raj repeated. 
“In his office.” Christopher didn’t point, but his gaze did. 
Raj turned and headed for the open door. When he arrived, Christopher tried to shoot Jons a warning: Treat this one differently. Something has changed. But the chief saw Raj before he saw Christopher, and where Chris had contained himself, Jons openly laughed. The big man’s cavernous chest made a booming sort of guffaw, rich and dark like a thunderhead. 
“You finally say the wrong thing to Ms. Hawthorne?” 
Christopher turned to watch Raj’s profile, sweat threatening to form on his scalp. He saw Raj scrunch his lips. He didn’t retort, or answer, issuing a demand without pause.
“Where are they?”
Jons’s face became serious. This was his castle, and he wasn’t used to being pushed about by skinny little assholes. 
“Who?” Jons replied. 
“Cameron Bannister’s group.”
Jons finally noticed Christopher beside Raj. A telltale look passed between them and, it seemed, wasn’t lost on Raj. Jons, like Christopher, was probably trying to remember what he was officially supposed to know. They’d been sent to the gate, and then all hell had broken loose once the Titans started throwing uncharacteristic punches. 
“I have no idea,” Jons said. 
“No idea what I’m talking about?” 
“I know what you’re talking about. The people come into the city. Don’t puff up your chest to me, little man.” 
Christopher hoped that was right. Officially, without information they weren’t supposed to have, did they know people were supposed to be coming in? That they were dissidents? That the group was supposed to include Cameron? 
“So where are they?” 
“I told you. I have no idea.” 
“You’re the chief of police.” 
Jons stood in one heavy motion. His giant black hands clapped the desk’s surface. Satisfyingly, Raj flinched like a man afraid of being hit — probably because he so recently had been. 
“And you’re the grand poobah of the motherfucking mansion guard! So why don’t you tell me? Maybe you can let us know what happened out there. Why those Titans lost their shit. Why—”
Raj looked blindsided. “What happened with the Titans?” 
But Jons was on the offensive, coming around the desk now, not slowing. 
“They just let the rebels go instead of picking them up. You want to tell me that, you’ve got the viceroy’s ear? Takes one or two peacekeepers to catch anyone they want to grab in the open. Maybe a few more Titans. But this time—” Something furrowed Jons’s brow as if he’d just recalled it. He looked at Christopher, asking an unspoken question. “And what the shit was happening to those Titans, anyway? To their skin and bodies?” 
Christopher felt himself blink in shock. He’d pushed that away, losing it in the frenzy of shuttling their wards away and fearing capture themselves. By the time he’d thought back to events in the square, he’d convinced himself that hadn’t happened — especially given how blocked their view had been from the group’s rear. He hadn’t really seen Titans seem to form scales, their eyes to change color, their hands to grow claws and their mouths to bloom needle-like teeth and begin to glow. It felt too surreal, except that now it seemed Jons had seen it too. 
“You’re saying they escaped?” Raj’s voice was thick with unbelieving accusation. 
“Of course they escaped! Where the hell have you been?” 
Raj looked caught between righteousness and supplication. Should he be angry at being excluded or timid because he was so far out of the loop that he was embarrassing himself? 
Raj looked hard at Jons, who stared just as hard back. He seemed to be weighing a decision. Finally, he reached it, grabbed Christopher by the arm, and shoved him into the room. Given Raj’s own precarious state, Christopher was amazed he’d been able to manage. 
“Christopher is a dissident,” Raj said. “You don’t have them? Arrest him. Then make him talk.” 
“What the fuck are you jawing about, Gupta?” 
“I have proof.” 
“Show me,” Jons challenged. 
Christopher could see doubt in the big man’s eyes. Doubt in himself, in the ability to hold his own farce, maybe in his ability to shuttle off another via the Underground Railroad when he’d already let two escape.
Raj hesitated. Christopher wanted to exhale, but Raj’s eyes flicked directly at him. Jons had called his bluff. Either there wasn’t proof after all, or there was a problem with what he had. 
“Come back to the house. It’s on the CC system. On my tablet.” 
“I got more shit to do right now than going to your place for home movies. You got something to say, you bring it to me.” Jons saw the opportunity to twist the knife deeper and did. “Come to think about it, you got something to prove, why didn’t you bring this evidence bomb with you?” 
“I didn’t think of it,” Raj said, his voice turning slightly pouty. 
“Who beat you up, Gupta?” Jons demanded, moving in for the kill. 
“That’s not your concern.” 
“Was it Dempsey?” 
Raj said nothing. 
“Mmm-hmm. I heard about that. You turn on the big man then try to kill him. Somehow, someone takes pity on you instead of tossing your ass into one of my cells, and you keep running around trying to cause trouble instead of quitting while you’re miraculously ahead.” Jons nodded. “Yeah. I think in the viceroy’s shoes, I’d have kicked your ass, too.” 
“I have proof against Meyer Dempsey, too.” 
“Great,” Jons said. “So you just take that ‘proof’ against Meyer and your ‘proof’ against Chris, and you show it to Meyer. Try to convince him that he and his guard captain are a problem, because I sure as fuck don’t want to be the daddy you run to on this one.”
Raj looked like he might want to spar but seemed to realize that quitting was his only option. He made a face, threw hard eyes at Christopher and Jons, then gave his head a disbelieving, petulant little shake. 
“You’re up to something here. And you won’t get away with it.” 
Then he left without waiting for a response. 
“Jesus,” Christopher said, “that was close.” 
“Closer than you know,” Jons said. “He ain’t gonna give up. And judging by the fact that Dempsey seems to be back on his alien throne instead of supposedly helping out like Terrence said, he might be looking for someone to blame for this clusterfuck.” 
“So what now?” Christopher asked. 
“Now,” Jons said, “we hurry.”





Chapter Forty-One
PIPER PEERED out Grandma Mary’s window, keeping the slit between the drapes thin. The fabric was decorated with pictures of fruit. Piper wondered at that, as she wondered at so much of the house. There wasn’t a structure in Heaven’s Veil that was more than two years old, and construction had been managed with the scraps of humanity’s manufacturing sector. Where had these old lady drapes come from? And how had Mary achieved so much old lady ambiance, right down to the house that wasn’t as new as it should be? 
But as interesting as the drapes were, it was the Apex behind them that drew Piper’s attention, pulsing like a beating heart. 
Cameron spoke from behind, making her jump. 
“Why is it doing that, do you think?” 
“It always does that. But it’s faster now.” 
“And the flash we saw?” 
Piper shook her head. 
Cameron sighed. He moved away from the drapes and into the kitchen beyond. Mary was elsewhere in the house. Piper didn’t know where. She’d been blasé when Jons and Christopher had shown up to hide them, and she was blasé now that they’d gone. Just two more houseguests that could get the home’s entire occupancy cut to shreds. No big deal. 
Cameron sat in one of the kitchen chairs — classic old lady vintage, like everything else. Maybe a raiding party had gone to the homes that were here from before the occupation and stripped them clean. Some of those homes must have had old people. 
Piper sat opposite him, their hands up on the small table, not quite touching each other. 
“Do you trust them?” Hearing Cameron’s low voice, Piper throttled surprise. He was actually asking. Not discussing: asking. There was a difference. He was deferring to her, as one who knew more than him. When had their relationship changed? Had it been Cottonwood? After Benjamin’s death? 
“Captain Jons and Grandma Mary?” 
“Yeah.” 
Piper thought before answering. She’d trusted in the past. But this felt more certain. She wasn’t sure what was different, but something definitely was. 
The changed Apex. 
The fight among Titans. 
The grid Andreus had mentioned, projected as if beckoning for alien backup to arrive.
The changed game, from end to end. 
“I trust them.” 
She thought Cameron might ask further — perhaps inquiring as to why she trusted them and asking her to detail evidence of their honor when they’d been so thoroughly manipulated before — but he merely sat back, eyes straying toward the window and the pulsing blue pyramid beyond. 
“How are we going to get in there?” he asked. 
“I don’t know. Maybe we can’t, now.” 
“If we can’t …” 
“I know,” she said. If they couldn’t get into the Apex, they were right back at the same old stalemate. The best guess put Thor’s Hammer below it, hidden more or less in plain sight, its activating core safely (for now) nestled in Cameron’s padded satchel. Benjamin had seemed to feel that they had to find the Hammer first and use the key to somehow turn it off, or put it to another use which, hopefully, would become apparent. 
They couldn’t smash the key. 
They couldn’t just walk away.
And even if they knew how to get out of Heaven’s Veil now that their mission had become harder, they couldn’t do that, either. Because Thor’s Hammer was here, in the throat of the lion trying to devour them. 
“It’s so close,” Cameron said, again gazing. 
“Maybe we can sneak.” 
“They’ll be watching.” He shook his head, exhaling. “They were tipped off, Piper.” 
“You can’t know that.” 
“They were. They wanted to take us in. Maybe kill us. They wouldn’t have done that if they didn’t know where the Hammer was, and only wanted us to think they needed our help to find it.” 
“Maybe they wanted to catch us, take the key, then force us to show them.” 
“It’s too unsure. We could refuse.” 
“Then maybe they figured that if we came back here to Heaven’s Veil, we’d only have done it because the Hammer was here.”
“Too unsure,” Cameron repeated. “Think about it. They hadn’t touched us before. They let us enter Moab then let us come all the way here. What’s the advantage in not letting us go until we couldn’t go anymore? Keep their distance, let us lead them right to it. Then grab us, take the key, and fire it up.” 
Piper opened her mouth, but she had nothing to say. He was right, and she hated the implications. The Astrals had already shown they didn’t know how to find Thor’s Hammer. So unless they’d stumbled upon it by accident and assumed Cameron would be dumb enough to walk right into Heaven’s Veil with the key he’d been trying to conceal, the only other possibility was that someone had tipped them off. 
Andreus. 
Coffey. 
Andreus’s daughter, Grace, somehow. 
Or Charlie. 
“Maybe it was the shadow,” Cameron said. “Maybe it’s like we thought at first. Maybe that thing really was Astral, like a spy. Just like the BB. It heard us talking, only this time we didn’t try to fool it. So the thing ran and told.”
Piper had considered that, but it didn’t merit much consideration. The aliens had already shown them a sensible spy device: tiny spheres that echoed both mothership and shuttle, small enough in most cases to dart about unseen. Sure, Andreus had his signal detector, and sure, the network was out. But couldn’t it record now then zip off and play it for its owners in person? What were the odds that the Astrals had an entirely different means of surveillance — one so different as to be unreal — and had only loosed it now? 
Piper wasn’t buying it. But there was more to it. More reason to disbelieve that the shadow had ratted them out.
“I don’t think it’s against us,” Piper said. “I think it’s for us.”
“Why?” Cameron asked.
While they sat in Grandma Mary’s kitchen, Piper told him.





Chapter Forty-Two
AS PIPER TALKED, Cameron’s mind wandered to recent images and thoughts that didn’t seem to be his. Thoughts and images nobody else seemed to be experiencing. He wanted to dismiss them, but he’d had this experience before and knew to take them seriously. The Astrals had once lined the planet with monoliths to harvest humanity’s thoughts. Those monoliths were gone, but the feeling was similar. And yet the source — Cameron had no more idea how he knew this than Piper seemed to know what she knew — was different. 
He’d been down this road. So had Piper, in the past. 
But this was new.
Still, as Piper spoke, Cameron felt the unknown finger beckoning, drawing him toward something he couldn’t reach. Some unknown intelligence seemed to spot the obstructions and encourage him anyway. 
Yes, I see the wall as well. So what? Just walk through it.
But strangely, not to the Apex. At least not to Thor’s Hammer, sitting in its glass belly. 
This was something else. 
“When you came out and saw me?” Piper asked. 
Cameron shook his head. For a moment, he hadn’t heard her. Piper’s voice hadn’t existed. He hadn’t been in Grandma Mary’s kitchen with only a small lantern and the glowing blue Apex for illumination. He hadn’t even been in Heaven’s Veil. 
A giant hill, like a mountain. 
A dark place. 
And a misconception. Something Cameron already knew, but a small, female voice was only reminding him to consider. Something he was doing wrong, though not terribly so. Something he’d realize because he’d known it long ago but had buried it like … 
Well, like Thor’s Hammer.
Broken. Sifted. Contained. Handed down and obeyed then stored like a book on a shelf. 
Cameron blinked up at Piper. 
“I’m sorry?” 
“I said, what did it look like to you when you came out and saw me?” 
“In Moab?” 
Piper nodded. “When the ship took me. When it flew me to Vail.” 
The strange new images fled Cameron’s mind. All at once, he was back in that dark night, two years ago, on the evening the Vail mothership first became Vail’s rather than Moab’s. He remembered running, breath ripped from his lungs. He remembered tripping. Falling. Feeling helpless, impotent. Watching the ship snatch Piper away when he could only watch. 
“It looked like you were in a trance. Like it had you hypnotized.” 
“I thought I didn’t remember any of it,” Piper said, her eyes straying to the blue-lit window. “I just remembered going to sleep, dreaming of Meyer, and coming back to reality in Vail. Trevor and the others came and drew them out of the bunker.” She sniffed, pushing past thoughts of her stepson. “But over the past few days, I’ve started to remember more.” 
Cameron turned to face her. Piper’s face was lit by the lantern, arced with shadow, eyes mostly black pits, her hair a curtain of ebony. 
“I don’t know how to describe it. It must be how it is for people who’ve repressed something. I know these things happened two years ago, and now that they’re coming back, it’s all obvious. But they’re new, too. Do you know what that’s like? To experience something old yet feel astonished as if you were looking at something new?” 
Cameron gave a noncommittal nod. The answer was maybe. What he’d been sensing lately (small female voice notwithstanding) felt a lot like what Piper was describing. Maybe it was. Some of the images and thoughts were yet unseen. But some — deeper back, as if prompted by new thoughts rather than being those thoughts themselves — contained Benjamin. Tours through ruins that Cameron had bottled as parts of his old life, back when his father had been his hero. Childhood memories of ancient alien exploration that had been repressed, ironically, because the times portrayed were too happy for Cameron’s often-jaded adult mind — at least, where his father was concerned. 
“If I think back on that night now,” Piper said, “I get two sets of memories. The first is the one I’ve been telling myself all along: that I went to sleep in the house, dreamed of Meyer, and woke in Veil. But now there’s another set. In this one, I wake up and see a light through the window. I decide to get up and check it out. I’m not afraid, even though I should have been. I remember feeling almost giddy, but not stupid. I could see Meyer. I wanted to go to him. I was aware with most of me that it couldn’t really be him, just hanging out outside. I knew it had to be an illusion — something put on for my benefit. But I knew it didn’t matter anyway, and that it was safe to go. That I should go. Maybe even that I was meant to go. Does that make any sense?” 
“Not really,” said Cameron, wearing a smile he didn’t feel, encouraging her to continue.
“I remember a feeling of every part of me being lifted when the ship took me. It wasn’t like being raised on a hoist, where a strap or restraint is digging into your skin. Or where there’s an elevator under your feet, with the rest of your weight pressing down. Or like being pulled up by your hands. This was like floating. Being raised by my every square inch at once. Then I was inside. And if I really focus and go quiet now, I can remember pieces of it. I remember a smooth surface. A sound I can’t quite put my finger on, running from me now like a dream in the morning.” Piper shook her head. “There’s not much more I remember about what I saw. At least not yet.” 
Cameron sat back. It felt like a secret responsibly kept. Why hadn’t she said more? Why had she kept it all to herself when it suddenly felt so pressingly important? 
And why does it feel so important? asked a voice inside Cameron. Maybe his own. Maybe another’s.
“What does this have to do with the shadow and what happened when we entered the city?” 
Piper shook her head. It was a frustrated little motion, accompanied by slightly pursed lips. “I don’t know. But I feel like I should, or like I almost know. It has something to do with my time on the mothership. Not the shadow, necessarily, but the reason I feel … connected? … to it. Or like I might understand it, or once did.” She exhaled heavily. “It just feels so familiar. I don’t really know how or why. I only know the second-degree things. Not how I know it, I mean … but that I do, somehow, and that knowing is enough that I trust it.” 
“I’m not sure what you mean.” 
Piper sighed, calibrated, then touched Cameron as she found a new tack. 
“Do you remember when we were … mentally connected?” 
Cameron remembered it well, the most interesting form of intimacy. This wasn’t the first time she’d asked. He nodded. 
“I felt that return once I was on the ship, I think. Not with you, but with—”
“With Meyer?” 
He’d answered too quickly. Piper gave him a semi-pleased, semi-awkward look. The issue of Meyer versus Cameron might one day be faced, but so far they’d belonged to separate parts of her life and it had always been one or the other. 
“Maybe with Meyer. But more with all of them. I don’t think it was something they were trying to bring me into; it was just something there. The way lights are shining overhead in a store whether you care to partake or not in their light when you enter.” 
Cameron looked up at the dark ceiling. Piper chuckled. 
“It’s all still fuzzy, and I can only remember it the way I’d remember a memory from when I was just a few years old. There are shapes and feelings, nothing specific.” 
“And?” Cameron prompted. Piper was steering. She wouldn’t have brought it up if, in all this indistinctness, there was meaning. 
“It was so calm. Pacifying, really. Not in a quelling sense, like they were giving me opiates to keep me quiet. There was just this abiding, genuine sense of peace. And a feeling of time. I’ve thought of some of the questions Benjamin and Charlie asked since — how they wondered why the Astrals were going about things the way they were. Why not just blast through the mountain to find Thor’s Hammer? Why painstakingly construct all of their monoliths and the Apexes around the world when there must be faster ways for an advanced species to work? I think it’s because they simply don’t feel the pressure of time.” 
“So they’re timeless? They’re not in a hurry because they live to be a billion years old?” 
“I think it’s bigger than that. Do you remember what I told you about what the monks told me?”
“Sure.”
“Franklin said that they were surprised and confused by the way we’ve ‘externalized’ our collective in the form of a computer network rather than connecting our minds directly, which is what he thought happened with the old civilizations, like the Egyptians and Mayans. I got the feeling that the Astrals are like that. Individuals — who knows how long they live? We know they die as easily as we do. But above that, I felt a kind of collective. It gives them an enduring identity. And that collective is ancient. It’s not even that they’re not in a hurry. It’s more that ‘hurry’ has virtually no meaning to them.” She bit her lip. 
“What?” He could tell there was more, and didn’t like it.
“I think it might also make them sort of accidentally merciless, by our definition. Why would they think it was cruel to kill a single person if they’re used to seeing their entire species as one giant organism? It’d be like shedding a skin cell or a strand of hair, not ending anything with meaning in itself.” 
Cameron watched the window and the Apex beyond, unsure what to say. 
Piper went on. 
“But again, what hit me most was the way they seemed so calm. It was like entering a room full of people who were all meditating, even though I’m sure I remember them moving around and being active. They were cool and collected. And I could feel them pinching me off — not because I was human and wasn’t supposed to be there, but because I wasn’t as cool and collected as they were.” 
“You were a prisoner.” 
Piper’s head tipped. “Maybe. But at the time, I don’t know. It felt like I’d be welcomed if I’d been … cleaner, maybe.” 
“So …” 
“It took me a while to understand the reason I felt like I did about the shadow, that it’s more friend than foe. It scared the hell out of me when I saw it for the first time. And when it followed us or we followed it, the thing reminded me of the BB that followed us before, and I didn’t like how it seemed to be watching. But after what happened at the gate …” 
She trailed off, seeming to think. But the silence stretched and stretched. In the interim, Cameron realized he couldn’t hear Mary. They might be alone. Not just in the house, but in the entire city, state, and world. 
“Piper?” 
“The more I think back on it, Cam, the more I realize it feels familiar to me in the exact same way that sense of wholeness felt familiar to me on the ship. Just as indistinct, of course. It all feels so disconnected and without basis, like a dream from long ago. But … I don’t know.” 
Cameron waited. Piper continued to arrange her thoughts, trying to make sense of what seemed so senseless. Cameron could relate. So much, even within the walls of his own skull, worked on faith these days. 
“The Astrals are strong because they’re ‘one,’” she said. “That’s how it felt on the ship. Looking back, that made me feel like all of this was futile. How could we ever pull one over on them if they were so eminently logical and worked so smoothly as a unit? They couldn’t be scared like we could because their perspective was so different. They couldn’t be provoked or made to feel pity for disconnected, incomplete beings like us. And they couldn’t be angered.” She said the last with a knowing glance.
“Like they got angry at Little Cottonwood Canyon.” 
“And like they got angry at the gate. Like that shadow … Cam, I’d swear it somehow made them angry. It made them disagree. It made their perfect culture of harmony want to fight itself.” 
Cameron looked down. Away. Back at Piper. They had to make it to the Apex. There was no way. Unless there somehow was. 
“So what is it? What can get inside their heads like that, Piper?” 
“I keep coming back to the question of whether it’s already inside their heads,” Piper said. “And if that’s the case, we don’t need to decide if it’s good or bad for us as much as finding the truth of something else.” 
“What’s that?” 
“Whether it’s the chicken,” Piper said, “or the egg.”





Chapter Forty-Three
MEYER FOUND his cufflinks in the bedroom. He didn’t need them for his meeting with Nathan Andreus, but he put them on anyway. A professional front was never a bad idea. He was humanity’s spokesman — a bridge between the Astrals and people like Andreus. A way to show those who wanted to play along that they were all, ultimately, sharing the same side. 
There would always be dissenters. People who thought they knew best, despite abundant evidence to the contrary. Meyer’s old life had been filled with them: those in charge of companies that had stood in his way, even dissenting opinions at Fable Studios, whose salaries Meyer paid. Healthy debate was acceptable. A good idea even. But once objections were addressed, people had to understand where certain slices of bread were buttered. 
Meyer supposed he’d forgotten that the other day. He was only human. But after the Astrals had patched him up, he’d made sure to get his shit straight. 
But even thinking back on those incidents was uncomfortable. It made Meyer want to fidget. It made him want to check the length of his cuffs. It made him want to cross his legs right over left after they’d been perfectly content left over right. It made him want to pace, the way he used to while sorting things out. 
Why had he done it? It bothered him that Heather’s questions had no acceptable answers. He’d given her responses that made sense … but they weren’t precisely accurate. Or at least not the whole truth. He’d been irrational to the point of insanity. He’d upended sense for no reason and couldn’t replicate the moment of stupidity, even as a hypothetical, inside his mind. It was a bit like calling someone for a faulty appliance, only the technician arrives to find the appliance working just fine. You can’t fix a problem that refuses to appear. 
Meyer closed his eyes in the bedroom, fingers trailing across the viceroy cufflinks. With his lantern off, the backs of his eyelids were black, not even noticing the Apex’s cycles as it powered up and prepared to broadcast in concert with its worldwide brothers.  
He conjured the memory, which still felt fresh like dripping blood. He remembered running upstairs. He remembered seeing Raj sitting on Heather’s back with that dumb look on his face. That had seemed wrong; he’d told him to get off. Then Lila had appeared, and Meyer had … 
He had … 
He squeezed his eyelids tighter, trying to step into the memory. He knew what came next; the recollection was whole and easy. He’d taken the gun full of Terrence’s tranquilizer darts, and he’d fired them into Raj’s chest. Into Raj’s tough canvas shirt that had blunted all but the tips from scratching him. 
But why? It was so irrational. So stupid. So contrary to what was obviously the best course of action. Look how things had turned out: He’d run; he’d allied with those who were now bound in captivity and likely meant for execution; he’d attempted in vain to betray a force that held the planet quite firmly and couldn’t, in any meaningful way, be subverted; he’d nearly got himself killed. He hadn’t saved Heather, Lila, or Clara so much as thrown them in danger. It was as dumb and ill-thought-out an action as whatever Piper had done (though for that, the Astrals were to blame) and what Trevor had done, in running with her. 
Meyer thought of Lila, who’d caused all of this. She’d stared at him. She’d said words meant to cut him. But he was smarter than to fall for them, wasn’t he? 
There was nothing. No understanding. No light on his own actions, as if they’d been perpetrated by someone else. Someone stupid. 
Meyer opened his eyes. Clara was sitting on his bed. 
“Hi, Grandpa.”
“Hello, Clara,” Meyer said, feeling an involuntary smile touch his lips. “Shouldn’t you be in bed?” 
“I got out of bed. Mom was scared.” 
There was a twitch of something inside Meyer. Something that felt like it had meaning, but then it was gone. 
“Why was she scared, Sweet Pea?” 
“Grandma is acting funny. The lights are off.” Clara shrugged. “She’s just … scared.” 
Meyer watched the girl. He should be astonished by everything about her, but he’d grown used to it all. She walked and held herself like a five-year-old and spoke better than half of the city’s human leaders. She had, it sometimes seemed, more insight into the Astrals than Meyer himself. It was how she was, and nobody questioned it anymore.
“I’m sorry to hear that, honey.” 
Clara shifted on the bed. “I don’t want to leave our house, Mister.”
“‘Mister’?” 
“‘Grandpa,’” Clara corrected. 
Meyer scrunched his brow. He decided to let it pass. It was hardly the strangest thing the girl had ever said. 
“You don’t have to leave.”
“I think we will. I’ve already packed.” She indicated a small teddy bear backpack Meyer hadn’t noticed. It was on the floor beside her. He hadn’t seen her put it there — but then again, he hadn’t seen or heard her enter the room, either, and it wasn’t like his eyes had been closed long. His ears, in fact, hadn’t been closed at all. 
“Who said you had to leave?” 
“Grandma Piper.” Clara made a small wave, correcting herself. “Not that she knows it yet.” 
“‘Yet’? Clara, who have you been talking to? Did you overhear something Mo said? Because whatever he might have said wasn’t for your ea—”
“I haven’t seen Mr. Weir,” Clara interrupted. 
“Then—”
“I’m bored. Do you want to play a game?” 
Meyer watched the girl’s eyes. They were shockingly blue, like Piper’s. Like those of the stepgrandmother who’d told Clara that she’d need to leave home, even though Piper herself apparently didn’t know it. Yet.
“I can’t. I have a guest coming.” He forced a patronizing smile, but it didn’t come easy. 
“Who?” And Meyer thought, What, you don’t know?
“Someone who helps me protect the city.” 
“Like Captain Jons?” 
“Sort of. Except that he protects the area outside the fence. The Astrals can’t do it all. They need human partners to help out. Like me, and like Mr. Andreus.”
“Oh, okay.” 
“And you should be in bed anyway. It’s late, Clara.” 
She hopped down from the bed. The sound of her slippers against the floor made a noise like a clap. She picked up the small backpack, letting it dangle from a hand. Meyer thought she might repeat her question about moving, but Clara said nothing. 
“Okay. I guess.” 
“G’night, Clara.” 
“Good night, Mister.” 
Meyer felt the same strange expression form on his face, accompanied by an unknown sensation in his gut. He hugged her, scared to ask what he wanted to. 
“Have fun talking to your friend who’s coming,” Clara said, turning toward the door. 
“I will. Don’t let the bedbugs bite.” 
Clara yawned. When her plodding feet reached the door, she turned halfway. 
“Ask him about Uncle Trevor,” she said. 





Chapter Forty-Four
CHRISTOPHER FOUND Terrence alone with his guards in the network center. The guard unit was composed of five humans and two Titans — not a Reptar in sight. That must be Meyer reasserting his command, pushing the Raj regime right out the window … while, apparently, punching it repeatedly in the face. 
Passing them with a nod of acknowledgement, it occurred to Christopher that the guards — the human ones, anyway — might have been poisoned against him. Raj had been mouthing off everywhere all night long, it seemed, and he might have blabbed. The guards might have heard stories of Christopher’s disloyalty. But even though Raj seemed to have attained a new, listen-to-me edge, Christopher doubted the guards had accepted it. Their necks weren’t nearly as much on the line. 
The looks Christopher got seemed to confirm it. Guards allowed him entry with respect, giving him distance. The Titans stayed far back, respectful and deferential as always. 
He gave them all one final glance then sat beside Terrence in a way that hopefully seemed appropriately suspicious. The man was a prisoner and traitor, after all. 
“I haven’t seen him in a while,” Terrence said. “Raj, I mean.” 
“How’s the network fix going?” Christopher asked. He made his voice artificially loud so the guards would hear then raised one eyebrow, hoping Terrence would get his meaning. 
Terrence seemed to. “I’ve been waiting for Raj to come back. I can’t do more until I get access to the network spindle,” he answered, also in full voice.
“I’ll take you to it. It’s in the annex. Don’t try anything.” Then Christopher rose, taking Terrence by the arm in a way that was perhaps a bit too rough — but better to put on a decent show rather than anything unconvincing. Then he half dragged Terrence through the door, into a smaller room next door. Beating the guards to the punch, he ordered them to line up outside the door, looking in, keeping their guns ready just in case.
Once they were pushed back into the annex, Christopher lowered his voice and said, “What’s a network spindle?” 
“I made it up.”
“Here.” Christopher handed Terrence a tiny screwdriver from his clutch of tools. “Open this panel, and try to look busy.” 
“What if Raj comes back? You try to feed him ‘network spindle’, and he’ll arrest you, too.” 
Christopher frowned. “He’s down at the police station, trying to dig up dirt. I radio’d up myself before he came back last time, had some of my men confiscate the commander’s tablet before he got back because he was under suspicion. But it’s only temporary, until Raj shakes enough cages and gets it back. I’m afraid the ship’s sailed on my innocence. Raj says he has evidence against me. Both of us together, it sounds like. I think he has cameras. That’s why I dragged you in here. Maybe we can actually talk without making things worse.” 
Terrence’s gaze flicked to the guards.
“I can’t spring you, T. The guards like me a lot better than Raj, but the Titans won’t let it happen. They’re not that stupid.” 
“I can’t do what Raj wants. He won’t listen. Canned Heat isn’t like a normal virus. It consumes. It was supposed to do it selectively, eating through what they’ve firewalled. I figured they’d cut off the new connections, but we’d get our chance. Instead, it spread. There’s no undoing this, but he refuses to buy it.” 
Christopher nodded. “He’s desperate. Dangerous. Did Meyer really beat him up?” 
“Jesus, Chris, did he. You should have seen it.” 
“Why? What happened?” 
“He just stormed in. But you know he supposedly shot Meyer. I’d want to beat up the shooter, too.” There was more, but Terrence didn’t continue. As with Christopher, the perfectly logical “he tried to kill me” excuse wasn’t ringing true as Meyer’s motive. 
“Look. Cameron’s in the city. Cameron and Piper.” 
“Like Lila said?” Terrence looked surprised. 
“Clara said,” Christopher corrected, nodding. 
“Where are they?” 
“A safe place.” Christopher looked around the room, trying to help Terrence’s hands look busy to the guards. Raj had hooks in him. He probably would have explained further, but if he did and Raj was listening, axes would fall. 
“They weren’t picked up by the Astrals?” 
“Something happened out there. Have you seen what’s going on with the Apex?” 
“I saw a flash.” 
“Well, something’s going on with them, too. They … hell, they started to change somehow, T. Fought like a bunch of football hooligans.” He shook his head. “I don’t like it.” 
“Sounds like it’s working out, if they’re safe.” 
“But why?” Again, Christopher looked at the guards. “Terrence, your Canned Heat … could it affect them, too? Whatever shit connects their ships to each other?” 
“I don’t see how. I mean, it looks like they’ve piggybacked off our ground- and satellite-based networks, but they communicate all through space without our help.”
“But … could it infect them? It’s a virus.” 
“No. It only destroys, and they still have plenty of power.” Terrence’s eyes went to the window. “More power, maybe. Tell you the truth: Since that flash, it’s occurred to me that I might have helped them as much as hurting us. I don’t think their shuttles can talk to each other right now, same for the little surveillance droids the others mentioned before the network blacked out. They’re fast enough that they don’t need to — they can fly wherever in no time and talk in person, if that’s a thing for them. If they’re drawing more power into the Apex, that gives them an advantage. Especially if they’re planning …” Terrence trailed off, aborting his ominous what-if. 
“Cameron said there’s a mothership over Utah again. Where his dad was.” 
“Did the mothership destroy the lab?”  
“I don’t know.” 
Terrence looked up. “Because you said ‘was.’ ‘Where his dad was,’ past tense.” 
“He’s dead.” Christopher sighed. “Benjamin is dead.” 
“Shit.” 
“A lot of their people. The rebel thing I mentioned, that Jons told me about? It was them. They got a thing.” Christopher paused again before describing the key and the idea of the weapon, wary of revealing too much for ears in the walls. But then he added, “Trevor too.” 
Terrence closed his eyes and shook his head. “Hell. I liked Trevor.” 
Christopher bobbed his head grimly. He’d liked Trevor too. A lot. But there wasn’t time to mourn with so much still in the balance. 
“But the mothership. Cameron said it’s … I don’t know … leeching power from this underground plug. Like it’s charging up, back in Moab.” 
“Why?” 
“That was what I was hoping you’d have thoughts on, Terrence.” 
Terrence shook it off. “Same question. They’re probably planning something if they’re powering up.” 
“Look, they need to get …” Christopher paused, but there was no way to convey the information without simply saying it. “They need to get into it. Into the Apex. Is there any way to clear a path from where you’re—” 
“Forget it,” Terrence said. “First, I’d have no way to affect that. Any of that, and certainly not with Raj’s oversight. But there’s a bigger problem.” 
“What?” 
Terrence pulled something from his tool bag. It looked like a 1990s-era phone — something with alligator clips on one end, old like a repairman might have carried before Christopher was born.
“I can hear your radio transmissions,” he said. 
“Okay.” 
“Well, haven’t you been listening?” 
“I’ve had it off.” 
“Turn it on when you get out of here. You’ll see. It sounds like they’re swarming the Apex. Forget about being kept out. Cameron and Piper would be mobbed. Like fighting through a crowd, from the sounds of it.” 
“Why?” 
“I’m hearing human talk, not Astrals. So you tell me; you’re the one in uniform.” 
“Something to do with the ‘powering up?’” 
“No idea. But it’s occurred to me that—”
A voice from the doorway: “Well, isn’t this a nice little reunion?” 
It was Raj, with a tablet in his hand.





Chapter Forty-Five
THE VICEROY WAS TALLER than Nathan expected. 
Usually, people who appeared to be larger than life — and Dempsey was certainly one of those, both before and after Astral Day — earned their size through the media’s flattering eye. There had always been tall actors, politicians, and leaders, but more often than not, anecdotes said that meeting them in person was disappointing. 
Not so for Meyer Dempsey. He was several inches taller than Nathan, firm in bearing, and with a strange look in his eye that Nathan, who was used to intimidating his way through negotiations, felt himself wanting to flinch from.
No wonder some people said that Dempsey was a god. He’d been scooped up by aliens and returned like Lazarus. He’d risen to power in an obvious fashion, as if he’d always intended to be and everyone had expected it of him. His presence was unflinching. And, if the murmurs he’d heard on his way in were true, the man might have been shot, before emerging from death unscathed. 
“Come in, Mr. Andreus.” Meyer nodded to the man who’d led Andreus in. Then the man left, and he gestured at the seats. Nathan took one, careful to select the highest and largest. That was how you took command of a discussion: by sitting in the room’s obvious throne. 
But Dempsey effortlessly trumped him. Only once seated did Nathan look up and realize Dempsey meant to stay standing. 
“I received your message,” he said. 
“And?” 
The viceroy nodded. “I believe it. The Astrals believe it.” 
“Why do you need to believe it? Couldn’t you see it for yourself?” 
“It’s none of your concern.” 
But watching him, Nathan realized he’d scored an early — if accidental — hit. They’d escaped. The son of a bitches had somehow slipped away, despite the Astrals’ force and might. That could be good, or bad. It certainly weakened Nathan’s bargaining position. If they’d captured Cameron, they’d have recovered the key Nathan had told Dempsey he was carrying. They’d know that Nathan was telling the truth. Now, he had to take at least half of his informant’s information on faith. 
“Have the Astrals found the item they were looking for? Under the Apex?” 
“A search is underway. But unfortunately,” Meyer gave Nathan a sidelong look, as if reminding him who was skeptical of whom, “your suggestion to scan the chambers for stone of the same composition as the key has run into trouble.” 
Meaning: Without capturing Cameron and getting the key, the Astrals couldn’t yet verify that Nathan had been telling the truth about that, either. Stupid fucking ETs. It wasn’t Nathan’s fault they couldn’t get their big white heads out of their muscular white asses for long enough to catch one man and one woman walking directly into the city, unarmed and without backup. 
Maybe he shouldn’t have done this. Yes, ratting out Cameron had gained Nathan entry into the city and earned him the viceroy’s presence, but he hardly had all the chips in his corner. He was sitting like a supplicant while god-king Dempsey stalked around him, large and in charge. 
Maybe it was all for nothing. 
“Well …” The single word made Nathan sound weak, further backed into a corner. 
“I’ll be blunt. Word from Divinity on the mothership is that the Astrals don’t like you. They also don’t trust you.” 
Nathan felt his chest constrict. He wanted to stand and act like a man instead of a mouse, but it was hard. The room’s oppression, even for Nathan Andreus, was too strong. 
“But they need you. And while they don’t trust you, they believe you in this case. At least they buy your sense of self-preservation.” A smile ticked up the corner of Dempsey’s mouth. Nathan felt him shift off the official script, now speaking as himself rather than as the Astrals’ mouthpiece. “A trait we share, as selfish sons of bitches,” he added. 
Nathan shifted. Tried to sit taller. Tried to make his face impassive, as if none of this mattered. 
“I’ve been asked to act as a surrogate for Divinity. Are you familiar with the process?” 
“No. I was contacted by people like you when we made our first arrangement.” Nathan tried to add a sneer to his voice. “Like you” was supposed to be an insult: meaning puppets, meaning those who got down on their knees whenever the aliens asked. But judging the lack of change in the viceroy’s expression, he seemed to take it as a straightforward phrase: “like you” meaning an authority, a person in charge. 
“Divinity does not leave the mothership. It will speak through me. As far as you are concerned, you will keep speaking with me. But it will be them.” 
“Like a puppet with a hand up your ass,” Nathan said, finally standing to match Dempsey. 
The knock registered this time; there was a flicker of annoyance before the viceroy’s face went placid and blank. So unlike the intimidating presence he’d just portrayed. Still in charge. Now more quietly so. 
“Nathan Andreus,” Divinity said using Meyer Dempsey’s mouth. 
“You got ’im.”
“You entered Heaven’s Veil, domain of human viceroy Meyer Dempsey, dominion of the prime North American mothership, in an armored vehicle. Since that time, we have considered you a threat worthy of eradication. The matter has been given serious consideration.” 
Nathan watched Meyer’s face. It wore a totally banal, matter-of-fact expression. 
“As we know you have surmised, extracting the fugitive Piper Dempsey was exactly what we wished for you to do.” 
“You’re welcome.” 
“It was, however, unexpected. The plan was to ferry Dempsey out of the city. Your intervention was helpful, though not anticipated. But you did not know of our plan. You believed you were acting against, not for us.” 
“I heard you didn’t speak,” Nathan said. 
“Viceroy Dempsey speaks.” 
“Is he still in there, or have you completely taken him over?” 
“Details of the surrogate process are irrelevant. How do you answer the charge?” 
Jesus. It was such a formal, stilted way of speaking. Nathan found himself fascinated. Dempsey knew English, so apparently that allowed Divinity to speak the language through him. But the syntax and diction was nothing like it had been a moment ago.
“I was provoked. You struck first.” 
“There was no strike against the Andreus Republic,” said Puppet Dempsey.
“Against the rebel camp outside of Moab.” 
“That did not concern you.” 
“My wife was there. My daughter was there.” 
“This was not known to us.” 
Andreus felt his jaw work. “I don’t believe you.” 
“Belief is irrelevant. It was a counterstrike meant to eradicate a threat.” 
“A threat you allowed to survive for two years.” 
“It became a threat.” 
“And that just so happened to occur after I helped Cameron Bannister cross to Heaven’s Veil.” 
“Also our intention. And also, a betrayal you made of us, without knowing it was our intention.” 
Dempsey stood still, waiting, accusation in those not-quite-his eyes. 
“My wife was killed. By you.” 
“We have come to comprehend human attachment. There was one surviving member of your party. She was watched by one of our droids, and when the Moab facility was destroyed, she was spared as a gesture.” 
For some reason, that made Nathan’s blood want to boil. Grace was safe. But what? Was she a cookie earned for a job well done? 
“What do you want me to do?” Nathan asked. Not as a request for command, but as an expression of futility. Dempsey — or Divinity — seemed nevertheless to take it as the former. 
“Command the outlands. They are your domain. The only way for us to truly control your population is to enslave it, as we may soon need to rule Heaven’s Veil if the fugitives are not found. We do not wish this. You must be controlled for your own good. But it should be by your own, as your society understands.” 
“You’re saying you need me.” 
“We do not wish to patrol the outlands. Our domain comprises the capitals and select cities. We do not wish to destroy human command structures.” 
“You don’t want to micromanage us,” Nathan said.
“If you wish.” 
“Why me then? Why the traitor?” Part of Nathan wanted to rebel, to take it back and play nice. The whole reason he’d done this was to get his audience, then lie down and roll over. But now that he was here, being pandered to, being commanded, being treated like a child, his instinct rebelled. 
Remember what you came for.
“You have an established power structure. If we must replace you, we will, but we believe you want what we are not equipped to desire.”
“What is that?” 
“Power.” 
Nathan stopped. He felt the need to sit, and did. Something Dempsey had just said was clanging in his head, refusing to settle. 
“I have an established power structure.” 
“Yes.” 
“The Republic. You didn’t destroy it.” 
“Your actions at the Cottonwood outpost were not anticipated. An error was made.” 
“Oh, it wasn’t an error,” Nathan said. But something about the surrogate’s voice told Nathan that the error referred to wasn’t the rebels’ mistake. 
“Harm was caused. We do not wish to continue along this path. It is not ideal. You can be controlled, and—”
“I can ‘be controlled,’ huh?” 
“Your position harmonizes with checks we are easily able to make.” 
“Which controls?” 
“If you do not wish to comply, your outposts may yet be destroyed. Easily. And your daughter’s position is still known to us.” 
Nathan bolted to his feet. He almost punched Dempsey out before realizing it would solve nothing. 
“I knew it. You kept following us. You kept watch. Because that’s how you treat your ‘human partners.’ And that shadow thing. So that was real. You sent it to watch us.” 
A strange thing happened. Dempsey’s brow wrinkled. Nathan again found himself fascinated. It was somehow working through Dempsey’s actual person, not just moving him as if on strings. How would Divinity wrinkle a brow when confused? It was a human reaction, known only by a human body. 
“You were watched from above.” 
Nathan let it go.
Apparently, you don’t know everything after all.





Chapter Forty-Six
DEMPSEY/DIVINITY laid out the proposal. It was simple: Nathan would resume his duties as warlord of the roads and lands surrounding Heaven’s Veil. He was in charge of Salt Lake City and dozens of smaller outposts. He would, as before, be considered autonomous. He wouldn’t need to check in. He would be supplied with fuel, and the Astrals would stay out of his way. He would maintain order, exactly as he’d always done, with his past transgressions forgiven so long as everyone agreed that getting back onto the same old rails was a good idea. 
And really, it was a good deal. Nathan would be entirely absolved of any responsibility for his previous actions. No harm, no foul. All had worked out as it should, and Nathan Andreus was still the best choice for the job. It was the epitome of a logical, non-emotional decision. A human would have wanted to punish Nathan. But the Astrals, who saw larger and further, knew it was cutting off the nose to spite the face. 
It was a good deal right up to the point where Nathan considered the “check” the surrogate had mentioned. 
Of course Nathan would do the job. He’d requested this audience, and he’d betrayed his supposed cohorts to do it. He’d helped the Astrals, even though they’d botched the handoff by allowing Bannister’s escape. He still wanted the same things, and it was always — even now — better to live atop the hill rather than under another’s heel. 
But (and this was irrelevant, considering that Nathan wanted to comply for other reasons) there was the small matter of the check.
The small matter of the gun that would perpetually be held to the back of Nathan’s head to ensure that he’d be good, just in case. 
If he didn’t do as he was asked, it was simple to kill his daughter. 
As much as Nathan wanted to blame the Astrals for Julie’s death, he believed what Divinity had said. It was an accident. But either way, the aliens had killed her. And that death had given them an important piece of information to consume and assimilate: that for Nathan Andreus, the most effective lever was his family’s blood. 
“Is that all?” he asked, his hands wanting to form fists. 
“Do you agree to retake your post?” 
“Yes.” 
“We have sent a shuttle to face your people outside the city. No harm befell them. Pattern matching has shown that one is your lieutenant, as known, Jeanine Coffey. The other, also as known, is your daughter. The third is Benjamin Bannister’s partner, Charles Cook. They will be allowed to live. As will all Andreus outposts.” 
“What about Cameron and Piper?” 
“Not relevant to your concerns.” 
“And the Apex? If you find what you want in the Apex?” 
“Not relevant to your concerns.” 
“Benjamin Bannister believed it was a weapon.” 
“Not relevant.” 
“Bullshit!” Nathan felt his blood chilling, his voice rising, knowing he’d trapped himself in a snare. “If you set off a weapon, the whole, you won’t kill me and my people agreement falls apart.” 
“No harm will befall you.” 
“And my people?” 
“The agreement will be honored.” 
Nathan’s jaw worked, sliding side to side. He watched the surrogate through slits. He still wanted to punch it. To cause harm. But there was nothing to do. Nothing to do but … 
Something popped to mind.
“You’re honorable beings, aren’t you?” Nathan said. 
“We do not have that concept.” 
“But you do as you say.” 
“Yes.” 
“Including your agreements with Dempsey. To protect his people, too.” 
“Yes.” 
Again, Nathan’s jaw slid to the side, as if searching for his tongue. 
“Does he know about his son?” 
Something in the surrogate’s face changed instantly. No delay. For a moment, Meyer Dempsey was back, and Divinity was gone. Then it changed again, and Andreus found himself facing the surrogate. 
But something must have remained because the surrogate’s fist clenched once, twice, three times. In Meyer Dempsey’s voice — not the identical but tonally distinct voice of Divinity — the man in front of Nathan said, “I’m supposed to ask you about Trevor.”





Chapter Forty-Seven
JEANINE COFFEY WOKE and saw that the sun wasn’t yet over the horizon. The networks still seemed to be entirely down, but there was a small clock on the RV’s dashboard that, she guessed, was keeping approximately correct time. 
Not that the time of day mattered much anymore, but it appeared to be 6:13 a.m.
She yawned then poured some of the water Nathan had packed into a coffeemaker and set a pot to brewing. It was using water and power from the batteries. That power, courtesy of the sun, was plentiful and free. As to the water? Fuck it. There were so many more interesting ways to die than thirst, and last night necessitated a strong wake-up this morning. 
She peeked in on Grace — a bundle of blankets at the rear. Her own bunk was at the front, and (obvious jokes aside) she’d been sharing it with Nathan, keeping two separate sets of sheets. But last night, she’d had it all to herself. 
It wasn’t until the coffee was halfway brewed when Jeanine realized the final member of their party was missing. Charlie had been on the fold-out couch in the RV’s middle, but now it was tidily away, sheets folded into neat squares and sitting on a small shelf along the window. 
The window. 
She looked through the glass.  They were behind some trees, but their hiding place was fooling no one. The way Nathan figured, the Astrals knew exactly where they were and had from the start. It wasn’t line-of-sight cover keeping them alive. 
“It’s not in there.” 
Jeanine jumped. If she’d been holding a knife, she’d have stabbed someone with it purely out of shock. And if she’d been holding a gun, Charlie Cook would probably have been turned to paste. 
Instead, he remained where he’d greeted her: in an alcove near the bathroom. Just standing there. Possibly, he’d recently emerged after having washed his hands, or maybe he’d stood there all night waiting to scare the shit out of her. 
“Don’t you ever say good morning?” 
“Good morning,” Charlie said. “It’s not there.” 
“Care to give me some context?” 
“I’ve been looking through Benjamin’s research. The longer I piece it together, the more obvious the conclusion: Thor’s Hammer, at least according to Benjamin, is not in Vail.” 
Jeanine let her shoulders relax. She turned away and watched the coffee brew. Looking into Charlie’s eyes was creepy; so was looking in his general direction. He wasn’t lecherous; she was reasonably sure he wouldn’t know what to do with a woman if she wrapped herself around him naked. He was just … there. 
But the coffee wasn’t finished. She resisted the urge to flick the pot, hurrying it up. 
“Did you hear me?” 
“I heard you.” 
“Are you going to do anything about it?” 
Jeanine sighed. She turned, steeling herself for his gaze. Charlie had a way of making her (and, surely, everyone) feel stupid for not knowing things they had no way of knowing and never would. 
“First of all, what makes you so sure?” 
“Benjamin.” 
Jeanine put her tongue under her lip, assessing him. 
“Go on.”
“Benjamin makes me sure,” Charlie repeated. 
“Let’s play a game, Charlie.” 
“No.” 
“Let’s pretend you’re a normal human being, on the same side as me. And as part of that game, let’s suppose you want me to understand what you’re saying rather than this intellectual one-upmanship wherein you get to win the knowledge war but nothing is learned or accomplished.” 
“I do want you to understand.” 
“Okay. Then just tell me. No one-word answers. No assumptions of things I should know, followed by eye rolls when I don’t. Just fucking tell me, okay?” 
Now it was Charlie’s turn to look pensive. This had to be hard for him. And, she thought, he must have barely slept. The bed had been out last night; he’d definitely used it. But it was early, and he’d clearly been up for hours. His collared shirt, buttoned to the top, looked almost pressed, as if he’d decided it was worth ironing. 
“Cameron didn’t know where to begin when he was looking through Benjamin’s files. He didn’t understand Benjamin’s organizational system.” 
“But you do,” Jeanine said. 
“Yes. In that he didn’t have one. He saved anything he was working on to his desktop, and then when it got too cluttered, he made a folder and dumped everything into it. Some of the techs who worked with his stuff tried to get him to make bookmarks lists, to put things in logical places so they could make sense of it. He’d try for an hour then go back to his old way.” 
“So?” 
“Cameron was just searching. First, he tried looking for words in documents, and what led us here was sorting by file dates, to see what Benjamin was working on last. We can’t ask him why he was so interested in the Apex near the end, but seeing as we were all focused on finding the key and Thor’s Hammer, it seemed a safe bet. Ditto that there are some Thor’s Hammer notes in that chain, but that was just Benjamin hopping around.” 
“Do you miss him, Charlie?” 
“Do you miss Nathan?” 
“Nathan isn’t dead.” 
Charlie’s lips formed an ultra-rare, slightly bitter smile. “Next time I see him, maybe he will be.” 
Jeanine decided to let it go. She’d started the diversion; maybe she could bring it back on track. Nathan wasn’t around right now. She thought she knew where his motives lay, but the man wasn’t always an open book and resented explaining himself. 
“I still don’t see what makes you so sure Thor’s Hammer isn’t at Vail.” 
“Because I find it unlikely that it would be so coincidental. The Hammer mentions in Benjamin’s file history lift right out. They don’t overlap with the Apex research at all.” 
Jeanine shook her head. “I feel like I’m missing something.” 
“He was researching the Apex for a totally different reason. So if Thor’s Hammer is there too, it would be a coincidence.” 
“What makes you so sure he wasn’t—”
Charlie’s voice slipped into its usual impatience. “We’ve already seen that things are changing out there. There was a surge of some sort last night, and its pulse rate, at least according to Piper, has increased. Benjamin seemed to think it was pushing out some sort of a beacon, or at least preparing to do so. We saw that grid it’s projecting among the monoliths — another tidy coincidence. Between what I’m seeing here,” he pointed toward the small built-in table, where Jeanine now saw Charlie’s laptop, “and what we’ve seen, it’s clear that they’re ‘powering up’ in some way, and it has something to do with the Apex. So you tell me. As a matter of deduction, does it seem coincidental that Benjamin would have been spending all his time investigating power use in these Apex structures for its own right … and just so happen to also have been thinking that the Vail Apex is the resting place of Thor’s Hammer?” 
“But Cameron—”
“Cameron isn’t a scientist.” 
“He said Benjamin told him where it was.” 
“He said Benjamin told Cameron that he, Cameron, already knew where it was,” Charlie corrected.
“But if he assumed Cameron would know—” 
“Benjamin was a good man but an idiot as a scientist. He didn’t organize his research. He didn’t document his findings properly. He didn’t take enough notes. Half of the notes he did take were dictated emails sent to himself. But he never went through them to clean the dictation. A lot are undecipherable. He dragged Cameron all over the world. I was there for some of it. The kid was fascinated 10 percent of the time, bored to death the other 90. To Benjamin, those trips were the ultimate bonding experience because he assumed Cameron shared his interests, even when he clearly didn’t. He was always quizzing him. When Cameron didn’t know the answers to the obscure archaeology or ancient aliens theories Benjamin asked about, he rolled his eyes and goaded him. The man was a good friend, but a total narcissist in his own way. If he’d been sensible, he’d have talked to Cameron. It would have been simple. But instead, it was a game to him. Something obvious.” 
“So you’re saying—” 
“Benjamin clearly assumed the Hammer’s location should be obvious to Cameron. And in retrospect, it might turn out to be, but for now it clearly wasn’t as important a memory to Cameron as it was to Benjamin. But it’s not in Vail. That’s not enough of a hilarious ‘obvious joke’ to be the answer. I’m sure he was quizzing Cameron all over. Recalling some ‘joke’ Benjamin assumed was between them. But until Astral Day, our lab had no interest in Vail. The only way Benjamin took Cameron there in the past was to ski.” 
Jeanine watched Charlie, wanting to disagree on principle. There was no upside to what he was saying: They’d sent Cameron and Piper in with the key, and Nathan (whose allegiance Jeanine still wasn’t sure of) was in the city now. They were vested in Vail, and she wanted to argue and make him wrong. But his words rang true, and he’d known Benjamin best. 
“Are you sure?” she asked, already knowing the answer. 
“Yes.” 
“So why all the interest in Vail?” 
“I think he must have seen this coming yet didn’t discuss it with us because he didn’t want to be overheard by that little thing that was watching.” 
“See what coming?” Jeanine asked. There was still an assumption being made. Charlie, always with an arrogant ace up his sleeve. 
Charlie’s face registered surprise. “You haven’t seen.” 
“Seen what?”
Charlie was looking at the door to the outside, which he seemed to have left ajar. 
Jeanine walked forward. Stepped into the cool morning air. 
And saw the second mothership docked beside the first, a beam of energy pouring from its underside into some unknown alien machinery.





Chapter Forty-Eight
LILA AWOKE TO SHAKING. When she saw that the perpetrator was Raj, she nearly socked him and screamed, given how much had changed in the past few days. Then the sensible part of Lila remembered that he was her husband and the father of her child, and that this was still where he slept, too — albeit lately on the couch. 
“Get up,” he said. 
“Lemme sleep.” 
“Believe me, I’d love to leave you out of this. But I need your help.” 
Lila rolled over, now fully awake. She propped herself up on her elbows and looked up at him with disbelief. 
“You’re kidding.” 
“There’s something going on with your father.” 
“Why don’t you just shoot him again?” The sentence simply came out. But despite Lila’s foggy morning brain, she’d managed to infuse it with the perfect amount of reproach and scorn. It made Raj pause. 
“Get up.” 
“What’s ‘going on’ with him?” But something else was itching at Lila. The room was different, as if spun end for end. She couldn’t see why at first, but then it hit her: the light was all wrong. The morning seemed dim, as if it were overcast outside. But still Lila could see a few sharp edges here and there, as if the sun were blazing despite the gloom. 
“He’s locked himself in his office.” 
“That’s his business, not yours.” 
“He really did help Terrence and your mother, Lila,” Raj said, his tone shifting. 
“Good for him.” 
“He let them release the virus. He’s the reason the power is out and there’s no prediction of when it might come back on. Even the Astral ships seem to be affected. There’s been more shuttle activity, but they’re all docking on the mothership rather than circling and circling like they do on patrol. Terrence thinks they’re having to check in manually because they can’t do it over the air.” 
“Good for Terrence,” Lila said, flopping back down and turning away. 
“Lila.” 
“Where is Terrence, anyway? Did you even let him sleep?” 
“He’s upstairs.” Raj didn’t answer the second question. 
“With Christopher?” 
Lila couldn’t see Raj but thought she could hear the change in his voice like a snarl. “Your lover? He’s been arrested.” 
That got Lila’s attention. She sat up all at once, all thoughts of sleep gone. 
“Who arrested him? The Astrals?” 
“Me.” 
“Why?” 
“For the same reason I should have you arrested.” 
“I don’t know what you’re—”
“I’m not stupid, Lila. Everyone acts like I am, but I’ve known for a long time that you, your mother, Terrence, and Christopher have been playing for the other side. Talking behind my back, making me look like an asshole. I have proof. I showed it to Captain Jons then to the Titans down at the station for good measure. Now you can either pull your ass out of bed and help me, or I can haul you down there, too, so you can live your little princess life in a cell.” 
Lila felt acid pulse through her veins. “You wouldn’t dare. My father would—”
“Your father’s objections are a quality problem. He has to come the hell out of his office if he wants to protect you. As things stand, I could tie you over a table and whip you to death. Believe me, Daddy wouldn’t come your rescue.” 
Feeling bile rise in her throat, Lila said, “What do you want me to do?” 
“Get him to open up.” 
“Why?” 
“The grid is still down, but Terrence says there’s tons of new power pumping into the Apex. ‘Charging up’ is the way he said it. And with the second ship feeding it—”
“What second ship?” 
“But the Astrals won’t talk. Shit, don’t talk, maybe can’t talk. Except to your father, or through your father, or through his computer — hell, I don’t know. But nobody here knows what’s happening. There are Reptars everywhere out there — searching, prowling, fucking slaughtering people, I have no idea. The Apex has a goddamned line out front, all Titans, like a nightclub. You can see it flashing and strobing even with the sun up. It seems to be projecting something into the desert; that’s new. It’s like they’re gearing up for something. Shuttles are buzzing all over the place, and nobody is even showing us what we’re maybe supposed to be doing. They don’t care about us, Lila; they let us run this city, but they don’t need us. Now they’re not even pretending. Even Jons says he’s not sure what he should do because the Titans all just gesture and point, like a giant game of charades.”
Lila’s anger melted into fear. She was back in the bunker again, with menace above, helpless and waiting. Maybe Raj wasn’t the enemy here, for once. 
“I know he’s in his office,” Raj went on. “I can hear him in there, maybe with someone who came in last night; I’m not sure. But he won’t open for me or for Mo, and I’m not about to ask your mother. That leaves you. And maybe Clara.” 
Lila’s eyes went to the crib, where her too-old-for-cribs daughter was sleeping through her parents’ argument. That had been a step too far. 
“You just want me to talk to him,” Lila said. 
Raj nodded. 
“Get him to talk,” he said, “and find out what’s going on.”





Chapter Forty-Nine
CHRISTOPHER WAS SITTING in his cell, exhausted, unable to sleep on his shitty cot. Jons had tried to help. He’d given Christopher additional blankets and pillows, and he’d slipped him some extra food. But he could only do so much. The human police station was overrun with Titans — more proof that Heaven’s Veil had, for reasons unknown, become a police state. 
There was a shuffling from the front room, where Jons had stationed a skinny cop named Mallory. At first, Christopher thought the girl must have stumbled and fallen, but then the last person Christopher expected burst through the door and came running forward. 
“Lila?” 
Mallory was behind Lila, her hands up as if making a gesture of trying to stop her without actually intending to. But then her hands just sort of fell and she walked out without a word. Christopher was human. Lila was human. And so Officer Mallory, who was human as well, seemed not to give a shit what they got up to so long as it was for humanity’s general advancement. 
Lila rushed to Christopher and tried to embrace him through the bars. They clanged their heads. When she pulled back, Christopher saw what a mess she was: sweaty, dark hair askew, big brown eyes wild. She had wet patches under both arms and a mist of perspiration in her cleavage. It might have been a turn-on if not for certain obvious buzzkills.
“What the hell are you doing here?” 
Before responding, Lila took several deep, heaving breaths. She was completely winded, as if she’d taken the station at a sprint. 
“I have to … be quick. Raj—”
“Is he bothering you? That motherfucker tossed me—” 
She shook her head vigorously enough to make her hair fly. “No. Listen. He … thinks I’m … with Dad.” 
“So you ran down here?” 
“Raj …” deep breath, “ … knows.” 
“I know he knows. That’s why I’m here.”
“No. About Cameron … and Piper. About—”
“They’re safe. I know where they are.” 
She shook her head again, frustrated. “The Apex.” 
“What about it?” 
“Raj knows they’re … in the city. And the Apex is … something’s changing.” 
Christopher didn’t like the sound of that. He straightened, his skin prickling. 
“What do you mean?”
“They can’t … try for the Apex.” Finally, she sat on a bench, forcing her breath back to normal. “The Astrals are swarming it. They’ll … be caught. You need to get them a message.” 
Christopher looked around the cell. “I can’t.” 
“Then I have to,” she said. “Where are they?” 
“You can’t. Raj will have you arrested.” 
Lila’s frustration was boiling over. Her big eyes looked bloodshot. Her breath was calming but still not even. She was beaten, tired, emotionally wrecked. Terrence had told him that Meyer was acting strange, Heather was always strange, and Clara was strange with an exponent. Lila had married an asswipe, and now her lover was in jail. His simple statement seemed to be the breaking straw, and her eyes began to mist, threatening to spill. 
“I have to! You have to tell me! The whole Astral army is on the Apex! Raj makes it sound like … they’ve pulled out all the stops to … find them! If they don’t stay put—” 
Christopher cut her off. An idea was forming. One that would keep Lila safe, protect Cameron and Piper, and maybe earn humanity a few disarming brownie points with the Astrals — all while getting their scattered eggs closer to sharing a basket, back where they belonged.
“Jons,” he said. “Go out into the other room, and ask Captain Jons to come in here. But first, tell him to call the house and ask for Raj. Tell him to have Raj haul his ass down here, post haste.” 
Exasperated, near panic: “Why?”  
“I want the two of them to go get Cameron and Piper then arrest them.”





Chapter Fifty
LILA BREATHED. 
She went to one of the hallway mirrors and tried to fluff her hair. With Raj called to the station, there was no rush. He wouldn’t have the mental bandwidth to think of Lila, and any possible delays she might have committed on her way to her assigned errand. Not with Cameron and Piper in his greedy little sights. She simply didn’t want to look like a pig — or to give her father, if he’d talk to her, reason to wonder why she looked so harried. 
But when Lila was sufficiently composed and turned from the mirror to the office hallway, she heard the sounds of activity ahead. And when she arrived at Meyer’s office door, it was as her gut had promised: the door was open as usual, her father puttering around as if nothing was amiss. 
Hearing her approach, he turned and said, “Hey, Pumpkin.” 
Pumpkin? When had he last called her that? The pet name felt a thousand years old. From a simpler time, before alien motherships hung from the sky like poisonous fruit.
“Dad?” 
Meyer smiled. Seeing that felt strange, too. 
“Do you need something?” 
“I …” She stopped. This was clearly a mistake. The house, being stone, was quiet even with all the Astral activity outside. The home was typically filled with Titans, but Raj had been right: They seemed to be massing on the Apex, bleeding them from their normal positions in the corridors. The way Lila and Meyer were now, they might have been any father and daughter, anywhere, any time other than here and now. 
“You what?” 
“Raj asked me to come see you.” 
“Oh yeah?” He set down a stack of papers he’d been carrying. “About what?” 
Lila almost said It’s nothing and left, but the abject normality of the situation was, in itself, unusual. Raj was right: The viceroy alone talked to Divinity and might have some clue as to what was happening outside — and having gone outside herself, Lila could say for sure that something was definitely afoot. Beyond the mansion grounds, Heaven’s Veil seemed under siege. And yet here was Meyer, all but holding a placid cup of morning coffee as he went about his paperwork. 
“He said you had a visitor.” Lila looked around the room, seeing that they were alone. 
“I did. He’s gone.” 
“Who was it?” 
“A friend.” 
Lila wanted to ask but knew it would be prying. It could have been anyone. Viceroy business had never been her business and likely never would be. And besides, that wasn’t what mattered now.
“Raj thought you were still down here with him.” 
“No. He’s gone.” 
“Where?” 
“Where he needs to be.” 
“Dad, are you okay?” It was an absurd question. Of course he was. 
“I’m great.” 
“Have you seen what’s happening outside?” 
“I have.” 
“And?” 
“What’s on your mind, Lila?” 
“The second mothership,” she said, forcing the sentence out. The foreign words felt strange. How could she be talking about motherships and little green men who, it turned out, weren’t little or green? This was only an office. Just another day in logical paradise. 
“What about it?”
“Why is it here?” 
“It’s feeding us power. Because the network is out.” 
Lila flicked the wall switch. Nothing happened. 
“Not the house,” Meyer said. 
“So, the city.”
“No. The power is for them.” 
“Why?” 
“Because they need power.” 
“Why, Dad?” 
“Why do you want to know?” 
Lila paused, resetting, wondering if she should try again from a new angle.
“I heard you and Raj got into a fight.” 
He nodded, his lips pressed. “We did. That was unfortunate.” 
“Why?” 
“I’m not sure.” 
“And Mom. Mom said you were all worked up over something.”
“Did she? Well, I’m not anymore.” 
“Dad, I—” 
Meyer came forward, cutting her off. He took her by both shoulders. She wasn’t tall, and her father was. His large form eclipsed the window’s light, draping Lila in shadow. Without warning, he wrapped his arms around her and squeezed. 
“Dad?” 
“I haven’t told you lately how proud I am of you.” 
Lila felt her brow crease. 
“You should tell people things. There have been times, when I’ve been busy in the past, that I’ve forgotten that.” He half laughed. “It’s funny. This shouldn’t be a revelation, but it feels like one. Like I’m just figuring it out, though I know I’ve figured it out before. Ever since the Astrals came, it was rush-rush-rush. Even after we got to the Axis Mundi, I couldn’t relax because I kept waiting for the next thing. I was always Dad the protector, not Dad the dad. Then they sent me back, and it seemed I knew what to do as viceroy, and the whole world felt like a startup. Well, North America, anyway. So I worked it. And again, I forgot.” 
He was still close. Lila could still only see his suit. She looked up to see his face. With this new demeanor, she could almost see Trevor in him, or vice-versa.
“But now you’ve remembered?” 
“Seems so.” 
“Did you … was it like a near-death experience?” 
“Sometimes, we just need distance, Pumpkin. Maybe I just needed sleep.”
“Okay,” Lila said, unsure of her reply. After a quiet moment, she added, “Dad?”
“Yes, Li.”
“What are the Astrals doing? What’s going on outside?”
“It’s hard to say.” 
“You have a line to Divinity. They talk right to you, don’t they?” 
“They have, yes, in the past.”
In the corner, something seemed to move. An end table jostled as if something had run by its legs, but she saw nothing. At first, Lila thought she’d imagined it — spied something from the corner of her eye that wasn’t there because she was tired, or emotionally spent — but then Lila realized she could still see the minute movements of a vase as it wobbled side to side on the table. 
“Dad?” 
“Yes.”
“What’s going on with you?” 
“Have I ever told you, Delilah,” Meyer said, embracing her anew, “that you were named after a song?”





Chapter Fifty-One
HEATHER’S HEAD spun like a top. This time, she felt sure she wasn’t imagining things. There was nobody in her small house but Heather herself, and yet the shadows cast through the windows kept changing as if someone was passing on the grass. But the lawn was empty. The city beyond was another story. But royalty, in Heaven’s Veil, got its own slice of tranquility. 
She moved to the window and looked up. But no, there were still two giant ships in the sky, their silver sides almost kissing, dangling above the city like almighty balls. They hadn’t moved. Hadn’t shifted the light. And the shuttles, which buzzed like a swarm of wasps between the pair and the city at large, were still avoiding mansion airspace. The angle was wrong. Whatever she’d seen, it hadn’t been shuttles. 
A ticking, metronome-like noise from behind her. Heather turned to see a tiny figurine rocking back and forth. As if someone had brushed the table as they’d clumsily passed. 
The figurine settled. 
“Now, you’re finally losing your shit,” Heather told the room. 
It had only been a matter of time. There was only so much a human brain could take — particularly if it was already damaged like Heather’s. She’d thought she was getting better. The last time she’d spoken with Meyer, she’d felt less her usual wiseass, walls-up self, and that had seemed like a good thing. Like she was finally facing issues and emotions rather than sarcastically deflecting. But maybe that wasn’t it at all. Maybe she was just losing her fucking gourd.
The door, which was ajar, squeaked slightly farther open. Because of a draft. Not because of some weird shit in Heather’s little house. 
The widened door allowed a thicker sunbeam. It swallowed a lamp, which threw a shadow on the floor in the slanting morning light. 
Except that on further inspection, the lamp wasn’t in the light at all. 
On further inspection, the shadow was casting itself. 
Heather blinked. Turned her head, explaining it away, refusing to look. But the strategy backfired; with her head turned, in her peripheral vision, she could see the enormous thing in her doorway plain as day.
Her breath caught. Heather’s hand jumped to her chest like a scared animal seeking solace. A half second later, she was staring at the doorway again, her pulse beating three times per second at her temples, her breath coming in a shambling intake of breath. 
The doorway was empty. The shadow remained, but whatever had cast it was nowhere to be seen. 
It was nothing. A trick of the eye. A strange slanting of light, bouncing off objects unseen, screwing with her already fragile mind. Her disbelieving, saw-her-husband-die-and-come-back-to-life mind. 
Because of the breeze and nothing else, a tall vase filled with decorative rocks and sand tipped on its delicate end, fell to the floor, and shattered. 
Heather stood, backing away. 
An unseen hand wrote in the sand, slowly. 
The message read, Follow. 
The shadow on the floor vanished, but if Heather turned her head to the side and watched the doorway from the corner of her eye, she realized she could see the huge black shape farther up, waiting for her like an oversized dog seeking its handler. 
While Heather watched, the shadow moved to the left, out of her line of sight. 
Heather, wondering what the hell was wrong with her, followed.





Chapter Fifty-Two
MEYER CLOSED HIS EYES, obeying the summons. But this time, Divinity’s presence was further away, not as intimate. He doubted it knew the difference; the collective, as he was starting to suspect, was mostly one way. He could hear it when it let him, but it pulled back from fully touching him. There was something about humanity that confounded the Astrals. Or — and this, Meyer was beginning to feel like a truth — perhaps humanity revolted them. Not in an overt way or in a way that was truly disgusting. Just in the way Meyer had never really cared to touch his food with his hands. Food was delicious, but gross to the touch. 
That’s how Divinity seemed to feel about Meyer. He was part of their organization and was, in whatever way the Astrals understood such things, like a partner. But they wouldn’t let him fully in. They wouldn’t wrap him with their minds as they wrapped each other because that would be like taking a delicious but reeking piece of limburger and rubbing it all over his face. 
Yes, they were keeping him out. It was fine. Meyer knew he was being excluded — that, frankly, he was being commanded to do things without the Astrals bothering to ask for his input. It rankled him. It made him question his decision to be here at all, to do the things he was doing. 
But then, wasn’t this how a man kept his family safe? Yes, he’d made hard decisions, but it was all in the interests of those he loved. 
Loved. 
It made him think of what had happened on the Heaven’s Veil streets. His words to Heather. 
Why had he said that? For one, if he loved anyone, Meyer loved Piper. Piper was his wife, not Heather. And also, regardless of whether it was true or not, why had he said it? He’d just made a point to express himself to Lila, but that was mainly a counterreaction having to do with unexpressed regrets, about not saying things when one should say them, before it was too late. That was mainly because of what Andreus had told him about … 
But Meyer didn’t want to go there. Not yet. Not with Divinity in his internal ear, maybe listening. 
He’d been contemplating all night. Meyer barely remembered Andreus leaving or where he — or Divinity, back when Meyer had been allowing that particular violation — had sent him. After that, he’d been in his own head, searching old memories like a historian sifting through records. And oh, the things he’d found! Things he’d known but allowed himself to forget. Things that were once important, that he’d shoved aside to make room for the present. 
Why had he spoken that way to Heather? It was hard to say. The kind of thing a man says when dying, to make amends. Looking back, Meyer supposed he had thought he’d been dying, before the Astral ship arrived to revive him. 
But that memory — far more recent than others, and hence supposedly more durable — was most fractured of all. 
For illogical reasons, he’d led Heather off the grounds, meaning to flee. 
For illogical reasons, when Raj had confronted them, Meyer had decided to attack rather than be led back to his duties. 
The memory was oddly devoid of color. He could see what had happened, but not why. As if he’d forgotten the reasons, or forced himself to shove them down. 
In the memory, there was a jump cut, like an effect in one of Fable’s movies. 
Here, the timeline became confused. There was something just out of sight. Something that hadn’t appeared in his mind until recently. After his talk with Andreus, when he’d wanted to spend the night poring over old memories. He’d wanted to delve, to appreciate what had been set behind. But at the same time — again, after Andreus — his memories began to feel distant. Far off, as if seen through foggy glass. 
The jump cut had become obvious. Evident. There was a splice. And between the stitches of that splice, there was a voice he couldn’t quite make sense of because he hadn’t heard it in life, although part of Meyer felt certain he had. 
There was an imperfection. A chain of events. 
A room full of light. A dancing of specters. Not Meyer’s memory, but Meyer’s memory nonetheless. 
In the forebear, there was an unspooling. Regrettable but now rectified. 
A flash of thought. A spark of emotions, new though they couldn’t be new at all: fear. Loneliness. Panic, both existential and local. A feeling of falling. The loss of closely held control. 
We have taken care in this iteration to remove discursive stimuli from the stream before passing the donor’s essence into you.
It made no sense. And yet that memory and those that came after it were somehow more real. And beyond the splice, memories had color. Rich with discursive stimuli. 
Inside Meyer’s mind, Divinity listed shuttle positions. Requirements of human police, which he was requested and required to hand down. Detailed deployments of peacekeepers. Gave instructions and orders, as if Meyer were only a go-between. 
There was an unspooling. 
Meyer opened his eyes in the office. Blinked. Focused on Divinity’s words, which weren’t really words at all. 
Groupthink. It’s called groupthink. And there is no need for a surrogate when we talk one to the other.
Meyer kept his wall up. Kept Divinity at arm’s length, speaking in human terms as it issued commands. As it told him what the fuck to do as if he were a slave. As if Meyer was only a pawn. As if nothing in him mattered, as if he had no fucking say in those things that concerned him. 
The importance of the Apex. The grid. The network. A pulse must be sent. It was the only way because with a strong enough beacon, anyone, from any distance, could be drawn to any thing.
Do this. Do that. Go here. Dance and sing because it is commanded. 
Something boiled inside him. Red. Barely contained. Something that made Meyer’s human skin form gooseflesh and got his human temples throbbing. Something shoved down that felt like an explosion. Something he was supposed to repress because it didn’t concern him. Because it was discursive. Because to indulge such base ideas, which had no relevance, might cause an unspooling. Something, Meyer felt sure, that the donor might feel differently about, whatever that meant. 
Something about Trevor. About what Andreus had told him. Something bottled because it couldn’t be true. And something Meyer, in turn, had told Andreus. 
The communication with Divinity ended. Meyer found himself alone. He stopped for a second, blinking in the still air of the office, which he’d closed for privacy after Lila’s departure. She’d left after he’d taken his hours, combing his memories. The ones that felt distant, unlike those that came after the splice and the curiously flat memories immediately before — flat because the stimuli had been purged. Pushed out. Sent from the groupthink because we are pure, we are above, we are not base. 
But he was alone. Horribly, hideously, painfully alone. Cut off. Discarded. Chattel, meant for spending and sacrifice. As Meyer Dempsey, but also as … 
But there was nothing there.
The wall fell. What he’d pushed down came flooding back up. 
It could not be expunged. It could not be eradicated. In the human mind, hate and loss and grief were like viruses. There was no vaccine. Like Canned Heat, it turned out that what had burned could not recover from ash. 
He recalled holding Lila. How that had felt. How it had been necessary. 
He recalled Heather holding him, only not him, exposed as truth now that the internal schism was forced asunder. 
Meyer was an evolved man. An evolved being. He understood sacrifice. He was strong enough to accept, even in his current polluted state, that what must be done had to be done.
He grabbed the computer screen, held it high, and shattered it on the floor. He put his foot through the desk, finding that even though its wood was solid, he was far stronger than he should have been. The discursive stimuli flashed. The memory of groupthink resurged.
Fury rose inside him like a gusher. 
Trevor was my son. My son! MY SON!
Meyer’s fist had begun to heal, but as he let the rage fill and become him, he opened it again, and again, and again. 





Chapter Fifty-Three
CAMERON WAS DREAMING about his father. They were in the desert somewhere because other than the Central American ruins, everything seemed for some damned reason to be in the desert. Sand, sand, and more sand — that had been Cameron’s childhood. His first friend had been an obelisk. His most constant playmates had been the specters running through ancient crypts. 
But it wasn’t just Benjamin with him. There was someone else. A little girl whose growth must have been stunted, because she was tiny. She had a toddler’s body yet held herself with an adult’s confidence and pride. Her eyes were deep blue and her bearing crisp. Precise.
Benjamin looked from Cameron to the girl. 
Oh, her? he said. She’s our guide. 
Cameron looked around. They’d found Thor’s Hammer. He couldn’t see it, but the sense was strong. With the below-the-skin knowledge common to dreams, Cameron could feel victory as if it were in his past. As if the moment of discovery had come and gone and he’d missed it, but it remained a memory nonetheless. 
At the top of a very tall hill. Like a mountain. Granite and volcanic rocks. A chapel. 
Where are we? Cameron asked. Did we find it?
Not where you thought, Cameron, Benjamin said. Beside him, the little girl nodded her head in agreement.
Then where, if not the Apex?
Benjamin smiled. I know exactly where Thor’s Hammer is, Cam. You do too. That’s what kills me. As far as historical jokes go, it’s a doozy.
The words were familiar. Cameron squinted into the dream sun. 
But where, Dad?
Benjamin laughed. Think about it, Cam. A weapon from the ancient aliens theorist texts. Where would it go?
The girl held her hand in a thumbs-up, smiling. As she did, Cameron’s inner vision turned to something large and glittering. Maybe gold. Shining as with an inner light. Held aloft by a team of people. A huge thing, like a chest. Something inside, broken, crumbled, from the last time around, someone’s ancient decision cast.
Where is it? Cameron asked as something sounded from outside his awareness — the dream crumbling as it became self-aware, as Cameron’s mind pulled him from the fathoms of its false reality. 
I know exactly where Thor’s Hammer is. You do too. 
But — 
As far as historical jokes go, it’s a doozy. 
The dream was cracking like ancient ruins baking beneath a millennium of sun. 
A weapon from the ancient aliens theorist texts. Where would it go?
Where? Just tell me how to find it!
Benjamin touched the girl’s shoulder. 
You don’t need to find it, he said as the dream’s underpinnings gave way and Cameron slowly woke. Just find her. 





Chapter Fifty-Four
CAMERON AWOKE to the sound of breaking glass.
A rock crashed through Grandma Mary’s window. It rolled to sit across the room, at the base of a dresser that was fifty years too old to be in a house so new. 
Piper sat up. She crossed to the rock while Cameron, fighting a chill, raised his hand to send her back, as if it were a bomb.
But it was only a rock. They’d made a mistake entering the city, had been given a distraction by the strange shadow thing before getting hidden by the police captain, and they’d somehow need to be extracted … or, Cameron supposed, ride out the coming turbulence with Captain Jons’s grandmama. All were fine. He was with Piper, and they weren’t running. Things could be worse. They were safe.
Piper held it up for Cameron to see. 
“Kids, acting out, breaking shit,” he said. 
“No, Cam.” She looked suddenly pale. 
Cameron looked more closely as Piper extended the rock. 
On its flat side was the message, DON’T RESIST. 
Cameron looked from the rock to Piper, into her petrified eyes. 
“What does it—” 
There was a shotgun blast from below. The sounds of struggle. Cameron heard Grandma Mary shout, then crashing amid the tromping of boots.
Piper went for the window. Cameron stayed on the bed where he was, and Piper looked back at him as if he were stubborn or stupid or an idiot. 
“Let’s go! There’s a trellis!” Cameron could see beyond her. The streets were clear, at least as far as he could see. No visible Reptars, Titans, or shuttles. No purrs. Only the sounds of cracking and breaking below, of hard soles on hard wood. 
“Wait.” He crossed the room. Picked up the rock. 
“Cameron! We have to go! Now!” 
“Where?” 
“To the Apex!” 
That was a joke. They’d been watching the Apex. Something had definitely leaked because everyone in Heaven’s Veil was suddenly interested in the usually silent Apex. But her eyes said that this was no joke; people were coming, and they needed to run. 
He shook his head. 
“Cameron!” 
He held up the rock then turned it to show her the words in big, bold letters. Overly done, really, practically with serifs on the tops and bottoms of each stroke. 
“Close the window.” 
She stared, one leg already out below the shattered pane. 
“Piper,” he said, again displaying the rock. “It’s Christopher’s handwriting.”
Piper didn’t come fully back into the room, but she stopped moving out of it. She looked at the rock. Cameron watched her think, her expression halfway between terrified and brave. 
There was nothing to do. Staying was the wrong answer given their reason for coming, but Cameron trusted Christopher. He had no choice but to trust Captain Jons, who’d been with Chris the last time they’d seen him, who’d ferried them to safety at his grandmother’s house. And Grandma Mary, if she was as involved in any of this as she was in the underground movement, had already helped save Piper once. 
Cameron felt heavy breath in his chest. Boots tromped up the stairs. Among the coming voices, he could hear Raj. 
Two breaths. Three. 
The door burst open — more kicked than opened. That was Raj for you; he hadn’t even bothered to try the knob. And yet it had been open, and now Mary’s door frame was kindling. 
Raj came forward. He tossed a glance at Cameron but detoured to the more apparently immediate flight risk, taking Piper roughly by the wrist. Guns filled the room, but there were no Titans or purring Reptars with their needlelike teeth. Not that there was any longer a difference between them in Cameron’s mind. 
Christopher, despite seeming to have authored the rock through the window, was missing.
Raj yanked Piper away from the broken window. He turned her around, placing her in unnecessary cuffs. Piper kept her eyes on Cameron. Raj looked at Jons, who was sliding restraints onto Cameron’s wrists, behind his back. 
“He wasn’t lying,” Raj said. “I guess I owe you a Coke.” 
Cameron felt the band on his wrists tighten. He looked up at Jons but saw only a grim little frown. It could mean anything. 
But when Raj moved far enough toward the door with Piper, Jons chanced a whisper. 
“You and Chris owe my grandmama a new door,” he said.





Chapter Fifty-Five
HEART BEATING HARD, Lila climbed the steps to the fourth floor. She felt disoriented and out of time. She might have been speaking with her father for two minutes, but it seemed equally possible that she’d been in his office for a half hour. Or an hour. Or for her entire life. 
Something about his demeanor unnerved her. To put things simply, he was too nice. Too calm. The city was still eating itself; she could see it through the windows along the main staircase. The Apex’s pulsing had brightened. Now, she could see it in the daytime. It had flashed again a time or two, and all of that oddity didn’t even consider the second mothership that had established some sort of energy beam between itself and the ground. 
Beyond the mansion, Heaven’s Veil looked like the kind of place where citizens never came outside, preferring to huddle indoors lest the police carry them away for existing. There were human cops, all kinds of Astrals and their spherical vehicles, and even house guard who’d stopped tending the estate to knock heads in the streets. 
And just a minute ago, Lila thought she’d seen her mother leaving the grounds, headed out into the thick of it. Again. Why did nobody put a leash on the woman? Last time, she’d nearly got herself and Dad killed. 
Lila made the third floor. With a guilty glance around, she climbed toward the fourth. 
There was no reason she couldn’t go where she was headed. No reason at all. She couldn’t be caught because she wasn’t doing anything wrong. It was her damned house. Never mind that there was nothing of interest to her on the fourth floor. Never mind that the last time she’d gone up here, she’d walked in on a standoff — then watched her father shoot her husband in the chest, heralding the start of this seemingly in-progress end. 
Was Meyer better now? Or was he worse? He’d been acting like people do just before they kill themselves. Or, in Lila’s mind, when they’re about to do something rash or regrettable. Lila believed people could and did change, but these things were supposed to be gradual. She loved her father dearly, but he’d been such a hardass lately. Even before Vail became Heaven’s Veil, he’d been a hardass. For most of her life, he’d been a hardass. You didn’t precisely live with Meyer Dempsey. Life was more like one long audition. 
His kindness, simply because it was so out of character, was frightening. It made Lila wonder what had happened to change him. Made her wonder what might be coming. Somehow added troubling context to the changes in the city, the sky, and the big blue pyramid — or somehow drew context from it. 
She reached the fourth floor, again looking around. Raj should still be out there somewhere; that had been Christopher’s point. The only person Raj would delight in bringing to justice more than Cameron Bannister and Piper Dempsey was Christopher himself. But Chris was protected from Raj, safe in his cell. Cameron and Piper would be soon. Which was also the point. 
It’s the only way to protect them, Lila. 
As usual, there was too much unsaid. And as usual, no one told Lila more than what she strictly needed to know. She didn’t understand why Piper and Cameron had returned given their narrow escape or why, now, that they had returned and found a hiding place — granted in part by Chris, no less — it suddenly made sense to protect them behind bars. So they wanted the Apex. Could they leave without accessing it, if it was so damn important?
Maybe Dad could get them into the Apex, Lila thought. 
The idea lasted only a second. Lila was reaching. Ever since this had all began — way back to the day she’d skipped school to join Raj in the park, discussing the little problem that grew into Clara — Lila had been one step above luggage. Dragged here and there — first by her father, then by Raj. She wanted to do something, not have it all done to her for a change. But trying to get favors from her father, the way he’d seemed just now, was a giant mistake.
Dad shot Raj. He’s on their side. 
But the reminder that there were sides only made her trepidation worse. She’d played right into her role as luggage, because dammit if she hadn’t simply accepted it all. She’d been barefoot and pregnant when her father had told her that the Dempseys would be treated special, and despite their firm establishment in the bad guys’ camp, she’d gone along with it because it meant safety for her baby. It was understandable. But it sure made the notion of revolt hard to stomach now. 
Because even if there was a way to help the rebel cause, she’d be shooting herself in the foot. And really … what would happen with Clara? Lila wasn’t just responsible for herself. She had a daughter to think about, too. 
And yet here she was, crossing to the network center. 
There were only three guards: one Titan and a pair of humans. Even the two humans looked exhausted and exasperated. They seemed tired, likely because Raj didn’t think of simple things like letting his people sleep and eat. And judging by their glance at Lila and the working form of Terrence’s back as she approached, they clearly thought this was a fool’s job anyway. Terrence was one guy, unarmed. And from all Lila had heard, he was twiddling his thumbs up here anyway. The damage was done. The network couldn’t be debugged. It would need to be rebuilt, at least inside the city. 
But that was Raj: beating a dead horse because his fragile pride insisted he not appear weak.
Which, in Lila’s disgusted opinion, made him look weaker than ever.
Lila nodded to the Titan, who, true to protocol, nodded politely back. Then she did the same to the human guards, whose body language all but declared, Do whatever the fuck you want; we couldn’t care less. 
She crossed to Terrence.
“Christopher told me to suggest that you—” Lila began, keeping her voice low.  
“I don’t need Chris’s suggestions to look for shit like encoded RF signals,” Terrence cut her off, as if he’d been waiting to deliver a line. 
Lila sat beside him. Again, she chanced a look at the exhausted-looking guards. You couldn’t stay vigilant forever without anything happening. The way Christopher had described the situation on the fourth floor, it was more like an endurance contest than a repair job. The only question was whose will would break first: Terrence’s, or Raj’s? 
“That what he told you, Lila?” Terrence asked. 
Lila nodded. 
Terrence sneaked a peek. When it seemed that the guards wouldn’t flinch, he whispered, “There’s a small stealth drone overhead. It keeps circling and circling. That mean anything to you?” 
Lila shook her head. It only raised more questions. 
“Near as I can tell without better equipment, there’s a group outside the fence in the east quarter. I doubt the shuttles have seen them because for some reason all of their activity has moved to the Apex.” 
“Who’s the group?” 
“No way to tell. But they’re not smashing in. So either it’s someone who can’t smash in or someone who means to get in quietly to establish positions without being noticed, like arranging pieces on a chess board.” 
Lila turned the revelation over in her mind. Christopher had told her to ask Terrence about this specifically, before Raj returned from his fruitful arrest. Now, Terrence had found something. But she couldn’t see what help any of it was, for any of them. The group, whoever they were and whatever their intentions, would only be useful inside. But they hadn’t entered. Maybe they couldn’t. 
“What do you want me to tell Christopher?”
Terrence exhaled then rubbed his eyes. “I have no idea. Tell them they’re there, I guess, if you can. But I have no idea what good that will do. If they don’t have enough force to gate crash, they’re irrelevant. And if they have the force but haven’t done it, that either means they’re waiting for the right moment (which I doubt, seeing as the streets are getting more overrun with Astrals every hour now that the second mothership seems to be sending its own shuttles down) or they need a helping hand to get inside without attracting attention.” 
Lila swallowed, finding a decision. 
“I’ll do it.” 
“You’ll do what?” 
“I’ll help them.” 
Terrence laughed then put a hand on Lila’s back. It was affectionate, not patronizing — the tired touch of a man who sees his own inevitable end yet still wants to comfort the silly girl who yearns to do the impossible and save them all.
“It’s noble, Lila, but look out the window. It’s a police state out there. Sure, that’s a low-priority section of the fence, but there are sensors around it, with battery power and none needing the network to sound their alarm. Even if you could open the fence, which you can’t, how the hell you gonna get there unseen with all the new patrols?” 
Lila slumped. 
“Chris says Jons can be trusted. So there’s something else important you can do: Get him a message for me. About the Apex.”
“What about it?” 
“Did Chris tell you it’s like a big antenna?” 
Lila nodded. 
“From what I see here,” Terrence said, indicating his monitor, “it’s cycling up to broadcast.” 
“Broadcast what?” 
Terrence’s face formed a grim line. 
“Something big,” he said. 





Chapter Fifty-Six
MEYER STOPPED. 
His fists, newly bloodied, dripped on the floor. In the quiet corridor, he could actually hear each droplet striking the sealed stone. 
There was a voice behind him. It was Beta. But then it wasn’t because Meyer didn’t know anyone named Beta. He only knew four white walls, a floor, a ceiling, and an immersion to keep him busy. The voice was Mo Weir. 
“Meyer?” 
Meyer turned and gave Mo his patient face. But Mo’s attention was drawn to his fists. 
“Jesus. What was it this time? Raj again?” Then quieter, with a sideways smile that had no real warmth: “Did you kill him?” 
“It wasn’t Raj.”
“Then how did you do this?” Mo picked up Meyer’s left hand at the forearm, keeping his hands away from all the blood as if it was infected. Which, Meyer was beginning to suspect, it might be, in its own way. 
“I had an accident in my office.” 
“What kind of accident?” 
“It will need to be cleaned up.” 
Mo looked at Meyer with an unreadable expression. “What’s going on with you, Meyer?” 
“Trevor is dead.” 
Mo’s mouth fell open. There was a long moment where the aide didn’t seem to have any idea what to say. Sympathy was the predictable response, but Meyer had just beaten Mo over the head with surprising information. There was no decorum. No slow reveal. No tears, nothing at all. Just a bland face that barely felt like more than a prop, put on for show. 
“What … how? What are you talking about?” 
“Nathan Andreus told me.” 
“Andreus?” Then: “Did he do it? Was that what he came here to tell you?” 
“It was the Astrals. Trevor was with the rebel group that caught them with their pants down.” 
“He could be lying, Meyer. Trying to twist you into—”
“He was telling the truth.” 
About Trevor.
About the fact that the Astrals did it. 
And, perhaps most importantly, that Andreus was sorry. Meyer didn’t know why that was important, but it was. Meyer was definitely sorry — a hollow feeling that left him feeling like a shell. He could feel the Astral reaction by contrast; its bland lack of emotion was comparatively stark. Sensing it, Meyer felt a strange duality: He almost wanted to join the Astral perception, to see it as they did. He’d known the truth as Andreus had said it because something had unhitched and in a way, Meyer could see Trevor die through Divinity’s eye. He’d been split down the middle. Part of him saw it as information. The other half had caused what he’d done to his own fists, as if that had made sense. 
“Wh …” Mo stuttered, seeming to know he should ask more but unsure which W word to begin with. Finally, he settled on, “Was it an accident?” Then, after a small pause: “When were they going to tell you?” 
No, it wasn’t an accident. In fact, the Reptars responsible, Meyer could sense, had felt a rather inappropriate sense of delighted anger. They weren’t supposed to relish their kills. It was all business, another rebel necessarily eradicated. But they had. Just as the Titans, when they’d discovered the rebels had played them for fools, had taken it personally. 
Meyer’s fist clenched. The pain was a pleasant distraction. That’s why he’d kept going, alone in his office. The more it hurt, the less he had to focus inward. Pain was the ultimate bright and shiny object. Keep your eye on the agony, and you wouldn’t have to experience anything else. God knew the Astrals weren’t sharing more than the tip of their collective mind with him, like they used to in a long-ago time that Meyer Dempsey had no business remembering. 
“Not an accident. And they—” 
(Red-hot fury, roiling like a storm; Meyer wanted to hit Mo too, just to break his clotted fingers open)
“Weren’t going to tell me.”
“Why the hell not?” Mo looked indignant. Good. Angry on Meyer’s behalf. He knew how the Astrals thought, as one giant hive mind. A mind that didn’t include Meyer because he was human. Because he’d been pinched out. Because he’d stopped mattering the moment he’d been … Well, what had he been? It was all so unclear, so distant. 
Humans could be a hive mind, too. Here he was, with Mo angry for Meyer, claiming his rage as if it were his.  
Meyer said nothing. 
“Does Heather know? Does Lila?” 
“No.” 
“Are you …” Mo paused, seeming to sense something dire and unpleasant in the works. “Were you on your way to tell them?” 
“No. I don’t want them to know.” 
“What? Meyer, they have to know.” 
“It will hurt them.” 
“But Meyer, seriously, they have to—”
Meyer resumed walking. Where had he been going? It was irrelevant. He’d been in his office. Now he was in this hallway. And yet somehow, he’d also always been in that white place. Four walls. A ceiling and a floor. And an immersion like TV that kept him alive. Healthy and strong, but hollow inside.  
“Meyer!” 
“Please have someone mop up the blood in the hallway.” 
“Where the hell are you going?”
“And my office. If you could have it tidied.” 
“Meyer, shit! Stop, will you?” Mo had his hands on Meyer’s jacket, on his lapels, gripping his arm. Mo’s emotions now worse than Meyer’s. He’d always been able to mute or kill them. Part of being in a group. Nothing was wholly anyone’s, same for responsibility. He’d had that once, but now he’d lost it. Because he’d been forced out. Like the essence he could still feel, more homeless even than himself. 
Mo turned him around. Looked into his eyes. This solid, serious, obnoxiously responsible man, coming undone over news that wasn’t even his own. It made Meyer falter. It made him see himself in Mo, knowing how he was supposed to react. Seeing how he, too, was pushing something out, shoving it down. Building more discursive stimuli. Unspooling. 
But what the other had done, Meyer could do, too. 
Something snapped. Meyer remembered all at once. And he knew how he could fulfill his bargain with Andreus, before he’d sent the man on his way.
“Just breathe,” Mo said, and Meyer thought the man should take his own advice. 
“My hands,” Meyer said, feeling a firmly held wall starting to falter. “I think something is broken. I need medical treatment.” 
“I’ll send one of the guards for Dr. Olivier.”
But Meyer shook his head. “Astral medical treatment,” he said. “Send for a shuttle instead.”





Chapter Fifty-Seven
HEATHER WATCHED the thing from the corner of her eye, sure she was being a complete fucking idiot. This was how people got themselves killed in horror movies. There was always a clear exit or an obvious way to lie low, but then some dumbass would follow the man with the axe, walk into a dark basement for no reason, or do … 
Well, do something like this. Like following a shadow monster just because it suggested she do so. 
I don’t want to live in a world where a girl can’t trust shadow monsters, Heather told herself. But even in the privacy of her mind, as she avoided her terror, the one-liner wasn’t funny. Without sarcasm as a weapon, Heather felt like Superman robbed of his powers. Or Wonder Woman minus her lasso. 
She’d crossed street after street. It was hard to focus on the thing, given that seeing it seemed to require a lack of focus — a certain laziness of the eye muscles to spy it in her peripheral vision — but each time she crossed an intersection, Heather caught her breath and paused until she could see it again. It always waited. And now that she was getting better at looking-without-looking-at-it, she could almost make out features. Eyes, perhaps, as it watched her. 
Why am I doing this? she asked herself. 
But the answer — as unilluminating as it was honest and true — came back immediately: Why the hell not? 
Heather Hawthorne had once lived in a world of stringent plans. A world where she had to schedule visits with her lover around her manager’s calendar. You never forgot where you were when the biggest moments hit, and Heather could still feel every ripple and contour from the day when she’d learned the ships were coming. 
On the phone with Meyer, suddenly catching sight of the TV. 
The clothes she’d been wearing. The position of the phone in her hand. The feel of carpet underfoot at her (formerly their) home in LA, the minute ticking of a clock that she’d somehow heard despite the television. 
She’d been trying to find a time to meet him. Around a schedule that was so rigid, she refused to bend it even as Meyer reminded her that she could. 
But things had changed, and the Heather who lived by plans and schedules was dead. She was still famous, but now she was the Queen Mum of Heaven’s Veil rather than the Queen of Mean on HBO comedy specials. Now she could do what she wanted, when she wanted. And increasingly, as shit had flown in steady streams toward life’s largest fan, she’d found herself caring less and less for what was sensible. 
Being quiet and playing by the rules hadn’t worked. 
Joining Meyer in a defiant run for ze hills after sabotaging the Internet hadn’t worked. 
So now, Heather was phlegmatic. The world was ending again. Meyer was dead, but not gone — something new, yet clearly still Meyer Dempsey. The goddamned Apple Store pyramid in the city was flashing like a bomb, Trevor and Piper had run off to fight with the Contras, Lila had given her a spooky grandkid, and maybe, shit, the entire city was going to eat itself in search of two people whom the Astrals had fucking let into the city on purpose. Why not follow a big giant imaginary wolf made of smoke? How much worse was it than anything else, past history considered?
A large patrol — five or six Reptars, plus Titan guards — rounded the corner. Heather ducked back. Her heart skipped, but not as much this time. If she’d obeyed her gut instead of the insistent shadow thing in front of her, she’d have walked right into that patrol. But she’d been following the shadow for a while and had grown used to close calls. Five or six times now, it had miraculously guided her around the perfect corner at just the right time. It was like having an escort with intimate knowledge of everything in the area, including the exact time to move and where to go. Like playing Frogger with a savant.
In the corner of Heather’s eye, a column of darkness seemed to protrude from the monster’s body. It beckoned like a big hand, urging her to cross the street. 
“Yeah, yeah,” Heather muttered. 
Five blocks and two near-misses later, Heather defocused to see the shadow leading her into a building. It was a store of some kind, but it had either been raided or closed. The door was ajar, and opened easily when Heather pushed it.
Inside, she found herself staring down the barrel of a gun. A bald man with a black goatee was holding the weapon, but he lowered it after a surprised second of staring. 
“You’re Heather Hawthorne,” he said. 
Heather skipped the obvious counter-question, opting for something more self-promotional — there was some of the old, arrogant Heather left inside her after all. 
“I guess you know me as the poor girl’s Piper Dempsey,” she said, taking the lowered weapon as a good sign — and, now that she thought about it, glancing around for the shadow that had, for reasons unknown, led her to this strange man. 
“No. I know you from Good Girls Don’t Have Wet Panties.”
A small smile formed on Heather’s lips before she could stop it. 
“Who are you, and why are you in here?” And why, she wanted to add, did my big bad wolf of a companion bring me here?
He told her his name, his mission, and what he might be able to do if he hadn’t found himself pinned by patrols, unable to leave the building.
Then Heather, who found herself (maybe not so) coincidentally able to make a difference after all, told him how she might be able to help.





Chapter Fifty-Eight
TO PIPER, Raj’s gloating outside the cell bars felt a bit like Rumpelstiltskin, except that instead of raging at story’s end, he’d done a happy dance. Raj hadn’t actually danced, of course, but his body language had been buoyant, boyish, very I told you so. Piper was almost glad for him. Everybody won here, and if Raj wanted to believe they hadn’t gone willingly, then let him. 
Jons entered the holding area after Raj left. He waited longer than Piper would have thought, but she assumed that was Raj’s doing, too, or at least in deference to the supposed man in charge. This was kabuki, in part. If Raj didn’t leave feeling that Jons was uninterested in speaking to his prisoners alone, it could fall apart. He might have watched Raj victory-dance back to the mansion through a window. He might have followed him for a few blocks, returning to the station only once it was obvious that Raj wouldn’t be doing the same. 
He didn’t immediately speak. Jons looked from Piper and Cameron in one cell to Christopher in the other then said, “I hope you bitches are happy.” 
Piper blinked. Christopher, who seemed to know the chief well, took the bait — not quite asking for clarification but making vague hand gestures indicating the man should continue.
“Grandmama Mary gets Miss Dempsey out once. Right through her motherfucking basement. Nobody even knows she’s involved, and why should they? Old black lady in a wheelchair. So now I put her ass on the line again, not actin' like a proper grandson at all, and what happens? ‘Oh, Malcolm, go arrest them from your grandmama’s house. Bring trouble down on your grandmama, Captain Jons.’” 
“You could have moved them before doing what I told Lila to—”
“Shut your fucking mouth, Christopher. I’m not finished.” 
Christopher held up his hands. Jons turned to Piper and Cameron. 
“‘Course I can’t move you. ’Cause how would that look? Can’t call Grandmama on the phone, can I? Can’t go running over, ’cause Big Chris says it has to happen right fucking now, isn’t that right?” His gaze flicked to Chris.
“If we’d waited, it only would have—”
“Thought I told you to keep your mouth shut?” 
Again, Christopher raised his hands.  
“Not so much I mind helping out. I didn’t become a cop to help ET take over the planet. Ain’t what I signed up for. I gotta choose a side, I guess it’s my species. And okay, Grandmama’s house is good cover. And if that cover’s gotta blow, so be it; at least it served its purpose. But you send me in there? I gotta do it?” 
“You could’ve sent—”
“I meant in the big picture, Chris! Ratting on ourselves.” He turned again to Piper and Cameron. “Why didn’t we just bring you two here to start, save the poor old lady?” 
Piper wanted to point out that the decision to hide them had been Jons’s, not her request. But she didn’t like being told to shut up. 
“Did … is she okay?” Cameron asked. 
“Oh, sure, if you count havin’ to pay for a new door out of Astral Social Security okay. If you count Raj taking a fucking pie okay. Since when is it okay to walk into some old lady’s house and take her pies?” 
“But is she …” 
Jons waved a mammoth hand — perhaps, Piper thought, realizing how ridiculous his rant might sound. “Oh, like I’m gonna tell Raj who she was, and like he’s gonna figure it out without a computer. She puts on a good act. He buys they forced their way in and scared her, poor confused lady, can’t find her pills in the morning. Whatever. But now what? Chris, you’re such a smart guy, what you gonna do now, with all three of you in here? Raj has his way, he’ll ask for your heads. It’s all I could do to get there as humans before the Astrals caught you. You’re lucky the network is down. I’d have had to enter you. They’d probably be all over this place right now because of it. Clock’s ticking, kids, and here we are with our fists up our own asses. How we gonna get those fists out our asses before someone makes the connection between Mary and me or Raj comes back with Reptars wanting to eat you?” 
“We could run,” Cameron said. 
“Oh, that’s fucking brilliant.” 
“Why not?” 
“That’s how this started! You’re in Heaven’s Veil, son! I don’t mean to insult you, but the two times you busted your way in here? They opened the door. And from what I hear, about the one time you excaped?” (Jons said the word with an X: excaped.) “Sounds like they let you go because they needed you to do shit for them. So now I’m supposed to just let all three of you go? And hell, don’t tell me I guess I go, too, because now I’ve got an expiration date, thanks to you. All four of us, just march up to the gate. ‘Hey, Mr. Alien, you mind if we run out for some bread and milk? There’s a Quickie Mart just down the road — we promise to come right back.’” 
“We can’t just sit here,” Cameron said, weaker than Piper would have hoped. 
To the ceiling, Jons said, “Jesus, my man, look at this white boy.” Then to Cameron: “Maybe I can draw you a picture. You are in the safest place you can be. This is the best you can do right now. You hear? That’s why Chris sent me. Now Raj is off your ass, and Chris looks a little bit better. The Astrals won’t look for you in custody if I don’t tell them you’re here and the network stays down. But this ain’t Candy Land, neither. You’re in a box, and there’s nowhere — and no way — to run.” 
“The Apex …” Piper began. 
“Is a dead end,” Cameron finished. 
Piper looked back. “What?” 
“Thor’s Hammer isn’t there.” 
Piper felt the floor fall from under her. She should feel disoriented. Instead, she felt anger. 
“Excuse me?” 
“I was wrong. I was wrong about my dad’s research.” 
“When did you have this grand epiphany that sent us into the city, where I never wanted to go in the first place? When were you going to tell me that we’d come for nothing and that I was right all along?” 
She thought Cameron might fight back, but he looked stepped on. Piper wanted to hit him, to tell him to stand up straight and be a man. 
“I’m sorry,” he said. 
“Sorry?” 
“I told them. I told Charlie and Nathan that I didn’t know where it was. How could I? I’m a guitar player. I was traveling, playing dive bars and hooking up with groupies.” He glanced at Piper, maybe wondering if he shouldn’t have said the last thing. “My father was the scientist. I thought he was crazy. For years, I wanted nothing to do with him. Fucked up his marriage, fucked up with me. A nut job crawling through caves, looking for giant rocks, dragging his kid to Egypt to dig through pyramids and climb Mount Sinai looking for shards of stone tablets. But I was a punk kid back then. I didn’t care about any of it. Mayan temples, Olmec heads, who gives a shit? I certainly wasn’t taking notes.” 
“But his files …” 
“I was guessing, Piper.” He sighed, his head practically hanging. She wanted to shake him. She wanted to fight, and he wanted to surrender. He slumped back, finding the wall. Finding the bunk, wasted. 
“I don’t know what to tell you, Bannister. You say you shouldn’ta come? I’ve got to agree. Now there’s a second mothership. Lots more shuttles, more Titans, more Reptars. I can barely keep them out of the station.” Jons huffed a small laugh. “Hell, I can’t keep them out of the station. Now that the chips are down and they’ve got something brewing at that big blue pyramid, it’s become apparent just where we stand in the natural order. Maybe they mean to kill us all or make us slaves — either way, this playing house we’ve been doing for two years isn’t how it’s gonna be for long. We’re still around, pretending to be civilized, because they let us. Now it seems they’ve got other plans. There are Titans in and out of here all day long now.” Jons pointed at the door out of the holding area. “That door right there? That’s the only thing between the three of you and a laser beam execution. But now it’s not just a Titan deciding to walk through that you have to worry about. Raj will gloat for a while because he wants to savor his shit. But then he’s gonna tell Dempsey. And if he doesn’t trust the viceroy, he’ll start talking to Astrals, looking for a promotion. We four got days left, maybe hours.” 
There was a knock at the holding area door. Jons called for entry, and a bland-looking policewoman opened the door, with two people in tow.
“Captain Jons?” the woman said. “This lady needs to talk to you.” 
Piper was surprised to see the station’s visitors and wanted to call out, to cry — something. 
But her own emotion fled almost as it came. Because how she felt seeing the new arrivals was nothing compared to the shock that had claimed Cameron’s face.





Chapter Fifty-Nine
MEYER WATCHED THE PILOT, trying to get inside its head. It was impossible. He could feel something coming off the Titan, like heat. He could sense chatter with the collective in the way Divinity had always …
(Since before? Since years and years past?)
… spoken inside his mind, but it was third party, from a distance.
Meyer focused. Watched the Titan’s hands move. He found he could almost participate, in some odd way, in the process of flight. The large white female in her robe was in the middle of a brightly lit circle, pan-sized hands out like someone searching for balance. 
But Meyer could see more than most humans would be able to. To most, it would look as if she was steering the shuttle with her hands, even though they were touching nothing. Moving through some sort of force field or aether. But it wasn’t quite that. The hands were moved by the mind, much like the ship. After all, how could a ship be moved by hands? The hands were only an intermediary. Only mentality allowed the ship to move from here to there without spending more time than necessary in between. Only mentality allowed the micro-distortion inside the ship’s belly that kept the occupants from being liquified by what would appear, from the outside, to be instant accelerations and decelerations. 
“Are we going to the primary mothership?” Meyer asked. 
The pilot gave a placid smile. 
“I’ve only been to the primary mothership.” 
The pilot’s hands moved. The trip was taking most of a minute. Straight flight was easy, but there was a human aboard. He might not understand — at least that’s what the pilot probably thought. What the collective probably thought, through the pilot’s single instance. And humans (so Astrals seemed to think) couldn’t grasp the idea of believing a thing into truth. They’d think it was magic. Humans thought that the world occurred and observation followed, despite their scientists demonstrating otherwise. 
Stubborn.
Impatient.
Chaotic.
Cruel.
Pitiable.
Redeemable.
The adjectives flew through Meyer’s mind along with ten thousand others. His brain only caught those that sped by in his language, although he couldn’t help feeling that once upon a time he’d have heard and understood them all. Not because Divinity spoke to him, but because his was a mind Divinity was able to speak to. 
Because how he was right now, Meyer was becoming increasingly sure, wasn’t the way he’d always been.
He thought of Trevor. The pilot’s flat, bold features flicked toward him, eyes assessing. Meyer pushed it down and away. Just another datum buried in the dark, muddled depths of a human mind, unworthy of chasing into the muck. 
The pilot looked away then up. Watching the bottom of the approaching mothership, clearly visible through the one-way silver skin like a giant overhead window. He’d been resisting the urge to look down, but casting his eyes up and seeing only the slight sliver haze to remind Meyer that he was in a supposedly opaque craft made him do it now. Below the pilot’s feet was the lighted flight circle, and below Meyer’s nothing but a light gray fog. 
He felt nerves, decided they’d serve him. Part of Meyer’s mind made the adjustment perfectly because he’d been in shuttles and motherships untold thousands of times, but the more pressing part insisted he’d flown a scant few. He was Meyer Dempsey, wasn’t he? Meyer had grown up on Earth with his feet on terra firma. He’d flown in hulking metal beasts with floors that mimicked ground. 
He allowed himself to feel jitters. Allowed himself to sweat. He looked up and watched the hole form in the mothership, watched the area darken from the top in a spreading circle as they eased up inside it. But before the mothership’s floor irised closed below the shuttle, Meyer looked down and let the fear of falling surround him. Let it radiate from him so the pilot could feel it. 
The pilot gave Meyer an easy smile. Pacifying. 
“I don’t love heights,” Meyer said. 
The pilot held the same smile. Lowered her hands. The circle of light below her bare feet dimmed, and the shuttle’s outer hull reappeared, now solid from the inside. This was all for his benefit, Meyer could sense. In order to see a door form, the human would need to first see the wall in which it would appear. 
He exited. Below him was a gantry, smooth and gray, without any features. If he was barefoot — Meyer knew from experience he shouldn’t have been — the surface would feel soft and gently yielding as if walking on firm rubber. Below the gantry, there appeared to be nothing but Heaven’s Veil. But if he fell — which, of course he wouldn’t thanks to correction fields he knew were around him without being told — he’d strike the ship’s one-way transparent hull rather than plummeting to his death. 
The Titan, now a guide instead of a pilot, gestured for Meyer to proceed. It was unnecessary on two levels, but Meyer pretended it wasn’t. 
He could hear the groupspeak urging him forward, as if he’d still be able to hear it — which, he felt quite sure, he wouldn't.
And secondly, he knew the way. Of course he knew the way. 
Meyer looked down at the long white arm, draped with its robe, and walked in the indicated direction. He took a wrong turn deliberately then allowed himself to be gently corrected. The Titan remained a silent presence beside him, shepherding Meyer toward the medic able to easily heal the viceroy’s very important hands.
There had been no questions about his injury. Why would he not smash his hands? Humans were irrational. That’s why the Astrals were necessary. Humans had done many, many, many irrational things in the past two years, and well beyond that according to their history texts. Surely, there were many other irrational things (and surely some wonderful ones; humans were their children, after all, and not beyond goodness by any stretch) done in the last epoch. 
They couldn’t verify any of it yet thanks to the delay. But that would be over soon. Now that the Apex was charging and prepared, that would change. 
Meyer sensed great conflict on that last point — both native and exacerbated by the aberrations within the collective that hadn’t, it turned out, been fully purged. It was unfortunate, what would need to be done. But there was no progressing without it. The end, in the end, was always the ultimate decider. And in that end, the humans had made it necessary by their own shortsighted hands. 
Not their first time, of course. 
Meyer saw it all as he walked. As the Titan led him to the medic. He must be generating feedback — more of those troublesome outputs that would, to anyone with a bit of groupsense in their groupthink — indicate that the viceroy heard more from the Astral collective than he was strictly supposed to be feeling. 
But Meyer had figured that out, as well. Astral minds could (via certain tools or when a mind was half-connected like Meyer’s) hear human emotion when it was loud. Like his almost-slip, thinking about Trevor on the ride up. But they didn’t usually hear quieter emotions, as Meyer’s were now. 
Not because they couldn’t hear those emotions and thoughts from halfway-connected minds. It was more that they wouldn’t. They refused, closing their collective minds to human pollution, like that coming off Meyer. If they didn’t, the collective might become infected, then a Gathering would happen, discursive thoughts expelled in a Pall, purged like pus from a wound. 
They stopped at a door. Meyer knew he could open it with what felt like an Astral half to his mind, but he held back, knowing that would be showing too much. So he waited and watched as his guide projected. He heard the groupthought then watched the door dissolve and bead into the edges like liquid racing from the center. He entered alone, leaving his guide outside, and found himself facing a medic. 
The medic held a box made of what looked like red glass. He held the box out, and Meyer …
(knew)
… guessed that he was supposed to put his hands inside. 
Then the medic looked at Meyer and …
(asked a question)
… said nothing at all. 
(Why did you do this?)
Because nothing was asked, Meyer didn’t respond. He kept his mouth shut. Pretended this was all strange yet fascinating. Allowed his wound to change, even though he was already suspecting that if he wanted it badly enough and understood his shape for what he wanted it to be, he could probably heal the wound himself. 
Meyer withdrew his hands from the box. Held them up and observed them. He pretended to be shocked/surprised that such healing was possible then ran the fingers of each hand over the other for good measure. He smiled at the medic and nodded. 
“Thanks.” 
The medic nodded back. Then the door again melted away, and Meyer exited. 
His guide was gone. Possibly because Meyer had already groupthought ahead, explaining to the guide in another’s voice that Viceroy Dempsey was gone, that he’d already taken a shuttle back. The Titan who’d flown him here wouldn’t wonder at the idea. Why would she? The collective knew. The collective always knew. 
Meyer paused on the gantry. Because his human shape seemed to demand the ritual, he closed his eyes and slowly inhaled. 
After a few moments, he seemed to remember. He remembered where he’d gone and never left. He remembered where, conflicting realities aside, he still was now. 
A white room. Four walls, a floor, and a ceiling. And an immersion to keep him busy, healthy, and strong. 
Meyer groupthought ahead, noticing a few others between his position and his destination, and gave them the idea to move elsewhere. 
Then he walked along the gantry, recalling the way and seeing it for the first time, following a trod path and having no idea where he was going, seeing new and known in unison. 
Eventually, he came to a door.
He knocked because it was polite. 
Then Meyer went inside. 





Chapter Sixty
NATHAN FOUND Heather Hawthorne to be different in person. That shouldn’t have been surprising, but it was. She didn’t strut while crossing the floor of the dark, empty store. She didn’t insult him with each passing second. She seemed scared yet strangely confident, not merely caustic and sarcastic. It all made sense, but Nathan had formed a mental image of this woman — had, in fact, kept recordings of a few of her specials on the juke at Andreus HQ — and it was so odd to see her here, now, talking about escape and shadows. 
“What led you here?” he asked, sure he must have heard wrong. 
“Never mind. I found you.” 
“Were you looking for me?” 
“I …” It was as if she’d only now stopped to consider. Strange, the things that made unquestioned sense these days. “I guess not,” she finished. 
“A dark shape. Like a big dog that seems to be stalking you.” 
“It didn’t stalk me. It …”
“Oh, forget it.” 
“Heather.” Nathan gave her an even look. “Can I call you Heather?” 
“Call me whatever the hell you want.” 
“Heather, let me tell you a story.” 
“Great.” Now she was rolling her eyes, turning away. 
“I talked to your husband.”
“Ex-husband.” 
“And he wasn’t exactly normal. Set off all my alarms. If I’d been able to sneak a gun into the house, I think I’d have pulled it out and kept it pointed. He didn’t come at me. But it’s like he’s insane. Especially after I told him …” Andreus trailed off. He needed her focused right now, and she might not yet know. Meyer certainly hadn’t, and the results when he’d explained about Trevor had been … unsettling.  
“Told him what?” 
“About this,” he lied. “When I told him I sent a drone. I did it on a lark, sure I was just wasting the drone’s time when I might need it somewhere else. But then he … well, not him, but the aliens, I guess … told me that they hadn’t destroyed my camp after all. If they got the drone, they’ll be here. But I can’t reach them.” 
“Reach who?”
“The Andreus Republic. My people. Dempsey got very interested in helping at the end of our conversation. Gave me a code that will open the fence without triggering an alarm. But here’s the problem, Heather. Would you like to know what it is?” 
Heather said nothing, seeming to see the entire conversation as rhetorical. 
“The problem is that the Apex is that way—” He pointed to his left. “And for some reason, the Astrals keep putting down from their motherships over there.” This time, he pointed right. “Best guess, mainly because I haven’t seen death rays and explosions, is that nobody’s paying much attention to the perimeter and my people are hiding reasonably well. There’s a gully that direction, and they hide for a living, when they’re not fighting. Meyer pretty much said this, and I’ve seen the same: Right now, they only have eyes for the Apex. Which is part of this whole problem, but farther down the chain. Right now, I can open a gate with the viceroy’s code. But I’ve been waiting here for hours. The traffic back and forth out there stops sporadically, and I don’t have my drone or a spotter. I go to the gate, I’m just hoping to get lucky.” 
“There must be—”
“So, Heather, if you tell me that you think your spirit guide will get us to the fence, I’m understandably curious about what. The fuck. You’re talking about.” He metered the words precisely, tapping a dusty countertop for emphasis. “Does that seem fair?”
“Look, if you don’t want—”
She jumped midsentence, as if goosed. Then Heather turned her head to the side, eyes on the window. 
Nathan spun, raising a long piece of metal he’d found on the floor. Oh, what he wouldn’t give for a proper weapon — one that wouldn’t have been confiscated at the gate. Dempsey had sent him out like a pilgrimage, free to go but carrying nothing. That had been strange in itself … but if Dempsey’s permission to go was the small act of oddball rebellion it seemed to be, why not give Nathan a gun to defend himself? He’d been lucky so far, but making the gate from here was impossible. Both corners were blind, and there was no way to peek from above: nothing more than a roll of the dice.
He watched the window, trying to see what had made Heather react so violently. 
“Did you see something?” 
“Hang on.” She raised a hand but kept her gaze forward, her manner precise. 
“What? Reptars?” 
“Hang on.” Again with the hand. Then, “Don’t move.” 
The way she said it gave Nathan gooseflesh.
“I’m not looking outside. I’m looking at you in my peripheral vision.” 
“You were looking at me a second ago,” Nathan said. 
“It surrounded you.” 
Nathan looked down, around, behind him. Heather was reminding him of Piper, with her own spectral sightings. Apparently, Meyer had a type: kooks who saw ghosts. But a large part of Nathan didn’t buy that. Whatever Heather saw, it was almost as if he could feel it. 
“Where is it?” 
“Behind you. Moving toward the door. Now back to you. It’s lost its shape. Like a mist.” 
“What are you talking about?” 
“I think it wants me to help you.” 
Nathan exhaled. “That’s the biggest sack of—”
Without warning, one of the small tables upended, leaving the diner’s ground for a second before crashing down and shattering a leftover glass. The sound, in the otherwise silent room, seemed tremendous. Nathan flinched, waiting for patrols to hear it and descend, but nothing happened. 
“And I don’t think it wants to hear your cynicism,” Heather said, still with her head forward, still peering at him from the corner of her eye. 
Nathan looked to the table. To Heather, to the mess of glass on the floor. That had grabbed his attention and erased a few doubts. He kept his outward cool, but his heart rate had doubled, slamming against his ribcage. 
Why couldn’t he see it, if something was there? 
“It knows where they are,” Heather said. “If that’s where it means to go and we follow, it can get us to your people without being seen.” 
Nathan looked around the room, feeling cold. When his eyes reached the door, he watched it ease slightly open, as if goosed by a draft. 
“What is it?” Nathan’s tough skepticism was suddenly gone as he deferred to Heather. 
“I don’t know.” 
“How do you know you can trust it?” 
Heather looked back.
“I don’t.”





Chapter Sixty-One
CAMERON GASPED. Piper gripped the cell bars beside him. 
Two years hadn’t changed Lila much. She looked at Cameron while Jons held most of her attention. Their eyes exchanged a silent hello, but he’d only seen the small girl with Lila in dreams. 
“Lila!” Piper said. 
The girl — now woman, really — pushed past the police chief and away from the skinny cop. Jons dismissed the officer as Lila went to Piper, holding her hands. The girl stayed at the door, holding her eyes on Cameron. 
“Why are you here?” Lila’s gaze flicked to Jons. 
“He’s on our side,” Piper said. 
“Terrence sent me. Told me to tell Captain Jons that something is happening with the Apex.” 
“We knew that,” Christopher said. 
Lila released Piper’s hand, and inched toward him — a greeting without a proper salutation. She shook her head, unsure of whom she should speak to, then chose a mixture of Piper and Jons, her eyes sliding between the two. 
“Something else. Terrence says the Apex is an antenna. He says to tell you it’s preparing to broadcast something. Something big.” 
“What does he want us to do about it?” Jons said. 
The girl was still staring directly at Cameron, still near the now-closed door. She wasn’t impatient or eager. She was simply there. Cameron was having the hardest time figuring her out. She had a little girl’s pudgy look but held herself like a scholar. 
“I don’t—” Lila began.
“You have to destroy it,” the girl cut her off. 
Lila beckoned, then the girl left the door and hugged Lila’s leg. 
“Clara, why are you here?” Piper asked, looking up at Lila. 
“Clara?” 
He’d said it too loud. Everyone in the room stopped and turned to look at him. 
“She’s …” Cameron squatted, meeting the girl closer, almost eye to eye. “Clara, how old are you, honey?” 
“Two.” 
“You’re … big.”
“You act so surprised, Mr. Cameron.” 
“How do you know who I am?” He looked up — at Lila, at Piper, even at Jons. 
“She insisted,” Lila said, finally answering Piper. “I didn’t want to bring her, but I couldn’t find Mom. And Dad …” 
“Meyer?” Piper said. 
“He’s different now,” Lila said. 
Clara’s eyes stayed fixed on Cameron, patiently waiting for the adults to finish so she could answer. After a moment of quiet, she said, “Because I’ve seen you before, silly.” 
“You have?” Cameron looked up, but Lila shook her head: How could Clara have ever met or seen him? She’d been born and raised in Heaven’s Veil, and he’d only come once before — to the square, before his rapid, violent extraction.
Cameron looked back at Clara. The girl was still waiting patiently for him to get his head out of his ass. To stop playing this game where they pretended they’d never met. 
“What is the Apex doing, do you think?” Slowly, with resistance, Cameron’s mind was assembling a familiarity profile of the girl. He wasn’t used to including information from his dreams. Had she spoken of the Apex? No. She’d talked about something else that was wide at the base, narrow at the top. Not a pyramid, but a mountain. 
“They can’t find it, Mr. Cameron. Now that they know you were only playing, they’re going to turn on the searchlight. They don’t want to, but they think they have to.” 
Cameron looked up at Jons and Christopher. “Searchlight?” 
Both men shook their heads. When he turned back to Clara, she looked patient: allowing the silly man to ask people who couldn’t possibly know anything when the person who did was right there in front of him. 
“What’s the ‘searchlight,’ Clara?” 
Again, Cameron looked up at Lila, but this seemed like news to her. Piper had said that Clara was strange and precocious, but he’d had no idea, and apparently her odd knowledge bled out on a need-to-know basis. 
“It’s how they can find the chest.” 
“You mean Thor’s Hammer?” 
“That’s not what they call it,” Clara said, wrinkling her nose — a childlike gesture, reminding Cameron who he was speaking with. 
 Cameron reached for his satchel. Jons had rushed them into the cells for show. But he hadn’t searched them or confiscated belongings, and Raj had been too giddy with victory to notice when Jons had pushed them behind bars unprocessed. 
Cameron slid the stone disc out and held it delicately in front of Clara, like a plate. 
“This,” Cameron said. “Is this a part of the …” he glanced up at Jons for help then got it himself, “the ‘chest’?” 
She nodded. “They lost it. They want to find it.” 
“We lost it too,” he said. 
Instead of speaking, Clara smiled. 
There was a booming outside. The walls shook. Dust sifted down from the ceiling. 
“What the fuck was that?” Jons said. 
“The spotlight,” Clara said. “They’re getting ready to turn it on.” 





Chapter Sixty-Two
HEATHER DIDN’T ASK QUESTIONS. She’d followed a spook out of her house, found a guy whose reputation was that of a barbaric warlord at the end of its pointed finger, then together the two of them had lucked past countless Reptar and Titan patrols to reach the fence — this time obviously following something Nathan couldn’t even see. So the whys, wheres, and hows of Andreus getting a security code from Meyer were small potatoes by comparison. 
When the wave of energy (there was no better way to describe it; it was light and sound but mostly just force) rushed from the Apex pyramid, Heather barely cared. Shit might blow up soon. So what? 
Andreus wasn’t as casual. He stopped with his hand on the small fence gate, his fingers hitting buttons on a touch screen. The code seemed long and complicated — as much pattern as numbers and letters. But Andreus did it easily, his mind having no problem with recall under pressure. 
“What was that?” 
“The pyramid.” 
“What’s it doing?” 
“There’s obviously no way I’d know the answer to that, but I could make up some bullshit. Can I interest you in some bullshit?”
Andreus was still frozen, now staring directly at the Apex. Staring through the shadow creature, from where Heather was standing. It had been putting out long tendrils, like horizontal columns of smoke. And even now, as if summoned, Heather could see people creeping forward from the distant gully. 
When the Apex did nothing further, Andreus’s attention fell from it. 
He turned to watch the forces approach. Opened the gate. And let the group of around fifty people — along with a few hand-wheeled motorbikes that would make entirely too much noise when started — into the small alcove behind buildings. It was an oasis of relative quiet near the main Astral traffic thoroughfare, protected but surrounded. They’d be safe here, so long as they didn’t move. And if this had been a trap from the start (to get Heather and Andreus’s soldiers all in one place for a tidy slaughter), then … well, frankly, they were fucked. 
A brunette woman of around Heather’s height and build pushed through the crowd. Andreus seemed surprised to see her and embraced the woman before suddenly becoming awkward. Apparently, that wasn’t their normal manner of greeting, and Andreus wasn’t as imperturbable as he seemed.
He introduced the two women, ignoring the others. They were all settling in, jostling weapons, looking uneasy to be deep in enemy territory — or, if Heather understood Nathan’s story of his encounter with Meyer, friendly territory. The Astral/Republic arrangement struck Heather as a deal with the devil, and one where the devil never took his knife from your throat. Probably the reason Andreus was double-dealing so readily: if they’d threaten his daughter to gain his allegiance, the man’s nature was to bite, not to lie down or roll over. 
“Why are you here?” he asked the woman he’d introduced as Jeanine Coffey. 
“They got your drone. You told them to come.” 
“I asked why you were here. Where are Charlie and Grace?”
“Same place we were when you left. A mile off the front gate.” 
Andreus’s face changed. “You shouldn’t have left them.” 
“They’ll be safe, Nathan. I had to come. I had to tell you something: Charlie says Thor’s Hammer isn’t under the Apex.” 
Heather watched a frown form on his face. “I thought that might be the case,” he said. “How did you know the Republic was here?”
“I didn’t.” 
“Then how—” 
This time, Coffey’s face pinched. She looked at Heather, seeming to decide if she wanted to share with an audience. 
“The thing Piper saw. The thing she said was following us from Moab. It led me here.”
Andreus looked level at Coffey, glancing at Heather. Then he said, “Charlie is sure?” 
Coffey nodded. “You know how he is. I was insulting him by even asking.” 
“Then where is it?” 
“He doesn’t know. But he says the Apex is important for another reason, and that’s why Benjamin was studying it. We assumed he’d be researching Thor’s Hammer right before we went after it in Little Cottonwood Canyon, but based on what Cameron said, I think Charlie might be right and that there’d be no reason for Benjamin to research the Hammer’s location.” 
“What did Cameron say?” 
“That Benjamin already knew where it was. Like it was obvious. He thought Cameron would think it was obvious, too. But the joke was on him, I guess, since the next thing Benjamin did was to die.” 
Heather felt a chill. She hadn’t known Benjamin Bannister. She’d never even met him. But she knew the name, she knew his son, and it seemed too many people were in mortal peril these days.
“And the Apex?” 
As if on cue, the big blue pyramid flashed again. The second mothership’s energy beam seemed to have finished whatever it was doing — powering the thing up, perhaps — but when Heather looked toward the flash, she saw something on the horizon that chilled her blood: another two spheres approaching: motherships, possibly with their own bellies full of power, like giant batteries. 
“It was interesting to Benjamin. That’s all Charlie knew.” Coffey’s gaze ticked up. The second mothership began to move away. The others were already closer. 
Changing of the guard. 
Nathan looked up, noting the arriving ships with a neutral nod. 
“I think we might know more than Benjamin right now,” Andreus said, “and what we need to do next, if we won’t find the Hammer here, is obvious.” 
All eyes turned to the Apex. 
“The rebels have tried to destroy it a dozen times with no luck,” Coffey said. 
“We’ll try something different,” Andreus said. 
Heather watched him. In the corner of her eye, the shadow stirred, agitated. 
“We’ll hit it,” he said, “from the inside out.”





Chapter Sixty-Three
“WHAT’S THAT?” 
Terrence looked up. The drone had stopped circling, called home as if by its mother. The view, such as Terrence had cobbled it with approximately half of his ass, had gone black. Based on what he’d seen last, Terrance guessed someone had stowed the thing — maybe inside the city’s fence and maybe outside; he didn’t know. But the RF signal was still active. Still right there, for anyone paying attention and knowledgeable about communications to pluck from the air, decode, and watch even without a network in place. 
Raj was standing over him. Behind him. Having approached and taken Terrence by surprise, seeing as Terrence thought he was still encumbered at the station with Christopher, Cameron, and Piper. But here he was, staring at something Terrence shouldn’t be able to see — and that Raj definitely shouldn’t be allowed to see. 
Terrence quickly recovered his cool. “It’s a dead surveillance feed.” 
Raj said, “Nothing’s back up.”
“I know. I keep telling you, I can’t unburn a—”
Terrence stopped when Raj hit him, hard. His hand went to his chin, moving it to test its integrity, wincing from the dull throb of pain.
“What were you looking at?” 
“A dead surveillance feed!” 
Raj hit him again. 
“Don’t bullshit me, Terrence! I’m not my wife! I know this shit as well as you do and I’m not the goddamned joke everyone thinks I am!” 
Terrence looked up at Raj. His face was purple everywhere Meyer had struck him. His eyes had swollen slightly, giving him a somewhat squinting appearance. But the bit of his brown irises Terrence could see was ripe with menace. Maybe murder.
But it’s not like he could say what he’d really been checking, no matter how much Raj meant business. 
“Look. I know the network is down, obviously.” He held up a warding hand. “I really can’t fix any of this, Raj. You can hit me as many times as you want, and that’s not going to change. But there are still recordings on the server.” He decided to tell a revealing lie, incriminating himself a little so that Raj wouldn’t incriminate him all the way. “I know I shouldn’t be looking. But I wanted to see the footage of you shooting Meyer.” 
For a second, Terrence thought Raj believed him. It was just macabre enough to be true, and forbidden enough to be something worth hiding. But Raj snatched the tablet, cabled it to one of the bigger machines, and went to work with grim dedication. He wasn’t stupid. Being a fool was something different, separate from intelligence. 
“It’s an RF feed. Where is there still an RF feed active?” 
“I don’t know what you’re—”
Raj slammed his fist on the table. 
“I just saw it was out there. You can see it yourself, Raj. It’s black. Nothing to it. Some kid probably has one of those remote-control cars with a camera; remember those? And it’s parked under his bed, left on. I just happened to find it.” 
“And then you hid it from me.” He set the tablet down then sat slowly across from Terrence. His manner wasn’t Raj at all. Cool and calm. Precise enough to give Terrence a chill. “Why wouldn’t you tell me about this when I asked?” 
“I didn’t think it mattered.” 
“But I asked you what you were looking at. And not only did you lie; you flash-erased your history. Like you thought I wouldn’t know how to check the logs.” 
“I …”
“I’ll tell you what I think it is,” Raj said, meeting his eyes and daring a challenge. “I think this is something from your buddies. Christopher, Cameron, Piper, Heather — maybe Meyer, if he’s still allegiant where I think he is, even though he’s clearly lost his fucking mind.”
Raj shifted. Resumed. 
“I think that black feed was showing you something you needed to see. Not just something interesting, but some sort of a communication.” 
“Raj, you’ve been watching every type of—”
Raj raised a hand. In a way, it was worse than being hit. 
“If that’s what it was, then there’s someone you need to get that information to. And that means someone is up to something. Something coordinated. So that means someone will eventually check in with you because you know something they need to know. How will they contact you, Terrence?” 
He watched Raj, wondering what lies he could get away with and which truths would see him punished. 
Raj reached for his side. His right hand came up holding a black handgun. He placed the barrel to Terrence’s forehead. Terrence felt his eyes tick toward it, trying to see the barrel. He felt the press of cool metal. 
“What happens,” Raj said, “when you’re unable to deliver whatever you’re supposed to?”
“Raj—” 
“You know, the viceroy won’t talk to me. Me, of all people, who’s never turned on this city’s leadership. Mo Weir won’t talk to me, and the Titans and Reptars don’t talk to anyone.” 
The weapon shifted as Raj moved his thumb. There was a heavy mechanical click from above. 
“But I’ll bet you know, Terrence. You’re a really smart guy. So tell me: What’s going on out there? More motherships are arriving and pumping beams into the Apex. The thing keeps shaking and flashing. You always had the best theories. What do you think is happening?” 
“They’re …” It was so hard to speak smoothly with a cocked gun to his head. “It’s an antenna. You know the Apexes form an antenna array!” 
“Uh-huh. And what are they doing? Calling other Astrals?” 
“Maybe! I don’t know!” 
“If you had to guess.” 
Terrence swallowed. 
“I see. You don’t know. I’ll bet you wanted help figuring it out. Christopher? No, he’s an idiot. But he knows the Astral movements, and he’s your pal, right? Or Cameron. I’ll bet he has thoughts. But you couldn’t possibly be talking to them. Not now that they’re both in …”
Raj stopped. Terrence went cold, seeing revelation. 
Raj stood. He pulled Terrence to standing, the gun still to his head. Raj’s hand was suddenly shaking, his finger maybe under the handgun’s guard, Terrence’s brains kept in his skull only by a few ounces of missing pressure on the trigger.  
“They’re in jail together, aren’t they? That’s what they wanted, isn’t it? Jons knew exactly where they were because Christopher told him. Is Jons in on this, Terrence? Is everyone in on it?” 
“I—”
“Don’t lie to me!” 
“Maybe Christopher told him! Maybe Jons beat it out of him!” 
Raj’s lips firmed. His eyes grew hard. The barrel’s pressure against his forehead increased, becoming a knife’s dull edge. The weapon shook, and for a long second Terrence was sure it was over. Then Raj snatched the gun back, shoved him away, and took a step back. He became agitated. Fidgeting, pacing, ranting. 
“The information about the ‘antenna,’ Terrence,” he said, making a clear effort not to snap as realization dawned. “How did you get it to them?” 
“I didn’t! I don’t even know that—”
“I knew that was too easy. Just me and Jons and his men. No Astrals. Hell, they didn’t even try to run. Just let us shove them in right beside Christopher.” He was gesturing with the cocked weapon, and with every sweep of his arms Terrence braced for the gun to go off. “But whatever you were watching on that tablet. The RF feed. And maybe the thing about the Apex. Christopher can’t come around anymore. Jons stays at the station. And—”
Raj stopped speaking as if interrupted. 
“Lila.” 
“What?” 
“It was Lila. She’s your go-between, right?” 
“No!” 
“LILA!” Raj shouted. 
“Raj, she’s not—”
Raj pointed the gun at Terrence from across the room and yelled again, louder. 
“Our apartment is right downstairs. I know she can hear me. She’s not in the house, is she? Where is she, Terrence? Is she down at the station?” His temper slipped another notch. “Did she come to visit you while I was out on that little fool’s errand?”
“No!”
Raj stalked forward, grabbed Terrence by the shirt, then dragged him from the network center and down the stairs, murder audible in every breath.





Chapter Sixty-Four
PIPER DIDN’T UNDERSTAND how Clara and Cameron seemed to know each other. They’d never met, and it was unlikely that Piper’s scattered profile made her seem as familiar to him as she apparently was. There was something going on. Something she couldn’t quite … 
But maybe she could. Piper looked over at the small girl and the man opposite her, on his knees. They could talk easily enough through the bars, so Jons had vetoed the idea of opening the door. It was unnecessary, and if any of the station’s cops (or Titans, though they’d seen almost no Astrals on the trip over) entered to an open cell door, there would be questions. 
Watching them, Piper felt an intense sense of déjà vu, as if she’d seen this all before. 
A man. A girl. Speaking across symbols of confinement, discussing what needed to be. 
Whatever Piper was feeling, it wasn’t exact. Close, but not precisely the same. But yes, she remembered this. Not from a dream, but from life. 
Jons reentered the room. He looked at Cameron and Clara in their whispered concentration then at Lila, who was watching them both. Christopher was across the room in his cell. So Jons spoke to Piper. 
“There are more motherships.” Jons was a big man with a booming voice, intimidating simply by his presence. But Piper could tell he was frightened. 
“What do you mean?” 
“Outside. Near the Apex. Connected to the Apex. Two more.” 
“Two more?” 
Across the room, Christopher was gripping the bars, as close to the conversation as the cell allowed. Lila was watching the police captain with big brown eyes. Only Cameron and Clara, still deep in some kind of shared mumbling trance, were oblivious. Or, Piper thought, perhaps unsurprised. 
“Three total.” Jons said. “The Apex is glowing brighter. I saw another flash, like that one last night. It made a little boom like before. Did you feel it in here?” 
Piper nodded. 
“Something big is happening. Like she said.” He tipped his head toward Lila. “There’s no Astrals out there. Not on the streets, anyway.” 
“Then we can get away!” 
Jons shook his head. “There’s shuttles. Lots of ’em. Each of the three new motherships seems to have brought its own. But they’ve cleared the streets. Or gone to the Apex; they seem to have been headed that way earlier.” 
“Why, do you think?” Piper asked. 
Christopher spoke before Jons. “Sounds like an evacuation.” 
The word prickled Piper’s skin. She looked down at Cameron, but the two were still immersed, doing something odd like meditation, something she couldn’t …
You know, Piper. You just don’t know you know. 
Piper blinked at Cameron and Clara. The voice in her head was nearly audible, almost present. The press of déjà vu deepened as she tried to grab its edge, to catch its ephemeral shape before it could slide away like a dream upon waking. 
Meyer. It had been Meyer’s voice. But when?
Heather. Lila. You know what they’ve been hearing. The Astrals say we’re different and can’t hear minds. But we’re still their children. The ability is inside us.
“Piper, what’s—” Lila started to say. 
Piper shot a hand out, one finger raised, telling her to shut up and wait. She didn’t move her head. She couldn’t. She almost had it. Almost understood why seeing Clara and Cameron now raised such déjà vu. It had something to do with Lila. Heather? And Meyer. He’d been speaking to her. But where? When? And why couldn’t she remember? 
The others don’t matter, came Meyer’s voice inside her mind, streaming up from some forgotten past. They will only compromise for our own because they matter to me. To you. To us. It’s just Heather. Lila. Trevor. If others die, they die. 
“Piper …” 
The hand with the finger wagged. Jabbed insistently. The memory was wafer-thin crystal. She almost had it. But if her attention flagged, it would shatter. 
Something she’d tried to remember before. That had occurred to her when they’d been on their way from Moab, with Andreus and Coffey and Charlie and Grace, crossing land in the solar RV. Something to do with …
(the Pall; they call it a Pall)
… the shadow creature that had been following them. And she’d thought about it because … 
(later)
The Titans. Becoming Reptars. And the black fog near the gate. So it wasn’t during the RV trip at all. She’d been thinking of it later after she’d seen the …
(Pall) 
Shadow thing infuse the Titans, turning them mean, upsetting their equilibrium. Their collective mind. Poison in the system. And …
(when you were on the mothership)
(!!!)
Piper’s head ticked up. She looked directly at Lila, locking eyes. 
“Piper?” Lila looked like she wanted to take a step back. 
“Lila. When you were in the house, at Vail, the day Meyer came back. What made you leave?” 
(Trevor. Trevor went out first, and Lila followed.)
“What?” 
“Was it Trevor? I barely remember. He came to me, and you followed.” 
“Of course. Me and Mom and—” 
“But you were hearing something. You were hearing …
(Clara) 
“A kind of voice, telling you that there was something under the house and that you had to … destroy it?” Piper concentrated. They’d had some of this discussion, but in guarded tones. After that day, most of their history had gone into moratorium. A chill swallowed them all. But Piper knew, just as she knew that —
“And your mother. Heather was hearing something else. Hearing Meyer. Is that right?” 
“She wanted to protect it. The pit under the house. She was trying to dig it out. To help him.” 
Piper blinked. It was all coming back. 
Herself on the ship. 
Talking to Meyer, before she’d been offloaded as bait. Because Heather wouldn’t leave otherwise, and Piper knew it. The Astrals had agreed, with Meyer as their primary interpreter of human emotion. 
(Maybe that’s when it started.)
“I could hear it all, Lila. I came on the mothership from Moab. With your father. The Astrals wanted to destroy the house to access their power source under it. But he wanted to save the people inside. What happened was the compromise. They wouldn’t wait for everyone to come out. Just you, Trevor, and your mom. But I knew what you and your mother were hearing. I didn’t remember until now, but I knew it then. Heather was obsessed. The only way to get her out was to get you out. So they put me down first. Had me find one of the cameras. We knew Trevor would come when he saw me because—” Piper swallowed past a lump, blinking waiting tears, refusing to betray his shameful but noble secret now that he was gone, “—because that’s how he was. And—”
“Was?” 
“And once he was out, we knew you’d follow. Then Heather would have to come — because you were in danger. Then they could dock, no matter who was still inside. Once you were safe, because your father wanted—”
“What do you mean, Trevor ’was’?” Lila said, stepping past Jons, who looked dumbfounded, to hold the bars. 
But now there was something else. Something she’d just remembered about Meyer. 
She looked at Cameron and Clara, both leaving their trance. 
The whole room was looking at Piper. Waiting. 
The man and the girl, on two sides of captivity, sharing minds. 
Piper looked up; she could feel her mouth hanging open. “I didn’t realize. I’d completely forgotten.” 
“Piper, what?” Lila demanded. 
“Your father—” 
The backroom’s door banged open, and Raj burst into the room, dragging Terrence and holding a gun. 





Chapter Sixty-Five
NATHAN STOPPED, looked at Heather and Coffey, and resisted infusing his voice with sarcasm. “What’s it want us to do now?” 
They were massed behind a sprawling wall that was probably the side of an apartment building or even an in-city factory; Nathan honestly had no idea. He wasn’t used to urban warfare and frankly found all of Heaven’s Veil confining and creepy. They hadn’t seen many people, which wasn’t surprising given the police-state atmosphere perpetrated by the Astrals. Of the visible humans, most had been cops. And If Andreus had to guess, even cops knew the score. They’d avoided them all, but it was hard not to walk up to every scared-looking kid with a uniform and say, Hey. We’re fucking shit up. Want to help us do it?
“It’s gone,” Heather said. 
“Gone?” 
“Yes, gone,” Heather repeated then returned her gaze forward, watching the mall’s worth of Titans in the Apex courtyard. To Nathan, with his bald head and decent physique, it looked like a semi-nude convention of like-minded individuals. 
Nathan said nothing. He didn’t like this. These were his soldiers, his army, his equipment. Even the useless motorbikes they were wheeling along with stilled engines were his. At the very least, Coffey should be leading the group, but she couldn’t see their scary spirit guide nearly as well as her Queen Bitchiness, so Heather had been in a lead that seemed to have stopped in front of an impassable horde. Nathan liked Heather, in theory. But he didn’t want anyone else in charge of his people. Especially not someone who lit up when allowed to boss others around. 
“Why is it gone?” 
“I don’t know, Nathan. Why don’t you call it and see if it comes back to you? See if it loves you most of all?” 
“I’m not even sure you’re not making this up,” he said. 
Both women turned to stare at him then rotated forward. That had been a dumb thing to say. He couldn’t see the specter but was clearly in the minority. Denying its existence — especially after all the impossible corners it had pulled their group from unseen — was pouting. 
Coffey peered through tiny binoculars. They were at the top of one of Heaven’s Veil’s few slight hills, looking down. Most of the land had been flattened, but everyone knew that the Apex was — apparently, among other things — a dig site. Starting lower seemed to make sense, especially since the structure’s massive height more than made up for its low base. Nathan didn’t even like looking up at it. The pyramid made him feel small. And this mission, looking down at several hundred Titans, already felt impossible. 
“Maybe we should just go up there and politely ask to go inside,” Heather said. “You know how these guys are.” 
“Turns out Titans have a dark side,” Nathan said. 
“Sure,” Heather replied. Sometimes, when we spill something in the house, they hesitate slightly before cleaning it up and … What?” 
Coffey was watching her. She stopped when Heather paused then resumed spying through the binoculars. “Trust us,” she said. 
The women retreated. All eyes turned to Nathan as the Republic’s rightful leader. 
“We have to get in there,” he said. 
To their credit, both Heather and Coffey nodded. No protest from the ranks, despite what they’d seen. Despite what his drone had conveyed to the Republic about the Titan secret, and the fact that everyone present — except Heather, perhaps — knew that they were looking down on a shallow dish teeming with leagues of potential Reptars. 
“You said Charlie’s concerned about what’s happening with the Apex. That combined with what we’re seeing right now is probably enough. But there’s also my chat with the viceroy. You ask me, one of two things is happening. Either Charlie is wrong about the Hammer — it really is in there and they’re finding a way to power it up, or this is a workaround. Like they’re going to call home for help finding the thing. Or maybe they’ll have home base send another. Either way, we’ve got to take it down. Even if it means we die doing it.” 
Again, no one protested. Members of the Andreus Republic hadn’t always been warriors, but they’d become warriors through a gauntlet of fire. Two years of fighting and seeing the unrelenting press of the Astral thumb had driven a few home truths into every one of them, included Nathan himself. For one, the fate of humanity might really matter more to brave souls than their own tiny lives. Secondly — and this reason was decidedly darker — Nathan was starting to wonder if life would be worth living under the Astrals’ newest regime. 
“We don’t even know that it can be destroyed,” Coffey said. 
“Right,” Nathan said. There was that. Not only were they carrying pea shooters; they had no explosives or heavy equipment, nothing capable of bringing down a drywall partition in a cruddy human apartment. So how were they supposed to destroy something huge, alien, and maybe indestructible? 
“Meyer suggested it could be done.” 
Heather squinted. “Meyer told you that?” 
“You said he helped you before.” 
“Giving you a code is one thing. That sounds like suicide talk.” 
“What did he say specifically, Nathan?” 
“He said to go to the fence then the Apex.” 
“And?” 
“He said we could disrupt it.” 
“‘Disrupt’ is different from ‘destroy,’” Coffey said. 
“How did he say to disrupt it?” 
“He …” But there was nothing. Meyer had become strange. He’d blathered on with his thoughts buried in nonsense after Nathan told the truth about Trevor. Nathan had left through the front doors, Titans already having abandoned their post, apparently on their way here. He’d felt happy to get out alive. He’d expected an escort to the gates, a return to Jeanine and the others with a plan to strike from a few fronts at once. 
But about this, there was nothing useful at all. 
“He implied it could be done.” 
Heather shook her head. “There’s something wrong with Meyer, I’m telling you.” 
There was a shout. A loud, annoyed, self-righteous bellow, demanding attention. 
Hundreds of Titan heads turned at once, like a flock of birds taking notice. 
At the edge, out of sight except from above, where the Andreus army was hiding, one of the Titans ducked until it was on all fours. 
It changed. 
Seeing the sole newly formed Reptar in the crowd, Heather covered her mouth and stifled a scream. But not quickly enough. Even as she dropped down, Heather could see Titan heads turning toward them. 
The demanding, all-too-human, viceroy-like shout continued to trumpet from the other side of the Apex courtyard. 
“Who is in charge here?”





Chapter Sixty-Six
RAJ STOWED his gun like a hypocrite. He kept the thing in his pocket, hand on the butt and finger on the trigger. He seemed to somehow imagine that his prophetic, seemingly psychic daughter wouldn’t figure out what was going on. 
Lila couldn’t help but feel insulted on Clara’s behalf. She hadn’t been fooled by peekaboo back in the day, either. She’d looked at all who tried it with scorn, seeming to say, So … when you cover your eyes, I’m supposed to think you’ve vanished? Yes. I see. Very amusing. 
Clara was looking at Lila like that now. She didn’t look 10 percent as afraid as Lila felt but appeared equally insulted. Lila wanted to start a gab session. Could Clara believe Daddy was trying to pretend he didn’t have murder on his mind? Oh my gawd. 
But Lila said nothing, and not just because one parent isn’t supposed to speak ill of the other in front of their child. She stayed mum because of the way Raj had eyed her on entry. In the past, she’d seen rage directed at others: Christopher, Terrence, occasionally Piper, definitely Heather, and recently Lila’s father, whose boots Raj used to so studiously lick. But now, she was in the out-group. Now, the gun in Raj’s pocket was on her, too.
Still, he spoke to Clara as if she had no idea. Come over by me, sweetheart. Take Daddy’s hand. And Clara, to Lila’s immense relief, merely walked alongside him without claiming his offer. 
Raj took the party’s rear. Thanks to their charade, only Jons had been wearing a sidearm. Raj had demanded and pocketed his weapon immediately. Jons had tried to berate Raj into subservience, but Raj seemed to have it all figured out: Jon’s complicity, likely from the start. Christopher and Lila’s affair. Their little band of resistance, spanning from Christopher to Terrence to Cameron to Piper to Heather … who, Lila realized, she hadn’t seen since that odd exchange with her father. 
Dad. Where was he? Raj had already tried to kill him once; he’d damn near succeeded, according to Heather. All bets seemed to be off. Raj was rolling some mighty big dice and going for broke. If right, he’d end the day atop the pile. If he was wrong, he’d pay for subverting Meyer, and the Heaven’s Veil chief of police. 
Lila watched Raj slip Jons’s pistol into his belt then nudge the others ahead with his own. There was no discussion. No decision. No debate. Raj had already hit Christopher twice: once when he’d tried to lie as an explanation and once for no apparent reason. Piper went numbly along with her hand in Cameron’s. Lila wanted to bristle at that — she was her father’s wife, not Cameron’s girlfriend. But it looked as if she might be both. And so much had changed. 
“Piper?” Lila tried to ask. 
Her stepmother looked lost, eyes like saucers, blue surrounded by a startling white. Cameron wasn’t merely comforting her; to Lila, it almost seemed as if he was supporting her. She’d either aged or regressed twenty years; Lila wasn’t sure which. Her gaze was wizened, as if she’d witnessed too much. But Piper was docile. Compliant. Whatever she’d realized as Raj had rushed in, it was now trapped inside and eating her like cancer. 
Lila could relate. 
We knew Trevor would come out because that’s how he was. 
There was no reason for that simple, by-the-way mention to bother Lila, but it did. Piper was speaking of a time now two years gone. She was nervous; she’d been tossed in prison with no way out and wouldn’t be thinking eloquently. She’d clearly been recalling a repressed memory — possibly suppressed by the Astrals. Lila had asked Piper many times about what it had been like to travel on the mothership. Piper’s answer had always been the same: I think I was asleep. But it turned out she hadn’t been. Now, Piper had recalled something that made her pale, that made her shudder in a numb way that had nothing to do with Raj’s pointed gun. 
Because that’s how he was. 
Piper and Cameron had returned to Heaven’s Veil. Piper had mentioned Charlie Cook and the maniac from the outlands who ran the Andreus Republic. Why hadn’t she mentioned Trevor? 
Lila didn’t want to think about it. She didn’t have the mental bandwidth to consider the ramifications of that particular question. Her situation was dire enough. So yes, it must have been a slip. A misspeaking of tense. Trevor was that way two years ago merely because it was in the past. That’s all she’d meant because if anything had gone wrong, Lila would know by now. Hell, Clara would have told her. 
At that, Lila relaxed. Yes, of course. Clara would have told her. 
She tried to catch her daughter’s eye. Reached for her small hand — backward because Raj took the rear, behind Jons, Christopher, Piper, Terrence, Cameron, and finally Lila. Anyone could run. But right now, given Heaven’s Veil’s present state — and ultimately, the horrid truth that there was nowhere to go — all would stay put. Follow orders. And wait to see. 
But Raj saw her hand move back. He stepped between Lila and Clara, gestured down toward his gun, and tossed his head to indicate that she best know her place. 
There were no Titans outside the station. After finding none inside, Raj seemed desperate to reach the next place and see whom he might find to hear his complaint. But the streets were empty except for bemused human cops, clutching their duties by the thinnest of threads. 
“Captain?” said one, watching Jons. 
Jons could have told the cop to draw his weapon and arrest the Indian kid at the parade’s rear. But the captain seemed to see what Lila saw. 
The cop didn’t know which side he was supposed to be on. 
The police force finally had what it always claimed it wanted: dominion over at least this part of Heaven’s Veil without any meddling Astrals. But the reality was like a table without legs, and the cop seemed lost. Without Astrals to enforce the rules, who were the police? Familiarity had bred atrophy. If the cop tried to draw on Raj, he’d shoot. Whom he’d shoot (the cop or one of their party) hardly mattered. 
Jons said nothing. Tried to give the kid — as that’s all he was, to Lila’s eye — a knowing glance. But then they were past, into silent streets with one weapon leading. 
“Raj?” Lila asked. 
“Shut your mouth,” came the reply. 
“Where is my dad?” 
Raj didn’t answer. 
But when Lila looked over, Piper was staring right at her. 





Chapter Sixty-Seven
“RAJ, HANG ON. I NEED TO—” 
“Don’t try explaining anything to me. I understand just fine.” He stared at Piper for an elongated moment. Raj knew what he wanted; he knew who were his friends and foes; he knew exactly where he had to go and what he needed to know. About those things, Piper could only guess, but the minute they’d left the station courtyard he’d shouted directions to Jons that had steered them toward the big blue pyramid. 
The one place where Raj knew he could find Astrals in the city — because when you meant to complain about one boss, you had to do it to the bigger boss. 
Toward the single place Piper had decided they absolutely should not go. 
“They won’t listen to you. You don’t know what they’re doing.” 
Raj scoffed. “I suppose you do?” 
Piper glanced at Clara. She looked pretty and ordinary, as if this was all very matter of fact and by the book to the little girl. 
“They’re doing something at the Apex. Cameron and me, we came in here to …” Oh, what the hell. What could it possibly hurt at this point? “To find a weapon. Something the Astrals need.” 
“Really.” 
“When I was on the mothership, I could sense them. They’re like one mind.” 
“What a great insight, Piper,” Raj said.
“But something went wrong. Things are different now. The weapon isn’t at the Apex, but it’s …” Her eyes went to Cameron, even to Terrence. “The Apex is something else. What they’re doing, they weren’t supposed to do. It wasn’t in the original plan.” 
“Really?” Raj stopped and turned, hands on hips. “And how do you know that, Piper?” 
“I can feel it. I can …” She didn’t want to say it. Not now. Not to Raj. “There’s something coming from the mothership,” she finished, knowing how lame she must sound. 
Not something. Someone. A mind that shouldn’t be there. Someone I remember from recently, that I may not have actually seen for two years. 
“I can see what’s coming from the motherships.” Raj looked up at the energy beams. 
Her patience snapped. She grabbed his shoulders — not to attack, but to make him see sense. How was this not obvious to him? Raj was blinded by his own self-pity, unable to see what was right in front of him. Over the past weeks, Raj had become like a dog with a bone. His position as the sole remaining human toady in Piper’s circle had become obviously pointless, but he refused to stop and think, to consider things from a new and obvious angle. In his mind, Raj was going to march right up to the nearest Titan and air his grievances then await his reward. 
“We can’t be here! You don’t know what they’re feeling, what they might do, what’s boiling and about to—”
Raj pushed Piper away. His stowed pistol resurfaced, leveled at her chest. His finger twitched. For a scant second, she imagined she heard a report. Felt the bullet kiss her skin. But he was only pointing, shaking, while the others backed away. 
Cameron’s hands closed on her shoulders from behind. 
“Just walk,” Raj said. “You’re not getting away this time.” 
Piper walked. 
She looked up. 
It was all a lie. Every bit of it.
She remembered the way Meyer had looked, in that all-white room, when she’d spoken with him on the ship. The way her mind had melded into his every bit as easily as it had into Cameron’s on their trip from Vail to Moab. The way they’d worked together to find the best way to get the others out of the house before docking. 
She remembered leaving him in that all-white room, coming down to the ground, her memories already retreating. 
She remembered watching Meyer emerge from the ship with the Titans behind him. 
Believing he was himself, when he very much wasn’t. 
What was supposed to happen had gone awry. Piper could see that now — thanks to Meyer, thanks to all the others. Thanks to what was different this time.
They rounded another corner, and Malcolm Jons practically ran into the back of a big white Titan. One of hundreds, all surrounding the Apex. 
Talking to it. 
Helping to focus it. 
Thor’s Hammer didn’t need to be at the Apex for them to find it. Not if something in the group mind made an illogical suggestion. 
Raj pushed his way forward, through the outer line of Titans, shoving their muscular frames aside. Piper sensed movement from the rear; she turned and saw Clara running away as fast as her small, strangely adept legs would carry her. 
“Who is in charge here?” Raj shouted across the group. 
When the black smoke returned, Piper felt as if it was welcoming her home. 





Chapter Sixty-Eight
HEATHER SQUATTED, her heart hammering, as the self-important shout rang across the gathering of Titans below. She tugged Jeanine Coffey down beside her. 
“I just saw—”
“We’ve seen it before,” Coffey said. “Titans can become Reptars. I assume it goes the other way around, too.” 
Heather clawed herself mostly upright, again peeking out into the gathering. She felt like a woman who’d nearly stepped onto a rattlesnake then pulled her foot away purely by chance a second before it was too late. 
But when she looked again at the placid white forms below, watching them turn toward the voice — Raj and others, it looked like — Heather didn’t see more becoming the black-scaled monsters as her mind had already imagined.
Instead, she saw the Titans flinching. 
Then they started to swat — first at the air, as if bothered by flies, then at each other. The sight was almost comical. 
“It’s back,” Coffey said. 
Heather glanced up at Andreus, who looked puzzled, both by her statement and the disconcertingly chaotic scene unfolding before them. There was nothing to cause the commotion. 
Then Heather turned her head. Watched from the corner of her eye. And saw it happen. 
The shadow thing had spread wide, now slithering beneath the Titan group like fog. It covered their legs. It rose, burying them to the waists. It pulsed and swayed from group to group, inciting unrest. Near Raj, the Titan-turned-Reptar charged, rearing, looking for a beautiful second like it might bite Raj in two. Then one of the Titans tackled it, taking it down, into the black soup. 
Fighting began. 
When the blindness came, it was total, for Heather as for them all. 





Chapter Sixty-Nine
CHRISTOPHER’S HAND found Lila’s before the sun died. Then the light was gone, and it was all she could feel. 
“Lila!” 
“I’m here.” She kept her voice calm, but it was as if her eyes had stopped working. She couldn’t see a thing. Whatever this was, it had come all at once. She’d thought she’d sensed motion in the corner of her eye, but when she’d looked toward the sparring Titans she’d seen nothing. They were fighting over a thing that didn’t exist. Waving phantom insects away. 
But then she’d seen it. 
Everyone had spied it plain as day, not from the corner of eyes but right in front of them. Lila could tell by the screams. 
She looked up. Looked down. There was nothing at all, as if the world had disappeared. 
“Can you see?” Christopher asked. He was close. Inches from her face. She could feel his harsh exhales as the tumult ahead, entirely unseen, grew louder. She could hear … well, not screams, precisely. But grunts. Noises like animals. 
“I can’t see anything at all,” Lila said. 
“Where are the others?” 
“Lila? Is that you?” 
Piper, to her right.
Panic choked Lila’s heart like a fist as an unknown dawned: “Where is Clara?” 
“I saw her run. She ran.” Piper’s voice was throaty and rushed. Stronger than she normally seemed. 
“Where?” 
“Clara is okay.” 
Lila felt something break inside. “How do you know that? We have to find her!” 
A woman’s hand touched Lila’s — soft, assured, in no way hesitant. As if Piper wasn’t blind and could still see the world. “She’s okay.” 
Something in Piper’s voice soothed Lila’s fear. 
“We have to go,” Piper said. 
“Where?” 
“Away.” 
“I … I can’t see.” 
“I know,” Piper’s voice said. “That was his intention.” 
Lila wanted to ask about that, but Piper’s hand tightened and pulled. Lila had already lost her bearings; she only knew that the other hand in hers — mute, waiting to follow — seemed to be Christopher. Who else had been in their party? Cameron, Terrence, and Captain Jons? They were on their own. They had to be. 
“Come on,” Piper said. 
“We have to find Clara.” 
“Not now. Come on, Lila.” Pressure intensified, but Lila’s feet were planted. She couldn’t see the street. Or the sky. She thought she could hear Raj ahead, and could certainly hear the sounds of thrashing and shredding. Were the others even there? It was only Titans and a single Reptar. What was happening up there? And where was Clara? Piper’s hand pulled one direction, but Lila had lost her orientation. Which way was backward? Which was ahead? Was Piper pulling Lila toward her daughter or away? 
“Come on. Now.” 
“No!” 
Lila dug in her heels, finding scrabbling purchase on footing she couldn’t see. Her hand slipped away; her momentum hurled her forward, and she struck the ground hard. Christopher’s hand had stayed where it was, and within seconds Piper was on her again, just as assured, yanking harder. 
“Come with me, Lila.” 
Piper pulled. 
Christopher shifted around and tugged as well, now from the same direction. Lila felt betrayal flood her. She couldn’t just go. Clara was out there, somewhere, alone. 
Lila screamed. 
But inch by inch, she went. 
There was a heaving, crushing sensation as Christopher seemed to pick her up. To shift his grip to Piper’s hand instead of Lila’s. She thrashed on his shoulder in a blind fireman’s carry. 
Piper led. 
Christopher followed.
And foot by unseen foot, they fled. 





Chapter Seventy
RAJ WAS flat on the ground. 
Miraculously, nobody had stepped on him. He couldn’t see a thing; it was as if he’d been struck over the head and lost his sense of sight. And that made sense. It even explained why no one had crushed him. There wasn’t anything wrong with the air. That was absurd. No, this was only happening to him. Only to Raj, as usual. 
But no. That wasn’t true. He sat up then voiced a girlish scream as some fool’s foot finally trod on his palm. He heard the someone stumble and fall. There had been a clutch of garbage cans beside them when they’d entered the Apex courtyard; maybe the hand stepper had fallen into that. 
It wasn’t just him. 
He could hear Piper and Lila somewhere behind. Possibly Christopher. As he came upright, his hand hit something like a close-cropped hedge: Terrence’s giant hair, possibly. But it was on the ground, as Raj had been. Everyone had flinched when the Reptar had come forward then staggered away when the Titan, of all things, had taken it down. Raj hadn’t understood that, but he’d been grateful. Then the world’s lights had been extinguished. 
“Jons!” Raj called out. 
Nothing. Just grunting, struggling, and the sounds of thrashing teeth. Claws and feet and things run into, spilled to the ground. Was he in a cloud? How large was it? The darkness was absolute. Everyone close enough to hear sounded uncertain, hard on their feet, vocalizing (Astrals) or yelling (humans) as if trying to find their bearings. 
But wait. 
Wait. 
He could see something after all. 
Compared to the black ink Raj saw everywhere else, the dim gray shapes to his left looked almost transparent. In that direction, at least, the fog was thinning. He looked back to verify, judged it to be the way they’d come from. The way, if he’d been hearing right, that Lila and Piper had gone. The clear patch was ahead. Clearer, anyway. 
Despite the situation, despite the peril, Raj couldn’t resist a smile. Fucking Lila had gone the wrong way. She’d gone into the soup, instead of away. 
The parted area was narrow. Almost artificial. On both sides was a churning wall of nothingness. Down the center was barely better — gnarled with shadow. But he could almost see, like a person with their eyes adjusted to darkness. 
Ahead, at the end of the tunnel, Raj could see the silhouette of someone beckoning. 
He moved closer. 
And saw Meyer Dempsey, waving him forward like a guide. 





Chapter Seventy-One
NATHAN HADN’T MOVED. He couldn’t see a thing. He stared into the empty pit of a black hole. 
He had no idea if this was what Heather and Jeanine had claimed to see earlier. Regardless, his eyes had learned the trick of seeing it now. The women had reacted. Nathan had kept his eyes forward, held to the Apex, watching the Titan heads turn and doubting they could see him anyway. Then came the cloud, now dark pillars like the arms of a giant black squid. By the time it reached him, he’d decided it was over. They’d die here. And that would be fine. 
Then the blindness. 
Heather’s scream. Coffey’s almost-cry and nervous twitters. Shouts and scuffles of the group behind him — steeled less than Nathan might have hoped, for soldiers. 
Someone pawed at his side, hands like claws. Grabbing like a drowning person, trying to drag him down, to use Nathan as a life raft. He cuffed the hand away. 
“Have some dignity, Heather,” he said, fighting his own panic. The world had become a sensory deprivation chamber — a sight deprivation chamber, anyway. He was wearing an impossible blindfold, trapped in an old chest freezer that latched from the outside. Buried alive. But he held it all in. He focused ahead, as if there was something to see. 
But the grunted response wasn’t Heather. 
“Coffey. Where are you?” 
“I can’t—” came her reply. 
“I know you can’t! Do you have a weapon?”
“Yes …” deep breath, “Yes, sir.” 
“Where is Heather?” 
“I don’t know.” Then: “It’s happening again. They’re turning. Can you hear it?” 
He could: the soundtrack of Cottonwood Canyon with the lights off. 
“This is your shadow,” he said.
He thought she might protest. Might say it couldn’t be — and if she had, Nathan would almost agree. He hadn’t seen the shadow, but he couldn’t help but see this. 
“I think it is,” came Coffey’s breathless reply. 
“Then we have to go in while they’re distracted. You said the shadow was helping us.” 
“But I can’t see anything at—” 
Coffey stopped speaking just as Nathan saw the narrow, barely visible passage blooming ahead through the blackness. 





Chapter Seventy-Two
HEATHER FOLLOWED the silhouette at the end of the long, shadowy passageway. She recognized everything about it — and seeing it now, Heather knew she hadn’t truly been seeing it for a very long time. 
“Meyer!” she called. 
But the silhouette didn’t turn. She could barely see the thing. It had broad shoulders that seemed a bit too pointed, as if part of the shape came from clothing, surely a suit. There was no light in the air. Only a slight retreat of darkness. And except for the slightest hints of movements ahead, Heather saw nothing. 
“Wait for me!” 
Not Meyer as she’d seen him earlier today. 
And not, interestingly, Meyer as she’d seen him before he’d been murdered — which, she felt sure, he most certainly had. 
This was Meyer from before. From back when they were married. From when they both lived in LA and New York. When the world had been their oyster. Maybe before Piper, maybe after. But Meyer. His walk was impossible to miss. How could she have ever been fooled? Nobody moved like Meyer. Nobody navigated life like the man she’d never stopped loving. 
Somehow, the Meyer she’d spoken to earlier wasn’t really Meyer. Because he was dead, because Raj had killed him. 
But this Meyer was even more real than the man who’d died in her arms. The one who’d bled on her clothes. The one who’d said, with his dying breath (and here, she didn’t want to consider that he might have been less than real) that he loved her. 
Heather could barely see her footing. She could hear all sorts of conflict surrounding her, but none had entered the strange corridor. It was, visually speaking, just Heather and her ex. 
He turned. She couldn’t see his face, but she saw the shift of his shoulders, the cocky certainty of his stance. 
From far away, he seemed to wave for her to follow. To hurry. 
She ran, and the tunnel collapsed behind her, driving her down some unknown throat.





Chapter Seventy-Three
DRAG HER. 
Piper heard his voice. She looked up, and he was closer. Though she could barely see him, Piper could feel him just fine. She could sense familiar essence wafting off his body like heat. 
Lila was screaming, thrashing. Pure panic. “They’re going to kill her!” 
Piper saw Christopher flinch. His eyes were wide and unfocused. Christopher, Piper decided, was as blind as Lila. She could reach right out and smack his face, and he wouldn’t see it coming. Piper could let go of them both then circle the pair in the gloom. It was hard to see much beyond simple shadowy shapes, but she doubted they saw even that. 
Lila didn’t see her father. Or hear him. The shape and voice was for Piper’s eyes only — more connection than reality. More memory than substance. 
She doesn’t understand, Meyer told her. 
Piper looked up at him. She couldn’t see any of his features. He was a mask of nothing. She saw his shape and heard his voice in the recesses of her mind. She wanted to reply. But Lila was frightened enough. 
None of them understood. None of them could. Piper had sampled the Astral mind — not with Cameron when they’d passed the double line of monoliths, but when she’d been on the mothership. When she’d stood across the partition from Meyer, untangling a way to save them. When she’d felt his mind in its truest form and felt how it touched the others. How it made them uneasy and forced them to hesitate. 
We will dock, the entity that Meyer had called Divinity said. 
But then another part of Divinity’s voice — one that Meyer’s doubt had infected, replied, But we will send you down first. 
Compromise. Uncertainty. The difficulties of a singular mind. She could sense the group mind’s bafflement over them both — the way they were nuts with unbroken shells, their thoughts only their own. A million sprites seemed to circle them like an invisible cyclone, trying to puzzle them out, working to believe that two people could survive with nothing between them, each living solely inside their own skull. 
Now, watching the shape at the end of the tunnel, Piper understood. 
Meyer had never returned. Something else had.
He’d never betrayed them. Without even meaning to, Meyer had always helped them. 
“I want Cameron to go with us,” she told the shape. 
“What?” Christopher said from behind. 
But Piper’s eyes stayed on the shape in the gloom. Meyer but not Meyer. Him but not him. 
The shape nodded. 
It understood. Of course it did. 
On the wind, Piper heard, Wait.





Chapter Seventy-Four
HEATHER’S REACHING hand struck something that felt like dirt or stone. She blinked. She was facing a wall dug out of something; that much was suddenly obvious. 
She turned, still in the gloom and able to see almost nothing. But then she saw Meyer — not in front of her as she’d thought, but off to her right, in some sort of chamber. The tunnel through the black was wrong. Now her inability to see made sense. She wasn’t mystically blind, with a clear passage through the phenomenon’s center. Now she couldn’t see because she was in a dark place, like a tomb. Or a crypt. 
Meyer flicked on a tiny light. It cut a beam through the darkness, and Heather found herself staring into a starburst that threatened to blind her again. 
“Heather?” he said. 
But his voice was wrong. 
“Who the hell is that?” Heather demanded. 
The light flicked toward the holder’s face. It was Cameron Bannister. He looked the same as he had two years ago: still just as young, just as untidy in clothing and hair. She had a strange urge to turn away, embarrassed. She’d been so sure he’d been Meyer. Heather felt like her punctured heart was bleeding all over her sleeve. 
“How did you get here?” 
“I could ask you the same question,” Cameron replied. 
“Not fair that you had a light. I was walking blind.” 
Cameron seemed as disoriented as she felt. “It didn’t work before.” He shook his head, shining the penlight through the room. The walls were rock and filth. The air was stale — something Heather now realized she’d been smelling and tasting on the back of her tongue for a while. She’d been walking down. Zigzagging. Where Meyer had led, she’d followed. 
Cameron was searching corners. There was a passageway behind her and one behind him. He shone his light into both. There was also a plinth of some sort in the room’s center. It looked almost like a fountain, but there was no water. Just a perfectly round, shallow basin. 
“What are you looking for?” 
“Did anyone pass you just now?” Cameron asked. “Did you feel anyone run by, up that passage?” 
“No.” In truth, Heather felt like she was shedding a dream and barely trusted her feet. “Why?” 
“I …” Cameron paused, probably unsure if he should continue. “I could have sworn there was someone ahead of me. I was following him.” 
“Who?” 
“It was hard to see, but …” A shake of the head. “I thought it was Viceroy Dempsey.” 
Heather looked up. “Where are we?” 
Cameron ran a hand over the rock wall. “I think we’re under the Apex.” He shone the light around again then located a small stone stage against the far wall, covered in otherworldly glyphs. Cameron had seen it before in a photo with a tablet computer leaning against it, proclaiming Device missing.
He moved closer. 
“What?” Heather asked. 
Cameron stooped. Ran his fingers across the stone. “I’ve seen this before.”
A pebble struck the floor to her left. Heather looked over then back to Cameron. Then there was another small plink, and she looked over again. 
Cameron stood, and they approached the plinth. With the small depression in the center, like a fountain without water. A depression with a curious black shadow now sliding from it, its job of attracting their attention duly finished. 
“What is it?” Heather asked. 
Cameron reached into the satchel at his side. 
“I have a guess,” he said. 





Chapter Seventy-Five
“YOU WERE WRONG ABOUT US, RAJ,” the viceroy said. 
Raj hurried to catch up. Meyer had a sickening walking pace. Every time Raj tried to reach him, the viceroy walked farther. He did it without precisely moving his legs. He just sort of sped away. Raj was getting tired of not being able to see him in the shadows. 
“Wrong how?” 
“I accepted you. You didn’t realize I did, but I did.” 
“I know that. I know it, sir.” Raj could hear the sycophant slobber in his voice but didn’t try to fight it. Something big was obviously happening in Heaven’s Veil. First, the network virus, then the Apex powering up, followed by the arrival of another three motherships. Shuttles had been swarming nonstop. The Titans had streamed to the Apex, abandoning all pretense. Only Raj had been smart and loyal enough to hold his post then head toward the action. Only he had proved himself. 
It was okay to beg a little. Flattery greased the world’s wheels. Maybe the universe. 
“You were always loyal.” 
“Of course, sir. Thank you, sir. Can you wait up?” Raj scuffled faster. He could barely see. The tunnel through the ink seemed to be sloping down. Turning. Headed somewhere. Somewhere privileged, probably, for the ceremony of Raj’s promotion. 
Get your head straight, said an obnoxious, meddling voice inside his head. But Raj ignored it. Meyer had always talked to the Astrals with his mind. There was no question right now that Raj could hear them too. He could sense the alien mood. He could tell how single-minded they were. How agitated. Focused on an outcome that Raj couldn’t quite see. Yet. But there would be time for that. 
You came here to turn them in, said the voice. But they’ve gotten away. 
No, no they hadn’t. Raj was quite sure about what had happened. He’d come with his charges; the Astrals had seen it; the blackout had come and … and … well, Raj supposed the Astrals had taken them away. Just as Raj was being taken away under the cover of darkness. For his promotion to viceroy. 
Snap out of it! 
But Meyer’s voice, in Raj’s ears, was more compelling. 
“You’re a good soldier, Raj,” Meyer said. “You did whatever you were asked to do.” 
“Yes, sir.” 
“And even when you weren’t asked, you did what was right. Because you have superb instincts.” 
“Thank you, viceroy.”
“Shooting me, for instance.”
Raj waited for more, but the viceroy kept walking, his back turned. There was no irony. Raj believed his sincerity. Why wouldn’t he? His head was flying. Ever since the fog’s descent, Raj had felt so much better about everything. He’d heard others fighting, but Raj didn’t feel like fighting. He felt like making peace. He felt like he’d finally done right in the eyes of those that mattered. 
“You sicced the Reptars on Piper. I didn’t like that. But it showed your mettle.” 
“Sure.” 
“You were always part of the machine, Raj. Always loyal, well past the point of logic.” 
Raj squinted. That didn’t sound right. But then again, he still felt good. Ever since the fog had entered his lungs. “Thanks?” he said. 
“Goddamn right, thanks,” Meyer replied. 
Meyer stopped. Raj came closer. He still couldn’t see the viceroy’s features well enough to read them, but he closed half the distance. Felt Meyer’s approval radiating like a furnace. 
“To start a fire, you need a spark. You know that, Raj.” 
“Of course.” 
“You can lay out all the kindling and dry leaves and grass in the world, but the fire won’t start until the right spark is applied. That was you. You were the spark.” 
“I was?” 
“I have to thank you.” 
“Okay. You’re welcome.” But Raj didn’t understand. Sparks? Fire? He was here for a promotion. He was here to be lauded, praised, lifted up. 
“If you hadn’t shot me, I might not have been forced to reconsider my priorities. If you hadn’t shot me, Raj, there might never even have been a Pall. It was your selfless intervention that forced me to reconsider. You were the spark. Reinvention is good for the soul, so to speak. And when I learned about Trevor? Well, I could accept it.” 
“Trevor?” 
Meyer nodded. Put his hand on Raj’s shoulder. 
“I need you to do something for me, Raj. You’re the only one I trust. The only one loyal enough to do it.” 
“What’s that?”
“Nothing much,” Meyer said. “Just watch a man turn a key.”





Chapter Seventy-Six
AT FIRST, Christopher thought it was dusk. It was the middle of the day, but it had been dark for so long that he felt his equilibrium slip, the way waking to afternoon light upsets an early riser.
Piper was somewhere ahead, and for what felt like hours (but was probably on the order of minutes), she’d been leading them forward. As far as Christopher could tell, Lila was as blind as he was. But judging by Piper’s tone and the confidence of her touch, she could see. Maybe not well, but definitely better than him.
By the time Christopher saw the first light, it was like the closing of a day that had never arrived. There were a mile deep shadows. Black and white shapes that he couldn’t make out. There seemed to be an eye of light in the distance, dim and barely there. They walked toward it, and as they did Christopher could see Piper’s shape in the lead. Lila’s gait picked up; her frame rose from its beaten posture. It was as if they were emerging from an impossible midnight, and even Lila’s worry abated as it lifted.
After a while, there seemed to be something farther ahead, near the scant light. Another shape. Maybe several other shapes. It took forever to reach them, but they finally did. 
The night fled. And fled. And fled. Slowly, Christopher found he could see daylight overhead. Could see the land around him in patches. And looking back, he could see the spherical shadows of four motherships above Heaven’s Veil, now hundreds of yards distant. 
In the light, there was a long shape, like a building. 
A small girl ran forward. Lila recognized her before Christopher did; the girl leaped into her arms. Lila purred and cooed, filling the air with embarrassing noises of comfort. Watching her, Christopher felt the last of the fog subside. In seconds, it was gone, and they were in the bright light of midday, the fog a memory Christopher wasn’t sure he’d had. 
He looked up. A man with serious bug eyes was looking at him through glasses. Beside him was a teenage girl, her black hair in a ponytail.
“Who are you?” the man demanded. 
Christopher, feeling asleep, shook his head and looked to Lila, who showed no signs of recognition. Her focus was on Clara, whom she still held like the little girl she was. 
Piper hugged the bug-eyed man. He made no acknowledgement. They were all standing outside some sort of a bus-sized RV, and it looked like those who’d been here had been for a while. There were chairs along one side, and the awning was down for shade that Christopher, until just recently, couldn’t possibly imagine ever needing again. 
Piper stepped back from the man, who looked at her as if she was crazy, but he was willing to oblige if he must. 
Christopher looked at Piper for an introduction, but it was Clara, in Lila’s arms, who did the honors. “This is Uncle Charlie. He’s the one who told Uncle Cameron what to do with the key.” 
Charlie looked at Clara then at Piper. 
“I did what?” he said.





Chapter Seventy-Seven
CAMERON’S HANDS FROZE. He held the circular stone — the starter for Thor’s Hammer, supposedly, but apparently one key fit many locks — perfectly still. He’d been about to lay it in the plinth’s matching depression now that the last of the blackness had fled, but something made him stop with a sense like danger. 
In his mind, he saw cartoon images of sprung booby traps: snares snatched from the ground, heavy rocks falling on a trigger, poison darts shot and walls beginning to squeeze inward. All were only symbols, but the meaning came through clearly, along with words as obvious as if they’d arrived in a letter.
Clara’s voice, as he’d heard it in his dream. As he’d heard it when they’d shared minds in the cell. It had all made sense back then; Clara was what they’d returned to Heaven’s Veil to find. She wasn’t Thor’s Hammer, but the girl knew his mind well enough to help him pinpoint its hiding spot, where Benjamin, a lifetime ago, had buried the knowledge in Cameron’s young cortex. 
A historical joke. A doozy. 
Obvious, Cameron felt certain, once Clara helped him find the memories. 
Charlie says that Benjamin thought turning the key would call them. That once it’s turned, you’ll be trapped. 
Cameron wasn’t sure how to respond. The communication seemed to be one way. Whatever in the fog had led him and Heather to this chamber, it had done so for a reason. Each of them had a purpose. Cameron had seen the stone’s depression and assumed this was his, as carrier of the key. It would start some sort of machinery. It might destroy the Apex. 
But it would call them. They would come, and take the key. 
Charlie says the same key does both things, and that you will need it again. You can’t let them catch you or they’ll take it. You can’t let them find you here after you turn it.
How do you know this? Cameron tried to ask. 
I ran out to ask, silly. 
Cameron stared at Heather. He felt his mouth hanging open, his eyes wide. He thought she’d tell him to get on with it. She didn’t seem to have any more of an idea how they’d reached the sub-Apex chamber than Cameron, and she was probably in a hurry to flee.
“I heard her too,” she said.
“I thought—”
“Live with Clara long enough, and you stop asking questions.” 
Cameron’s head perked up. Something had moved beyond Heather’s shoulder, down the passageway. Someone was coming. The sounds were faint, but Cameron could swear he heard someone talking. To himself, maybe. 
“What do we—” Heather said. 
Cameron realized who was coming. 
He dropped the stone key into the depression. Putting both hands atop the thing and pressing down, he turned it to engage the tabs on its sides, the way it seemed suddenly obvious that the thing must work.
The chamber’s light had been dim. Now, the Apex strobing above seemed to percolate down the passages, sending blue into the chamber, flashing off the stone walls like a sapphire disco. 
As if the energy hadn’t ramped down, but up. 
As if the key, turned in the plinth, had shoved the giant antenna station into overdrive.





Chapter Seventy-Eight
NATHAN STOPPED when the mostly opaque mist began to throb in a sickly blue light. His guide had disappeared; he’d been leading Coffey and whoever else was following down a corridor that felt increasingly like a trap. He’d lost his bearings entirely. At first, it had seemed like he was headed toward the Apex, but he’d gone too far. He’d gone down, up, sideways, then down and up again. It felt like circles, and for a while Nathan thought he might have been following a loop — around the edge of amassed Titans to a more advantageous location above. But now it didn’t seem that way at all. 
He turned and realized he could see Coffey behind him. Either the fog was beginning to lift, or the light was managing to penetrate what sunlight couldn’t.
“It the Apex,” Coffey said. Nathan couldn’t see much of her face but saw enough to know his usually staunch lieutenant was terrified. There were shapes behind her; the rest of the soldiers must have followed. But if any of them thought they were in charge right now, they surely had another thing coming. They were fish in a barrel. Soon, the unseen force would start shooting. 
“Where is it?” Nathan looked forward, backward, to each side. The passage walls were still mostly opaque. Muted blue flashes were coming mainly from each end and above. There was no way to tell the source, diffusing through the mist like light and concealing its origin. 
“We were headed toward it,” Coffey said. 
“We’ve walked too far. My sense of direction is fucked.” He looked backward, suddenly sure it was behind him. But he’d been turned in a maze; he was entirely uncertain. “It could be back there or straight ahead. I don’t know in this soup. All I know is it either got a lot brighter just now, or this shit’s finally breaking up.” He looked around. “Heather. Where did Heather go?” 
“Lost her right away. I thought she’d be ahead.” 
“I could hear her mouth.” 
“I don’t know, Nathan.”
Another blue flash. And another. Goddamn if the things didn’t look stronger by the round. It reminded Nathan of an overheated coal, glowing bright as bellows blew oxygen across it. 
“It’s that way.” He pointed.
“I’d be happy just to get out.”
“That’s noble of you.” 
“We stopped having any control over what came next a while ago. We’re being led. Frankly, we don’t have much of a choice. If something wants to fuck us, then we’re fucked. Sir.” 
“So your weak will is something thrust upon you, not something—”
Another blue flash, this one clearly from behind. The mist was thinning, no doubt. Nathan could see shapes moving around him: probably Reptars and Titans, somehow held at bay, soon to be visible — and the Andreus clan visible to them. 
“It’s this way.” 
“Nathan, I think we were being led away from—” 
But Nathan could see it now. 
The pyramid’s gleaming blue glass, now a few blocks behind. 
And nothing else outside its front door.





Chapter Seventy-Nine
THERE WAS A CIRCULAR, rotating skin of thin stone sliding over the top of the plinth’s key. It was closing the thing in, hiding it. Cameron had a moment of panic, but then saw the key’s far edge peeking out from the rotating skin’s other side. Emerging. But far too slowly. 
Cameron pushed at the cover. Dug his fingernails into the groove between key and plinth. But he couldn’t get the thing out until whatever needed to be done was finished. 
Heather’s head perked up at a sound. Cameron followed it with his eyes. It was coming from the other passage: approaching voices now hitting them from two directions at once. 
“Feet,” he said. 
“Lots of feet. That guy Nathan Andreus. He’s outside with a bunch of soldiers. Maybe they’ve come to—” 
Cameron shook his head, holding up a finger for quiet. The stone machinery whirred behind him, grit grinding like heavy sandpaper. He wanted silence, but his action betrayed the chamber’s quiet. 
“It’s not Andreus,” he whispered.
“How do you know?” 
“Clara said it would call them. Listen. Too steady. No rush.” He swallowed. “It’s Astrals. Titans.” 
“So what?” Her face changed. Cameron didn’t think anyone had told Heather about the Titans’ shape-shifting trick, but she knew. He could see it in her sudden pallor, sharply visible in the flashlight’s glow. 
“The light. Turn out the light.” 
Heather had been holding the thing. She didn’t hesitate. She clicked it off, and it was if the black cloud had returned. Scant light bled from both passageways: the one where the Astrals were making their casual, no hurry way down, and the one from which Cameron could still hear Raj talking to … to someone who wasn’t replying. 
The stone continued to grind. 
“We have to get the key and go. We need it.” 
“For what?” 
“It’s a long story.”
Cameron couldn’t see Heather in the darkness but could sense her stare. 
“Cameron,” she whispered. 
“Shh.” 
“You and Piper came back. Nathan told me about his daughter and someone named Charlie Cook. He talked a lot about your father’s research, in a way that makes me think he might have died. In the rebel raid we heard about from a few days ago.” 
“Shh. They’ll hear us.” 
Even more quietly, seeming to move closer, Heather said, “Where is Trevor? Where is my son?” 
Cameron felt his skin crawl. Something had led her to this place, just as something had led him. He hadn’t spent much time with Heather before he’d taken Piper from the Axis Mundi, but he knew she was vastly different. Life had changed her. And there was more to it; he’d heard Heather updates from Piper, too. This was a changed woman. Just as Cameron’s guides had told him things he wouldn’t have known otherwise, maybe Heather’s had indicated certain unpleasant truths to her as well. 
“He’s fine.” 
“Then where is he?” 
Cameron could sense a serious, strangely mature gaze that the darkness forbade him to see. Heather was inches away, her voice barely audible. If he’d seen her, Cameron supposed he would have seen the mask that crumbles when a person stops lying — to themselves, most of all. 
“He’s gone, isn’t he?” 
“Shh. He’s … okay. I’ll explain later.” The lies were awful, but she’d chosen the worst possible time to ask. The indigo light was still intermittently flashing, filling the room, leaving only Heather and Cameron, behind the stone plinth, in unbroken shadow. Something was on a countdown, and the slowly revolving disk above was hailing enemies like a clarion call. They couldn’t get out with the key unless they could remain undetected. And she’d cry if Cameron told her the truth. She’d yell. She’d throw one of her famous tantrums. Then they’d be dead.
“Meyer isn’t Meyer. There’s something wrong with him. Do you understand me?”
“What?” Had she bought it? It seemed impossible to believe. 
“But whoever he is, he’ll turn. He turned last time, and he’ll turn again. I’d bet on it.”  
“What are you—”
Hands grasped both of Cameron’s cheeks, palm to skin. He felt himself pulled forward, smelling the fresh scent of rich woman’s soap. Heather pressed her lips into his, far more insistent than sensual. 
“What was that for?”
“If you ever find him, give him that for me.” 
Cameron was about to ask more, but Heather stood and ran up the first corridor, toward Raj Gupta’s echoing voice. 





Chapter Eighty
RAJ BLINKED. Meyer was gone. 
In his place was someone with long black hair. Someone he definitely didn’t want to talk to. Now or ever. But his head felt foggy, and as he blinked around Raj saw the strange dark pall had cleared. He was at the end of a downward-sloping stone passageway. Somewhere underground? It was so hard to remember how he’d got here, let alone how he’d found himself face to face with Heather Hawthorne. 
She grabbed the front of his shirt. Dragged him farther down, toward where Meyer had been leading him. Although Raj was no longer sure about any of that. Had the viceroy really been here? It all seemed like a dream. There was something he was supposed to do. Something that would let him prove himself to Meyer. 
They spilled into a dark chamber. In the intermittent blue light leaking down from above, Raj could see that there was some sort of a stone cradle in one corner. There was an altar or something similar in the middle, emitting a slow racket. The grinding stopped. Raj could see a circular depression in its top, with a round thing sitting inside it. Something seemed to move behind the altar, but he’d been jumping at shadows enough. It was a trick of the light, just like Meyer had been. 
“You’re looking for me,” Heather said. 
But Raj didn’t think so. Now that his head was clearing, he didn’t think he was after Heather Hawthorne at all anymore. He’d tried to arrest her once, and no one had cared. Nobody ever cared. Meyer certainly hadn’t because the viceroy had been in on it with her. Meyer had turned on them all and recently beaten the shit out of Raj. 
He didn’t owe Meyer a thing. 
The Astrals. That’s whom he’d come here to talk to. And he could hear them coming, down the opposite corridor. 
Raj moved toward the disk set atop the altar. Heather pushed him back. In the azure flashes, he watched her smile.
“Get out of my way.” 
“No way. We’re finally alone. I’ve been looking forward to this for two years.” 
Again, something seemed to move behind the stone altar in the room’s center. Raj tried to steal another look, but Heather spun him again. This time, she was against the wall. 
“I surrender,” she said. 
He tried to shake her away. She held fast. The feet were coming closer, their echo through the stone corridors making them sound closer than they were, coming nearer still. 
“Come on, Raj. You knocked up my daughter. Don’t you want to find out where Lila learned all she knows? Hit me with your licorice stick.” 
Raj pushed Heather away. She held him tight, holding his hands. The blue flash came. Vanished. Came again. They were wrapped in black between flashes. During the blue interludes, he could see her face, as obnoxiously hectoring as always. 
Raj pushed. This time, Heather gripped much, much harder. She’d been playing, but she had more in her than he’d have suspected now that she was trying. The light went out, and Heather dragged him back. It came on, and he found her staring hard into his eyes, almost through his head. He became aware of the chamber’s silence. Other than the slow trod of approaching Astral feet, there was nothing at all. 
The lights went out. The lights came on. 
“Fuck me, Raj. Come on. Prove that you’re a man.”
“Get away from me, Heather.” 
She gripped Raj’s crotch. Too hard. He cringed. 
“Sorry. I like it rough. I figured you liked it rough, too. Like linear algebra.” 
He pushed again. This time, Heather pushed back so hard that his skull struck stone, bringing a dull throb of pain. Something skittered past in the shadows, like a rat. 
“I’m not leaving until you teach me the secrets of your spicy recipe.” 
“What the hell are you—”
“Come on, Raj.” Her eyes flicked away from him, toward the room’s center, and a small smile touched the corners of her lips. She stepped back. “Fuck me like you fucked humanity.” 
He stared hard. Heather didn’t flinch. Her sarcastic smile widened. 
“Fuck me like you fucked Meyer. Like you tried to fuck Piper, before she and Cameron fucked you right back.” Heather moved back to the stone altar, leaned against it like a diva. She made her voice throaty, like gravel. “Oh, Raj. Fuck me like Terrence and Christopher and Lila have been fucking you for years.” 
Raj’s eyebrows drew together. He was getting déjà vu. How many times had Heather messed with him over the years? He knew a distraction when he saw it. The last time, she’d been trying to let Terrence into the network center to plant the virus. But he’d seen through her then and could see through her now. He’d been led here under decidedly strange circumstances, but maybe this was why: to catch Heather trying to pull more of her usual bullshit. 
He yanked her hard, and she staggered away from the altar. 
The thing had stopped moving. Stopped grinding. Stopped turning. 
And the stone disk, whatever it had been, was gone.
Raj heard sound from the far corridor: footsteps, running. Decidedly human, in a rush, getting away. 
He scampered to follow whoever was escaping, but Heather was holding him back. With much, much more force than he would ever have thought possible.
Raj jerked his shoulder to free himself, but after one failed attempt, the footsteps from the other corridor finally arrived. He looked up, still held fast by Heather’s grip, and watched dozens of Titans spill into the chamber. 
“Oh, thank God,” Raj said, puffing his chest as best he could with Heather pinning his arm. “I need to talk to whichever of you is in charge.” 
The lead Titan looked at Raj for one semi-puzzled second. A few final wisps of the earlier fog seemed to have followed them into the chamber and was circling their waists like a stink. The Titan exhaled, and some of the stuff seemed to puff out like smoke from a cigarette. The big white man was somehow different than Raj had seen Titans before. His eyes were lit with emotion, almost like a human. 
The Titan put a strong hand on Raj’s free shoulder and pushed him aside without any effort. The blue flashing overhead began to throb, its tempo and intensity increasing as something continued to come undone. 
“I’ve located Cameron Bannister and several of his cohorts and—” 
Raj stopped when the Titan looked down onto the stone altar. He touched the empty space where the stone disk had been. He looked up, and Raj saw disappointment. Irritation. Maybe anger. He inhaled. Exhaled. A stubborn tendril of black smoke went in and out with every breath. 
Raj backed away. Toward the far passage. Still, Heather held his arm. 
“You’re wasting your time,” Raj said, almost laughing at the absurdity. “After all, they’re only Titans.” 
Heather smiled wider.
One of the white beings moved to block each of the passageways. Then there was a guttural sound like a Reptar’s purr, even though there were none in the room. 
Raj tried again to flee, suddenly becoming decidedly nervous. 
“Fuck me,” Heather whispered, holding him fast, “like you fucked Trevor.”





Chapter Eighty-One
“FIVE MINUTES,” Nathan said. “Then we go.” 
Coffey looked around. The courtyard was empty. The Titans had either dispersed into the city when the fog had been subsuming them, or they’d all — every single one of them — entered the Apex. Their absence was eerie. Not one of the waiting soldiers was calm. All were fiddling, watching the sky, looking up at the four motherships and the still-circling shuttles. The black fog had entirely vanished to reveal a perfectly powder-blue Colorado sky. The Apex was throbbing in the now-intense daylight like a bomb, an electric hum now audible beneath every cycle. 
“We should go now. While we can.” 
Nathan shook his head. “It led us here.” 
“Not directly.” 
“Maybe it was allowing time. Letting the Titans have what they needed to clear the square and go …” Nathan trailed off. There was no obvious place to end that sentence. 
Coffey looked at him, sparing Nathan the irritation of voicing the same thought. She looked up at the Apex.
“Shouldn’t we go inside?” 
Nathan shook his head. At least some of the Titans had gone inside; he’d seen their white hides retreating into the shafts. The plan had been to somehow destroy the thing — that’s what Meyer Dempsey had implied last night, though he’d never specifically said it. At the time, his suggestion had seemed obvious: Go to the fence, let your people in, then go to the Apex and destroy it before it can make whatever broadcast it’s about to make. When he’d run into Heather Hawthorne, who’d come his way to breach the fence, the coincidence had seemed even thicker, and Nathan had become even more certain that this was his mission — again, as endorsed by the viceroy. 
But Dempsey never mentioned the blackout. Or the strange dark fog. It was as if he’d had no idea after all. He’d implied that Nathan had his support. But how? Why? The details were missing. Nathan was used to following his gut, but now it said nothing. They were the opposite of trapped. Nobody was around to intervene, as if nothing mattered. And maybe, judging by what he was seeing, the Apex was having its fits just fine without him. Unless this was the buildup to broadcast that he was supposed to stop? There wasn’t any obvious answer. 
He looked around. The area remained soundless and empty. 
“Fine. We go in.” 
A thrashing, wailing noise screamed from inside the Apex. To Nathan, it sounded like a man drawn and quartered — a phenomenon, interestingly enough, that he’d witnessed. 
The sounds of running, rushing feet followed the screams. 
Coffey’s hand settled on his shoulder. He looked over to see her profile, eyes wide, staring at something to their rear. 
When he turned again, Nathan saw a pair of shuttles hovering inches from the ground behind them. Waiting. Silently floating like giant ball bearings. 





Chapter Eighty-Two
CAMERON ENTERED the harsh daylight at a run then skidded to a stop as he found the two silver shuttles greeting him like a dour welcoming committee. His arms went wide as he paused, heart pounding. He could hear the Titans and Reptars coming up the passage behind him. The sensations were so overwhelming, he barely saw Andreus even though he was practically standing in Cameron’s way. 
“What?” Andreus demanded. “What’s going on?” 
“We have to run! Go!”
The shuttles moved forward. Pinching them in. Narrowing the small space between the small contingent of soldiers who, Cameron was amused to see, had brought black motorcycles. Every one of them looked terrified and useless. All eyes wide. 
Instead of running, Cameron backed up. He heard the comings behind him and stepped forward again. There was only one reachable way into the Apex — the huge, open-mouthed, downward-sloping tunnel behind him. Cameron could hear the Reptars purring. The patient plodding of Titan feet. He didn’t know if they were the same Astrals who’d entered the room as he’d been leaving with the stone key — that he’d seen, peeking around the corner, when they’d entered to surround Heather and Raj. After that, Cameron hadn’t hesitated. Maybe running made him a coward, but there were no heroes in that situation. Survivors ran. They’d learned that lesson at Cottonwood. 
Behind Andreus, Jeanine Coffey attempted to flank right. The shuttle followed, barring her way. A tall man on the other side tried to go around, but the second in the pair moved to intercept. 
“Run through them. Run past them.” 
Coffey threw Cameron a loathsome look. But he’d had enough. Cameron had watched his father die; he’d watched kids die; he’d just run away from another two deaths because he’d wanted to live — and, if he wanted to give himself a tiny slice of credit, to keep the stone key whole and hidden. But what good would it do now? Staying alive was exhausting. The emotions hard to endure. Piper was probably dead. Same for Terrence, Christopher, Lila, and everyone else. Only Clara was for-sure alive; Cameron could feel her. Could sense her searching his mind, optimistic like stupid kids were as they turned their backs on the world’s truths. She would find Thor’s Hammer for him. But a fat load of good it would do anyone, now that he was about to die. Again. 
“Do it!” Cameron shouted at the shuttles. 
Andreus turned to look at him sideways. So did Coffey. So did all of the others — who retreated toward the group’s mushy middle, where they might be safe as Cameron drew the spheres’ fire. 
“DO IT!” Cameron repeated, stepping forward. 
The shuttles didn’t move. And Cameron didn’t skirt. He walked right up to them and, knowing how irrational, stupid, and end-of-his-rope ridiculous he was being, shoved the one on the left like he’d push a stubborn person. The chrome-seeming skin was slick without being oily. It didn’t budge, and Cameron’s hands slipped across its surface, nearly slamming his chin and chest into its belly. 
“Do it! Do it, you motherfuckers!” He turned, now seeing the shapes of Titans marching up the tunnel from behind. “You want to kill us, just fucking kill us!” He grabbed his satchel with both hands, feeling like the heavy thing was covered with blood: his father’s, Trevor’s, Danika’s, Ivan’s, and countless others. Cameron had been spared so the useless disk could survive. He wanted to pull it out now and smash it. To surrender in the loudest possible way. To show them he was through, that they could take their victory over Earth and shove it up their alien asses. 
The giant chrome shuttle dropped three inches to the stone ground, leaving a crack.
Cameron stepped back. 
It began to roll. Not naturally downhill, which would have been backward. But forward, with purpose. 
Toward the Apex. Toward the tunnel’s mouth and into its guts. 
The second shuttle rose a dozen feet into the air, shaking in a way that Cameron had never seen, as if it was trying to tell them something. 
Then, as the Andreus soldiers scampered back, the first shuttle rolled down the passage, toward the approaching Astrals, down the pyramid’s gaping throat. 





Chapter Eighty-Three
TERRENCE WATCHED IT HAPPEN. 
The first shuttle spun toward the pyramid’s entrance — seemingly meaning to steamroll Andreus, Coffey, and a new arrival that looked like Cameron Bannister, but taking no notice when they dodged its approach, leaving it to roll under the Apex like a coin slipping into a slot. 
The second shuttle rose into the air and began to flit about, somehow spastic. 
Then the humans ran. Toward the street’s entrance a block down from where Terrence had bunkered with Malcolm Jons, apparently oblivious to the fact that they were running toward murder. 
“They don’t know,” said Jons, watching over his shoulder. They were in an alcove, surrounded by construction detritus. They’d lost their vision when the strange fog had rolled in, and they’d taken each other’s hands without shame. They’d stumbled in the only direction they knew to go: away. They’d found this place when the day had finally returned. Citizens kept peeking out, seeing them but saying nothing. Humanity was one now, all wary of the Reptars and Titans swarming at the rear. 
He could see an old man at his window, watching Terrence as if hoping to score a vicarious victory. Heaven’s Veil had, despite the appearances of freedom and self-determination, lived under a boot for two years. Terrence noted the same silent terror in the eyes of all he’d seen today. They were all staying where they were meant to, obediently holing up in their homes and shops. Not making waves. They’d stay under the whip until they died without lifting a finger. 
“They’ll come this way. It’s more sensible.” 
Jons shook his big, bald head. “They’re headed into Astral central. We gotta get them.” 
Terrence did the only thing he could think of — picked up a rock and hurled it hard at the group of retreating people. It struck a woman with green hair as she mounted one of the motorcycles and fired its engine. The thing coughed to life with a roar. From their hiding place, Terrence and Jons both watched the group of waiting Astrals turn their heads. 
The woman, in her panic, wrenched the bike’s throttle before she was seated. It spun out, making a half circle, and pinned her leg to the stone. A man from Andreus’s group stopped to free her, but the others all ran. More bikes fired. The army dispersed, “all for one” abandoned in panic’s crimson haze.
“Hell, Terrence. Look.” 
He turned. The Apex was still pulsing, now with smoke pluming from the entrance, and a sound like thunder. 
Nothing mattered. Terrence cupped his hands around his mouth and yelled, not caring who heard. The jig was up either way. At least they could die together. 
“Over here!” 
The melee was too thick. The Astrals barely noticed his shout over the roaring bikes and the rushing of people hither and yon. They began to turn. To move toward the choked alleyway Andreus and Cameron and the others had been heading for. Then something else started to happen. Something that made Terrence’s testicles clench and try to crawl up inside his body. 
Titans fell on all fours. Their skin charred from powder white to black scales. And one by one, they turned into Reptars. 
“Jesus.” Terrence didn’t shout again, now feeling his skin chill like ice. He waved his arms, trying to capitalize on his newly earned attention.
They rushed forward, staying low. There was little point. The new Reptars were coming, both from ahead and behind. They saw them. They saw the others running, and were angry. 
“Run,” Jons said. 
“Just a second.” Terrence could feel breath in his throat like acid. His head was spinning. He thought he might fall over, pass out. 
“Come on.” Jons grabbed him with his big meaty paw, dragging, urging. 
“They’re almost here.” 
“RUN!” 
Reptars swarmed. Shuttles buzzed like angry bees above them. Cameron, Andreus, Coffey, and maybe half of the soldiers arrived, breathless, into their futile cluster. Titans marched from above and behind, pinning them in. Motorcycles purred then stalled. 
They turned to go, found themselves facing teeth and strong arms. 
Then the Apex detonated behind them as the shuttle in its gut blew like a bomb.





Chapter Eighty-Four
PIPER SPUN toward the sound of an explosion in the city’s interior. She didn’t see it happen. She was near the RV, shielded from the Heaven’s Veil skyline by a cluster of trees. By the time she sprang around them and looked toward the sound, she couldn’t place what had changed. Then she gasped. The Apex, which had become the city’s iconic middle, was gone. 
“They did it.” 
Charlie came up beside Piper, his face more annoyed than victorious. “They were supposed to overload it.”
“I guess it overloaded too far.” 
Piper didn’t flinch. She looked toward Clara, no longer reluctant to ask the small girl questions she couldn’t possibly answer. Lila had gripped her hand hard enough to bleach the skin, but the girl showed no signs of complaint. 
“Are they okay, Clara?” 
Clara nodded.
“They did it. They did what you said.” 
“They just weakened it.” 
“Then what blew it up?” 
Christopher was holding Lila around the shoulders, trying to seem calm and definitely failing. His eyes were giant marbles. As were everyone’s in the group, except for Clara’s. “Was it Thor’s Hammer? Is it over?” 
Clara shook her head. “No. Mr. Cameron knows where that is now, though. And he has the key.” 
“Where is it? Where is Thor’s Hammer?” 
“It’s at Mr. Benjamin’s favorite. The place they love, from when Mr. Cameron was little.” 
“Where, Clara?” 
But Clara yawned, unimpressed by it all. “I’m sleepy.”
“Where?” Lila demanded, a bit too rough. 
“I don’t know the place name. He does.” 
“Cameron does.” 
“At least Cameron.” Before Piper could ask what that meant, the girl went on. “It’s a mountain. In a faraway place, across the ocean.” 
And Charlie, hearing this, said, “Super. I guess we’ll grab a rowboat.” 
Lila squatted in front of Clara, her manner urgent as if she’d just remembered something. “Clara, honey? You said earlier that they were trying to turn on a ‘spotlight.’ The Astrals, I mean. Is that over? Did they stop it?” 
Charlie looked down at Lila then to Piper, who was watching him back. He asked, “What spotlight?” 
“To help them find the chest without our help,” Clara answered. “So they don’t have to keep following us.” 
Or let us live so they can see where we go, Piper thought. 
“But Cameron and the others stopped it. They stopped the Astrals from turning on their spotlight and finding the … the chest.” Lila’s eyes went to Christopher. Piper saw an unspoken message flit between them: Or from doing whatever other insidious things might have been afoot for as long as the Apex stood.
Lila looked toward the city, toward the absent Apex and its missing glow, toward the landing area it was no longer projecting, the signal it was no longer sending through its antenna. No matter what happened next — if Cameron and the rest made it out of Heaven’s Veil or not, at least that much had been done. And with prodding, even though she claimed not to know the name of the place she saw inside Cameron’s mind, Clara could find the mountain that had once been Cameron and Benjamin’s favorite, across the uncrossable sea. So all was as well as it could be, considering. 
“They stopped it for a while,” Clara said. 
“Because of the other Apexes,” Charlie said. “I told you this was a fool’s errand. They can just do to the others what they were doing with this one. We sure can’t destroy them all.” 
But Clara was pointing at the city. At the hovering motherships, which even in the daylight Piper could see were now starting to glow. 
“The don’t need to turn on the spotlight,” Clara said, “if they can make the chest call out for them to hear it.” 
Lila was still stooping, her skin now paper white. “Clara, honey? What does that mean?” 
Clara was still pointing at the glowing motherships. 
“We should pack,” she said.





Chapter Eighty-Five
CAMERON TRIED TO STAND, but something heavy was on him. His peripheral vision displayed nothing but bodies. Something had blown up. He could barely hear. Sounds were muted, ringing like a distant alarm. Astral bodies surrounded him to complement the humans: all of them equal in the reaper’s eyes. 
“Get off of me,” he said to the person who’d been blown into him. He remembered a feeling like a concussion. Someone had seemed to tackle him. Then, a split second later, something had blown. 
He blinked. His head hurt. The inability to hear was disorienting. He could see people rising, or running. Malcolm Jons and Terrence were ahead, but it hurt Cameron to lift his neck and look. He should be dead. Most of the bodies around him, save the few getting up and crawling away, had been sliced and diced by blue glass … or whatever it was the Apex had belched out when it went down swinging. 
The Apex is gone.
The fact was only vaguely interesting. Cameron knew he’d been trying to undermine it somehow, but the notion that the Apex would have come equipped with a handy self-destruct mechanism had seemed pretty damn convenient. He’d distinctly thought that when he’d been running from Heather and Raj, failing them like he’d failed his father, Trevor, and everyone else. Today had been every man for himself, and Cameron had been no exception. You fled or died. The only catch was the guilt that followed survival. 
Cameron turned his head, vacantly aware that someone was yelling at him. Maybe Jeanine Coffey. He remembered seeing her get up a few seconds ago and head toward Terrence, or maybe not. He looked up. It was Coffey, all right, but something was wrong with her. She seemed to be shouting, but barely any sound was leaving her lips. It was funny. He thought about laughing. 
Coffey turned and vanished — somewhere out of his line of sight. Cameron couldn’t see her, but he seemed to feel her. And it hurt too much to turn his head. Though slowly, his hearing was leaking back. Not much. Mostly, he still heard the whine of that distant alarm — real or in his ears, he hadn’t a clue. A teapot’s whistle, now mingling with the slightest of shouts. 
(Hurry!)
He sensed the word more than heard it. From Police Chief Jons, who looked like he might have taken a hunk of shrapnel to his arm. Red gunk was dripping down his meaty limb, drizzling from his fingers. 
Above him, still very faint, Jeanine Coffey said, “Get up. We have to go.” 
And indeed they did. More shuttles were coming. Cameron could see them. More Titans and Reptars spilled from between the buildings, from somewhere behind the smoking pile of debris and rock that was once the pyramid.  
The last of the weight left Cameron’s back. He wasn’t dead. He might not even be cut. His head was clearing, the situation’s weight and reality settling on him like a lead cloak. 
Coffey helped Cameron to his knees then pulled him to his feet. His satchel had been slung around his back. Coffey pulled it forward, feeling around inside. The key must still have been whole because she visibly relaxed then took the satchel for herself. Still too quiet amid all the ringing, she said, “He squeezed it between you. It’s safe.” 
“Who?” Cameron’s voice sounded odd to his ears. 
As Coffey dragged him forward, Cameron looked back and saw Nathan’s motionless body. 





Chapter Eighty-Six
THERE HAD BEEN A TICKING sound before the Apex had blown. Nathan must have heard it and intuited its meaning because he’d dived for Cameron’s back, toward the key, and what might be the planet’s most important object. Jeanine had heard it too. But instead of leaping to protect her general, she’d ducked. She’d covered. She’d shoved her fingers in her ears. And when the dust had cleared, she’d remained mostly whole, with merely a glancing cut across one shoulder. 
It’s for the best. Everything happens for a reason. 
She’d once believed such things. Grandma had said them when things went awry and when Jeanine had been a teenage girl with problems that had seemed so dire at the time, she’d tried hard to accept Grandma’s words. It had worked, to an extent. But it wasn’t working now. And yet it had to because Nathan was dead regardless. They were fucked up the butt, and the stone key for Thor’s Hammer — wherever that might be — was only safe for as long as they refused to mourn and kept running.  
Jeanine told herself that she’d looked out for number one because someone needed to lead this group the hell out of … well … out of Hell. Nathan was gone, and the police chief, large though he was, was already flagging. Cameron was dazed, but he’d been weak since he’d watched his father die. It was Jeanine or nobody. And maybe that, in the end, made her saving herself commendable.
But only if she didn’t dawdle. Only if she did what needed doing, without hesitation. 
The demolished Apex was like a hive of furious hornets. The shuttle had blown its roof off, but it was either an upward-only blast, or the stone floors in the temple below were sturdier than she’d have thought. Looking back as she pulled Cameron toward Jons and Terrence, Jeanine felt as if they must have been spawned down there — as if the Apex, not the motherships, was where Astrals were born. 
They boiled out in waves. There were no Titans. Only Reptars. 
They came fast. She couldn’t just take the key and run; Cameron’s brain, if anything, held Thor’s Hammer’s location. He had to survive — another reason, perhaps, that Nathan had given him a second back when the Apex had blown. Now it was Jeanine’s job to get him out. 
But they were too quick. They came. She moved, but not enough. 
Before Jeanine could think to curl up with Cameron and wait to die — there wasn’t enough time to give him the satchel back and die for him — there was a hot thump and a sizzle. She felt a hot draft and looked up to see the shuttle from earlier incinerating Reptars in a sweeping wave, firing a solid beam into the pyramid’s remains. A scent like cooking pork assaulted her nostrils. 
The shuttle seemed to spin; it was hard to tell given its uniform shape. It lanced out with another beam. The building past Terrence, Jons, and the few remaining soldiers blew backward, crumbling to rubble. There were more Titans beyond, each one already most of its way to Reptar. Another beam, and they were gone. 
“What’s it doing?” Jons asked, aghast, his voice audible but muffled in her ringing ears.  
It was a stupid question. Help was help. The first shuttle had brought down the Apex, and this one had fried their pursuers. It didn’t matter what or why. It only mattered that the way, for a while at least, was clear. 
Jeanine ran as fast as Cameron could go. She left the others. They didn’t matter, and Cameron was slowly returning, his eyes clearing, injuries — if he had any — far from mortal. 
A block later, she saw Terrence and Jons. Several of Nathan’s summoned soldiers were on her other side, running for their own lives as much as anyone else’s. 
The shuttle followed. Others came up behind it and fired, Astral to Astral. The lead shuttle seemed to anticipate the blow; it veered to one side and plowed through a building that was either an apartment or a business. It returned fire, but the shuttle merely bounced when struck, undamaged. Then the shuttle in the rear — now joined by three others — fired on the first. The friendly shuttle bounced like a ping-pong ball between blasts then zoomed straight up and was gone. The others pursued, energy beams lancing the newly vacant sky. 
They were on their own.
Jeanine dove down, catching her breath and allowing Cameron to catch his. Jons fell into line beside them, alone. Terrence and the others were gone. She looked back. There were no obvious bodies, but it seemed more likely that they’d caught spare fire than deciding to go somewhere better. 
“We have to look for them,” Cameron said, his voice still balled in cotton. “They may be trapped.” 
“They’re dead!”
“You don’t know that!” 
Jeanine started forward. Cameron pulled her in the opposite direction, straining. 
It was maddening. The gate was ahead, practically within sight. The lead shuttle had blown them a path; the gate was as gone as the Apex. They could make it. 
Except for the shuttles. 
Which, she suddenly realized as Cameron pulled against her, had vanished from the sky. It should have been a relief. Instead, it felt ominous. 
Jeanine looked up. The shuttles were gone. Every single one. And there were no more Astrals active on the ground. She, Jons, and Cameron had a straight shot. She could even see some of the shuttles retreating, climbing into the motherships’ bellies above. 
“We have to go back for them!” Cameron shouted, leaning against her with all of his weight.
But Jeanine was still looking up. At the four motherships. And the way they were glowing.
Her eyes flashed toward Cameron. All at once, she surrendered to his pull. She dove with him, keeping hold but letting his momentum hurl him to the ground in a crash. 
When he recovered, Jeanine pulled him upright and hit him hard in the throat. Then she handed Cameron to Captain Jons, who tossed him over a shoulder. Then they ran from the city before it killed them.





Chapter Eighty-Seven
LILA WASN’T sure whether she should look down at her daughter, who seemed unimpressed by all that was happening, or the two people she could now see running from the city across the parched open sprawl that the Astrals had cleared when Vail’s land had been razed for Heaven’s streets to be built. 
The people were an odd pair. There was a thin, athletic-looking woman with brown hair and a bald, enormous black man who looked to be made only of muscle. The latter, who had to be Police Chief Jons, was carrying a third person: a stirring form that was probably Cameron Bannister. Or so thought Piper, who kept trying to run forward only to be rebuffed by Charlie and Christopher. 
Clara was watching it all. Observing the pair approach with no obvious concern for their safety, or surprise to see them. She was watching the four motherships, which were doing something that spanned all four: a kind of glowing, shared cloud of energy gathered and sparked between them. Lila had no idea what might be happening, but she had an excellent guess that it wasn’t good. And yet Clara didn’t flinch. 
“Clara, honey, let’s go inside.”
“Going inside won’t help, Mommy.” 
Lila thought it would help plenty. Judging by what had just happened with the Apex, it seemed likely that the motherships were about to blow up some human shit of their own: the police station, a few apartments, whatever it took to keep everyone in line. Maybe her father would turn on the Astrals when he discovered everyone gone, but even if he did they’d find someone willing to subdue a voluntarily conquered populace. Hell, Raj would be fantastic for that job.
Explosions were better under cover. And this particular interior had wheels and an engine. Lila wondered if the Astrals would let them go, but they were sort of hidden back here. They could stick to the trees. Maybe run on foot once farther away, like they’d done all those years ago. 
Still, Lila couldn’t help but feel a tug. The viceroy’s office would survive, and her father was still a chosen one — not just one of nine who’d gone above the ships and returned as media gods, but known by the entire planet. He’d be fine. But she didn’t want to leave him behind. 
“Come on,” Lila told her. “Let’s play a game.” 
Clara gave her a look that said, Are you kidding me? and Lila let it go.
The new members of their party arrived. Jons offloaded his cargo, which did, in fact, turn out to be an extremely irate Cameron Bannister. But his anger evaporated when he saw Piper, and they embraced — as friends, not lovers. Lila, who had her suspicions especially after having her own dalliances, took comfort in seeing it. 
Clara was watching her.
“Do you miss him?” she asked. “I miss him, Mommy.” 
“We’ll see him again,” Lila lied. Although she realized, as she said it, that she had no idea who Clara was talking about. 
Cameron disengaged from Piper and squatted in front of Clara. It was strange, the way the man and the girl who should by all rights still be in diapers faced one another as equals. 
“I know where it is,” he said. 
Clara nodded. 
“But there’s no way to get there.” 
All heads turned from Cameron as the ships glowed and the energy beneath them began to accumulate. Clara was right: going inside wouldn’t make any difference at all. 
“What are they doing?” Cameron asked no one in particular. 
Clara, still at his side, said, “They’re going to make the chest scream loud enough to find it.”





Chapter Eighty-Eight
“GET INSIDE.” 
Christopher looked up, already used to the idea of taking orders from Cameron again after the years lost between them. The old gang was back, if you ignored the truth that it was just the two of them left. No Vincent, Dan, or Terrence. Just Cameron and Chris, investigating Meyer Dempsey on Benjamin’s orders … except that Benjamin, of course, was also gone.
But it wasn’t Cameron issuing orders, rushing around the RV and pushing each of the small group inside, taking no shit of any kind while motherships powered up behind them. It wasn’t even Charlie (who might have made sense as Benjamin’s successor) or Jeanine Coffey (who was military-seeming enough to pull it off). It was Piper. But she wasn’t the meek flower she’d once been. Her eyes were hard; she seemed, in Christopher’s uninformed opinion, to have a bigger clue about what was happening than anyone other than Clara.
“Where are we going?” 
Piper didn’t answer. Neither did anyone else. Charlie had Lila by the shoulders, steering her numb carcass from the rear into the RV. She was going willingly enough but looked blank-faced. Something must have snapped. Christopher supposed he should help, seeing as he, if anyone, was Lila’s right hand. Piper was too no-bullshit. When this was over, if they were still alive, maybe she’d become a mother figure again. But right now, Piper was a general. 
“I’ll—” Christopher began talking to Charlie.
“Get inside,” Charlie barked. 
As if Christopher weren’t, right now, wearing a guard uniform. He bellowed the same order to Captain Jons, who was still bleeding copiously down one arm and may have lost more blood than Christopher had thought at a glance. Cameron looked woozy from being knocked flat, punched out, and carried. Coffey had already explained as much, just as she’d bluntly expounded that Heather “hadn’t made it.” Lila wasn’t supposed to hear that, but no one was being especially careful. 
Christopher found Clara already inside, sitting between the forked legs of Nathan Andreus’s daughter. She was smiling, putting a comforting hand on Christopher’s leg. Grace, above her, seemed either neutral or lost. Christopher didn’t know if anyone had told the girl that her father, too, was dead. 
He could feel static in the air. Even Christopher’s thick, heavy Italian-Irish mane wanted to stand on end. He could see a hazy halo of flyaways rising from Clara’s loose hair across from him, Grace’s dark ponytail fraying at the end. 
He didn’t know where Lila had gone. Everything was moving too fast. 
Then he saw her just down the long padded bench running along the RV’s side. She was upright and alert, her own hair also rising away from her head. But something was off. Something about Lila’s face, her posture, the set of her shoulders was different. 
Christopher moved down. But before he could put an arm around her, Lila spoke. 
“She said they want to make it scream.” 
“We don’t know what that means.” 
“Clara knows. So does Piper.” 
Christopher glanced toward the front, toward Piper. Coffey had taken the passenger seat. The girls were at the head of this ship, no doubt. The men had squandered their turn. Meyer had become an alien figurehead and assisted planetary takeover; Benjamin had managed to get himself killed in a mission gone wrong; Andreus had found a similar fate; Cameron had the key to a machine he didn’t know how to find. Except that he might. Maybe that was over, and they’d die without reaching something they knew rather than dying without knowing what they were after. 
“My mother is dead.” 
Christopher didn’t know what to say. Her brother was dead, too. And, if the implications were correct, her father might be, too. 
“My husband is dead.” 
Christopher’s eyes flicked toward Clara. The girl either didn’t know or (and this sounded terrible; it couldn’t be true) didn’t care. Raj had still been Daddy to her. One of them, anyway. 
But Clara, out of all of them, looked the least concerned. The least upset. She looked like she was excited to be going on a road trip. And why not? The girl had never left the city. 
Christopher opened his mouth to talk, but only an exhale came out. Before he could try again, the RV’s cockpit erupted in shouted orders. His lips stilled and slowly closed, his eyes fixing on something behind Lila’s head. 
He tried to turn away, but she saw his glance and looked, too. Lila’s hair lifted higher, electricity in the air gathering into something furious. 
“What?” 
But she knew what. So did Grace, Jons, Charlie, and Cameron. Lila slid away from the wall-mounted screen behind her as it sparked and popped, dying a sudden, unexpected death. 
“Shit,” came a voice from the vehicle’s front. 
There was a Vellum — just a simple ebook reader — on the shelf back there, too. It popped like popcorn. 
The stove’s dials, farther back, sprang into small flames. The light above the sink. The lights down the RV’s center, snapping to black one by one. 
And again from the front: “Shit!” 
Cameron rushed forward. He stood between the seats, one hand per headrest. “What is it?”
“It’s offline.” 
“Drive manual!” 
“I am using manual, Cameron!” Piper’s dry voice yelled back. “I’m telling you it’s offline!” 
“What’s offline, if you’re using manual?” 
“Not working! Offline! I’m sorry if I’m not using the right …” Piper slapped the dashboard with her palm, frustration leaking from every pore. Her hair, along with loose ends from Coffey’s own tidy ponytail, was fraying, dancing in the air’s mounting static, “the right term, Cameron!” She slapped the dash again. 
“Let me try.” 
“I know how to drive!” 
“Yes, of course, but there’s a—”
The small dashboard clock popped like a wood knot in a fire. A small rain of sparks sizzled through slots in the dash, around the environmental controls. There was a backup camera screen above the clock. It looked like the Vellum’s, as if it had been dropped and someone had poured black dye behind the glass. 
Christopher couldn’t see anything outside the windows, all of which had been drawn. He couldn’t see the city through the windshield from back here either, but he could see the mounting glow outside, turning Piper’s, Cameron’s, and Coffey’s faces bright white. Something happening. Christopher shifted, bringing his hand near the right-side table’s edge. A large arc of blue static jumped between his index finger and the metal trim strip, making him jump. 
“Get out!” Coffey yelled, turning in her seat. “Get out and run!” 
But that was ridiculous. Where could they go? The ships were about to annihilate the city, and at least three or four members of their party seemed convinced it would pack a nuclear punch. They’d seen cities hit before. But this time, there were four motherships. This time, Clara had said they had an intention other than destruction — to elicit a scream, whatever that meant. This time would be different. 
“Go! Go!” 
Coffey stood. She shouted. She waved them out as fast as they would go, practically pushing Christopher to the dirt. But once they were all outside, now on the far side of the RV, the light from … from whatever was happening over toward the city … was leaking around the big malfunctioning vehicle’s side, and no one knew what to do. The feeling of a mounting charge was so immense, Christopher didn’t trust himself to get too close to anyone, let alone touch them. He felt like he could arc untold voltages. Each was a generator in themselves, all hair wanting to stand, the air a soup of rushing electrons dying for ground. 
“Run!” Coffee screamed, though they clearly had nowhere to go. They could rush for the shallow ravine where she swung her finger to point, or put heads between their legs to kiss their asses goodbye. They could duck and cover for nothing. At this point, it wasn’t about saving anyone. It was degrees of destruction, loss, and pain. 
Christopher, all too willing to be led if anyone cared to guide him, turned with the others. 
But he couldn’t see the ravine because there was a shuttle directly in front of them, hovering in poisonous silence, arcs of blue lightning dancing between the ground and its gleaming chrome surface. 





Chapter Eighty-Nine
THE SHUTTLE DIDN’T PRECISELY open. It was more that its front, in a door like arch, fell away and was siphoned back into the edges. The craft settled on the grass. Its aperture was darker than it should seem — about the size of an 18-wheeler’s trailer, rounded out. Plenty of room to enter, if she’d been dumb enough to do so. 
But Coffey, who’d been leading the charge from the ship, merely lowered her hand. They should go around. They shouldn’t change their plans. It wanted to settle and land? Fine. Maybe it was malfunctioning as badly as the RV, and they could still flee. 
“We could go inside.” 
Piper didn’t understand why she couldn’t see inside. It was as if the ship had an invisible curtain. It was large, but not that large. The motherships were shining a charged spotlight over everything, including the shuttle’s doorway. 
“No.” She couldn’t say why. 
Something emerged and took her by the arm: Meyer. 
“Hurry, Piper,” he said. “Get inside.” 
Piper shook him off. She backed up a step then two. It was her husband, all right. But she felt upside-down, seeing him here. It was wrong in a precise and jarring way.
Trust me, he said. But this time, he didn’t say it at all. 
Meyer was dressed like always. To the nines. In his fine, bespoke viceroy’s suit, dark fabric, starched white shirt underneath, red tie and collar buttoned all the way to his strong neck. His dark hair was neatly combed, his green eyes hard, a ghost of stubble on his strong jaw. His cuffs were even perfect as he reached for her. He was the same man she’d seen every day in the mansion — and, honestly, most days before the Astrals’ arrival. But the perfection of his dress, here and now, was in itself a problem. 
We’ve had this talk before, Piper. You know I’d do anything to protect you. To protect all of us.
Coffey looked from Piper to Meyer. She seemed to realize something was happening between them beyond the static-filled silence, but her expression was decisive. The energy behind them continued to swell — enough, Piper thought, that they might all get sunburns. For Coffey, the decision was between fat and fire: the least of evils, if only by a sliver. 
“Get the hell inside! Hurry!” Coffey demanded, now shoving. 
“No.” 
Trust me, Piper. 
“What are you waiting for? It’s going to go off any second!”
Piper shook her head. Cameron came up beside her. 
“It’s not him, is it?” he asked. 
And Meyer sent her images, as he had in her distant memory. She saw Trevor. She saw Lila. She saw something else, more like an emotion than anything real: him, not as a self-image but as something worth saving. As if he saw himself from the outside and wanted to protect that strange person, too. 
I don’t have time to explain. You have to trust me. You have to feel me.
“No.” 
Coffey was looking over with her mouth open. She looked like she wanted to punch them. Each beat of Piper’s heart felt like a countdown: one second, two seconds, three seconds closer to destruction. If they stayed here, they’d fry. 
But this wasn’t Meyer Dempsey. 
Coffey tried to move forward. To grab Charlie, who grabbed Lila, who already had hold of Clara. But Meyer continued to block the doorway as seconds disappeared, locking eyes with Piper, trying to convince her of a lie. Or a half lie. It was so hard to tell, so hard to recall. 
“Trust me,” he repeated.
“No. We’ll stay here. I don’t trust you at all.” 
“Then trust me,” said a new voice. 
A man with sunken cheeks and a long beard appeared at Meyer’s side. In many ways, he was the first man’s opposite. Where Meyer was polished, the newcomer was disheveled. Where Meyer looked strong, the new man looked weak. He wore a threadbare white robe, his cheeks sunken, color pale and waxy. 
But the eyes. His piercing green eyes were the same. 
“Get on the ship, Piper,” the newcomer ordered.
He was Meyer Dempsey, too. 





Chapter Ninety
MEYER PINCHED HIMSELF OFF. 
It was more of an intellectual construct than anything he could precisely recall or even conceive, but he believed the other part of himself (the other Meyer, the real Meyer, the donor, to use the Astral term) when he said that there had been yet another Meyer Dempsey between the two of them. He believed that he, himself, had once held a Titan’s white body and had been connected more fully to the Astral collective. 
He believed it, but it was hard to feel. Hard to internalize and accept. Because he was Meyer Dempsey, after all. Except that the proof was right in front of him in this frail human man: He wasn’t the real Meyer. The man in the robe was the true Meyer, and he — whatever the hell he should call himself, be it Titan or what — was the copy. 
“I can hear you,” said the real Meyer Dempsey. 
The being who intellectually knew he was a copy but was unable to fathom it said, “I’m pinching myself off.” He stood taller in the drive circle. He lifted the shuttle, watching the city shrink through the craft’s semi-translucent skin. 
“I can still hear you.” 
“Divinity feels we are connected. That means you will probably always hear me.” 
“Of course we’re connected. You’ve sucked my memories like blood.” 
They locked eyes. They’d had this argument many times already. The quarrel usually required no speech. They shared the same thoughts up until the moment Divinity had taken the Titan he used to be and bled Meyer Dempsey’s essence into him. Since then, they’d lived separate lives, but it had barely been a week. The real Meyer didn’t remember meeting with Andreus or squaring off with Heather, who hadn’t believed he was back from the dead. He did know about Trevor, and almost certainly about his ex-wife. Conveying those thoughts hadn’t required words. It was simply understood. Sorrow, regret, and rage flowed against the usual order, this time backwashing from recipient to donor. They didn’t need words to argue, and they shared the same obstinance, that petulant insistence on getting their way. Real Meyer knew it wasn’t Fake Meyer’s fault that he’d been created. He supposed he’d volunteered, but the Astral collective now struck him as bees in a hive with a singular mind. Now that he was more or less human, he couldn’t believe it had once been appealing. Especially given what seemed to be happing in the collective now. Especially since the Pall. 
“Never mind,” said the man in the robe. And, unspoken: Maybe it’s good that there’s two of us. Twice the insistence for the same desires. And at that, he felt his not-quite-human lips smile. 
The shuttle rose. It avoided the motherships, knowing the collective wouldn’t follow. The weapon was engaged. Seeing into Divinity wasn’t hard — a classic case of the hunter underestimating its prey. Of course he could still feel part of the collective, even after being pinched off from it. Even Piper seemed to feel it, and Real Meyer had told him that she’d only been on the mothership for one short trip. But once you dipped your toe, the ability seemed to stay with you. 
He could sense the others, but they assumed he couldn’t. They also seemed to have thought him dead, given the confusing data he’d sent back before freeing his doppelgänger — or progenitor, if he admitted the truth. And with Heaven’s Veil soon to be ashes, it hardly mattered. There would be eight capitals. Eight viceroys. Meyer Dempsey could be dead. Both of him could be dead and gone and out of their hair, if they’d had any. 
“They don’t understand.” 
Real Meyer looked at the others: Piper, Christopher, Lila, Clara, Cameron Bannister, Malcolm Jons, a man who might be from Moab with a teen girl, plus a strong-looking woman who must be Andreus’s lieutenant, in a loose huddle on the shuttle’s other side. 
“Would you?”
He shook his head. “I guess not. But I’m still Meyer Dempsey.” 
“So am I.” 
“I look the part.” 
“Then I guess we’re equals.” 
But looking at the huddle, it was obvious that wasn’t true. Neither was precisely Meyer to them. The man steering the shuttle on the circle of light — moving them away from danger, Piper’s doubts notwithstanding — looked like the Meyer they’d always known, though clearly he wasn’t. The frail-seeming human, who would take time to re-feed and recover his strength, looked nothing like Meyer. Nobody won. Not yet. 
“Why aren’t you driving us away?” Human Meyer asked. “The motherships might see us.” 
“The motherships are occupied.” 
“Shuttles then.” 
He said nothing in reply. The original Meyer Dempsey had part of the collective just as Piper had part of the collective, but he was still human. Right now, the swarm’s attention was tuned to the signal. He could buzz around the ships, shooting them from the sky as they’d helped blow a tunnel for Cameron and the others. If they’d had another shuttle, he could plant another bomb. They’d never care. Their alien ears were all waiting for the scream. 
“You know where it is. Clara has known for a while now. And Cameron has the name.” 
“Shh.” 
“Why are we staying? Why aren’t we crossing the ocean?” 
The charge reached critical. The beam lanced down, filling the city. From high inside the shuttle, there was almost no sound. When the light dissipated, Heaven’s Veil was nothing but splintered remains, felled buildings, and canted utility poles. None had survived, and that was the point. 
He was cut off from the collective — discarded, like a useless remainder, now that he’d taken on the dangerous mantle of humanity. But he heard the scream same as them. He heard the device from untold miles distant as the outpouring of human agony streamed from Heaven’s Veil, recorded now for the ages.
“Did it go?” asked the human. 
“It went.” 
“Will they be able to home in on it immediately?” 
“It will take time to triangulate. Human experience is always being summoned to it. This wave was large enough to pinpoint for sure. But we still have our advantage, even if it’s a small one.” 
Human Meyer shook his head in a very Meyer Dempsey way — a way that the new Meyer recognized from his mirror. A gesture that was both dismissive and irritated, conveying scorn at abject idiocy. 
“You’re wasting time being here,” he said. “Let’s go.” 
After an extra moment, he tilted forward in the drive circle, and the shuttle leaped forward — fast but not too fast, in deference to the fragile human bodies inside.
The first Meyer would never understand why he’d wanted to see the city destroyed, to hear the scream as the wretched agony from tens of thousands in tormented pain passed them on its way to the archive.
Part was curiosity, wanting to see if the thing seemed to call from where they imagined it had been hidden. 
The other part was human guilt: a desire to savor the great regret over what he’d helped to cause, just as the others had spawned so much pain (both human and inhuman) to him.





Chapter Ninety-One
LILA SENSED the cessation of motion more than she actually felt it. Being in the shuttle did something to her equilibrium — something about the sense of being high in the air in what looked like a bubble from the inside combined with a force that felt like an invisible seat belt. Her fear was making everything worse. 
Her father was alive. Maybe. Kind of. Twice. 
Lila didn’t know how to feel about that. Mostly, she felt afraid, and assumed it would be that way for a while. 
When the shuttle slowed and then began to descend, Lila wondered if they’d reached their destination. Despite the confines and the situation’s general oddity, Clara seemed to have already adjusted. She kept assuring her mother that there was a destination, that they were on their way, and that there was hope after all. She’d been skipping around the ship. Hugging Grandpa Meyer: the sunken-faced man she’d never met but whom she recognized as kin immediately. And she hugged the apparent obvious Meyer as well: the man who’d shared her home, but who’d never, it seemed, actually been Lila’s father. Cameron was the only person to leave their human pile. He was standing by the well-dressed Meyer now, acting like they were in a business meeting.
But there was no mountain where they descended, and Clara and Cameron had both mentioned one. Lila had been spacing out, letting her mind go away whenever it wanted, trying not to consider the losses she could barely accept: Trevor, her mother, even Raj. Her husband hadn’t been all bad. She’d loved him, once. 
But not now. She couldn’t handle any of that now. 
They seemed to have been slowly moving away, the two Meyers and Cameron discussing topics unknown. And now here they were, slowly coming down, not across the sea, not seemingly where Clara had indicated. 
“There,” Cameron said, pointing through the shuttle’s floor near the edge. 
Lila looked where he was pointing. She saw a long canyon. A short cliff. And, as they came closer, what looked like a demolished building, like a scattered pile of charred matchsticks when seen from high above. 
The steering Meyer moved his hands. Leaned slightly. The shuttle came lower. 
“What are we doing?” Lila whispered to Christopher. He shook his head. 
“By the cliff?” said standing Meyer. 
“The arch. Do you see it?”
“There?” 
“They knew it was here. The motherships knew; they came right to it. How can you not know there’s a money pit on this land?” Cameron looked at the frail human Meyer Dempsey. “And you. You were in the ship that parked here. For months, hanging over my father’s lab like a beehive.” 
“I was in a cell,” said the human. 
“And I can’t see all they can,” said the tall Meyer. “Only bits and pieces, like parts of a dream.”
“The pit is under the arch,” Cameron said, apparently not caring to inquire further. 
The ship lowered. 
But whatever the healthy-seeming Meyer didn’t know or couldn’t see about the Astral collective, it didn’t extend to the details of connecting their shuttle to a pit in the ground, beneath the stone arch. 
They waited, hovering.
The feeling of static returned as the ship seemed to refuel, drawing energy from its underground depot like a car at an old-time gas station from back before the world ended. 





Chapter Ninety-Two
THE REFUELING, such as it was, didn’t take long. Five minutes, and it seemed to be finished — or done enough, apparently, to fill the tanks or batteries or whatever it was that would get them where they needed to go. Jeanine wanted to ask. She knew there had been a mothership suckling power from that pit for months when the Moab ranch had been whole, and that not long ago they’d watched a second do the same, again for a longer time. 
Maybe the batteries were bigger on the motherships, or the tanks were deeper. It made sense. But she couldn’t shake the feeling that their short stop was more about safety than anything else. They couldn’t use the pit below what was once Heaven’s Veil for obvious reasons … but maybe this pit, too, would soon be occupied by massive ships suckling power. Charging up for whatever was coming, now that they’d be able to find Thor’s Hammer, too. 
The ship slowly backed away from the arch. Then Piper Dempsey said, “Wait.” 
The ship ceased. Piper stood. She walked toward the thing’s curved outer wall, placing her hands against what looked like lightly fogged glass. She was facing away from the arch and the money pit, as Cameron called it. On the opposite end of the large ship from the others, looking toward the cliff lab, past the house of debris. 
Coffey stood. She crossed the space, skirting wide around the pilot in the middle.
“What?” 
“There.” 
Piper pointed. At nothing. 
“What?” 
“You don’t see it?” 
The hard, cracked land was bare, nothing but bristly weeds, intermittent and hardy. The particular patch of ground at the end of Piper’s finger didn’t have a single feature. Yet still, Jeanine felt a chill. 
She turned her head slightly. 
Defocused her eyes. 
And saw the same shadow as before, sitting patiently in the middle of the dry land like a dog awaiting its bone.
“It knew we’d come here to charge,” Piper said. 
“Good for it.” She looked at Meyer — the standing Meyer; they’d need a way to tell them apart before the second fattened back up. “Let’s go.” 
“No,” said Piper. “Don’t.” 
Coffey watched the thing come closer. The shuttle wasn’t far off the ground. If it could leap as well as it could spread across an entire courtyard and fill it with opaque blackness, it could reach them in a single bound. She thought suddenly of the air around them becoming like that again: day turned to night in a blink. Would they be able to fly away? Or could it follow them forever, even off the ground?
“It’s waiting for us.” 
“All the more reason to leave.”
“It can’t get to us. It’s stuck out there.” 
“Good.” 
“It’s stuck here. In Moab. It ran here. But it has its limits.”
“How the hell do you know so much?” 
Piper looked toward Clara. She gazed back out at the thing, now seemingly able to gaze directly at it, and said, “I can feel it. I can feel how it is. How things are for it now.” 
She turned to the Meyers. 
“Open the door.” 
Jeanine felt a jolt of panic. She grabbed Piper’s wrists as if it were her hands nearing the controls. She looked back at the pilot. Her voice left less sure than she would have liked. 
“Go. Fly.” 
Piper pushed Jeanine away. “It saved us.” 
“It saved itself.” 
Piper slowly shook her head, still looking through the shuttle’s skin. There were footsteps from the rear as the better-dressed of the Meyers approached on polished loafers.
Jeanine turned to him. 
“Don’t open the door. It has her mesmerized or something. We can’t know what the hell that thing is. We don’t have any idea.” 
Meyer, peering out, said, “I know exactly what it is.”
He set his hand to the shuttle’s wall beside Piper’s. The door boiled away. And the shadow leaped aboard, wafting through the arch like smoke.





Chapter Ninety-Three
THEY SLEPT.
The shuttle didn’t move like lightning. It was simple physics, Piper supposed; you put a human in something that accelerates and decelerates in an instant, and the G-forces liquified their skeletons. She had time to watch the land speed by far below, to see the mountains become the plains, reliving their trek from New York in reverse. To watch the breadbasket approach. And as they moved east, she had time to see the sun set in a hurry. 
And she had time to sleep, exhausted in spite of it all. 
Piper woke when her arm moved seemingly of its own accord — Lila, sliding beside her. 
“Hey, kid,” Piper said. 
“I’m sorry. I just … I couldn’t sleep.” 
Piper looked around the shuttle. One or both of the Meyers must have been human enough yet to sense the mood and had dimmed the lights. The ship’s interior turned out to be as liquid as its doors; after they’d begun moving in earnest something had made walls drip up from the floor to create rooms. There was even a bathroom. It was a hole in the floor that sent waste God knew where, but it worked. 
“Where is Clara?” 
“I left her with Chris.” 
“Why aren’t you with Chris?” 
Lila acted like she hadn’t heard, and Piper spared her the dignity of asking again. She knew why. Lila had lost half of her family today. Piper was the only mother she had, even though she was an adult herself. 
“Has Clara told you where we’re going?” 
“She’s out. Conked. Like a kid, actually. Has Cameron told you?” 
Piper shook her head. The air was quiet, America’s passage silent below. 
“He’s out, too. Coffey punched him flat, coming out of the city. Did you know that?” 
Lila laughed. The small sound comforted Piper in a way that would have been hard to explain. 
“Cameron said Heather also gave him a kiss to give to Meyer, but that he’s not planning to deliver it.” 
Lila looked like she wanted to follow her laugh with a smile, but Piper instantly knew that she shouldn’t have said it. Lila sniffed, trying to keep a brave face. But her eyes watered, and she wiped them as if trying to deny her feelings.
After a moment, Lila said, “Piper?” 
“Yes?” 
“What were you arguing with Jeanine about earlier? At the door? It sounded like you wanted to let something in with us, but she didn’t.” 
“You couldn’t see it?” 
Lila shook her head against Piper’s chest. 
“It’s like a shadow. It takes an eye trick to see it.” She sighed. “I only know that we need it, that it needs us, and that it’s been a friend. I don’t know what it is. But Meyer does. He calls it a Pall, and it seems to be part of him. Something he brought to the collective that they either didn’t expect or didn’t know how to deal with. Something, maybe, that they forced out like pus from a wound. At least that’s the feeling I get from Meyer.” 
“Which Meyer?” 
Piper chuckled. “Meyer Meyer. Charlie just calls the other one Anomaly.” 
“Catchy name.” 
“Mmm.” 
“Clara says he wants his own name. Because he’s not really my dad, even though he has all his memories. He’s … something else.” 
“What name?” 
“Clara says she likes Kindred.” 
“Hmm, sounds like Clara. But I’m not sure if I can get used to calling him that. But I guess it’s better than having two Meyers. Or two husbands.” 
Piper considered things through a moment of quiet. Even setting aside her past with Cameron, did she now have two husbands? Would she make love to the man Meyer had always been to welcome him tearfully home, or hold allegiance to the copy who didn’t seem to realize until recently that he even was a copy? The knots felt tangled, apt to snag.
The quiet beat continued. Although Piper was beginning to realize that there was a sound after all. A faint hum, like unearthly engines.
“So we just go? Wherever Cameron says?” 
Piper looked down. Brushed a sheaf of dark hair away from her forehead. 
“And where Clara says. I think they share something, Cameron and Clara. Cameron thinks she’s the reason we went to Heaven’s Veil, even though we thought it was for something else. He thinks we were supposed to get Clara. She was calling him, maybe.” 
“Why?” 
“So she could help him find what he needed inside his own head. She helped him figure out where this ‘Thor’s Hammer’ weapon was, anyway.”
“It’s not a weapon.” 
Piper and Lila both looked up. Charlie was standing in the doorway, still dressed as if for a day at the unfashionable office. 
Piper felt her brow wrinkle. “What?” 
“I talked to Meyer. Both of them. I’m not eager to believe anything they say, but what they told me fits Benjamin’s data. Things that have been bothering me as I’ve been trying to puzzle out what he left in Moab. He was definitely onto something, and it’s corroborated by a lot of ancient aliens theory. It all fits, now that I’ve heard what they have to say. And I believe it. Enough to bank on.” 
Piper looked at Lila. They both looked at Charlie.
“So what is Thor’s Hammer if it isn’t a weapon?” Piper asked. 
“I believe it’s the Ark of the Covenant, and I think it contains an archive, designed for our judgment.” 
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Prologue
“RIGHT OR LEFT?” 
Cameron looked up at his father then down at his napkin. The words Nile Cafe edged the corner, and to Cameron they looked distinctly hand-stamped, as if the proprietor had purchased generic napkins and decided it was worth marking them manually. In the napkin’s middle was a network of lines that looked like the bodies of massacred stick people stacked haphazardly atop each other. It had made sense when the man in the cafe had explained the tunnels, thick coffee in small cups between them, the man’s eyebrows raised at this fifteen-year-old kid who dared to ask such adult questions. But now, in the stale underground air, it was hard for Cameron to remember which line corresponded to which passageway. Any one of them could be anything. 
 “Go right,” Cameron said, then turned the napkin 90 degrees and nodded to himself. “Yes. Right.” 
Benjamin hesitated then turned right. Cameron followed, limestone brushing each of his arms. Cameron wasn’t usually claustrophobic, but the tunnels were reversing that. It wasn’t the confined space — it was that this part of the tunnels was off limits for a reason, and although his father figured the Egyptians were keeping secrets, Cameron thought the prohibition might be for a far simpler reason: Maybe the tiny tunnels were unsafe. Maybe they were unsound and might collapse. Closed spaces required vents and chimneys for oxygen to come in and carbon dioxide to be wafted away. The shafts here were mostly plugged with sand. That’s one reason most of these types of explorations were done by robots, or by adventurous humans donned in breathing gear. Maybe they wouldn’t be crushed after all. They could suffocate instead. 
“Wait,” Cameron said a minute later.
Benjamin peeked over his shoulder, the lantern’s light throwing his shadow harshly against the stone wall. 
“I meant left.” 
“Left now, or left back when you said ‘right’?”
“Back there.” 
“So I should turn around.” 
“Yes,” Cameron said, though he wasn’t sure. This place was creeping him out. It wasn’t only the claustrophobia — the Mullah were famously averse to visitors getting close to their secrets. 
Benjamin extended his hand. “Let me see the map.” 
Cameron handed him the napkin. 
“This is just a mess of lines,” Benjamin said after thirty seconds of looking it over. “You should have had him make a map we could actually read.” 
“I can read it.”
“Oh come on. I can’t even read it.” 
Cameron snatched the napkin back. He didn’t want more of this bullshit. Not now. Not after three weeks of exploring caves and talking to men who required bribes just to whisper, always feeling like the two of them might at any time be abducted and held for ransom. Not after trekking and sweating and sleeping on mattresses that Cameron felt sure were infected with insects — a fear so vivid that he swore he could feel the bugs moving at night. Not after thrice-daily lectures, delivered by his father during every meal. He said they were partners in this round of exploration, but Cameron was treated as less than an assistant. More like a pupil. A rather dim pupil who never did his homework or remembered his lessons.
“I can read it,” he said. 
“How can you possibly …” 
Cameron pointed at the map, his temper rising like a tide. “This is the main shaft, where we came in. And this is that branch we ran into — see, like a Y? So this must be where we are now, which puts the Sun Chamber here.”
Benjamin raised his eyebrows and repeated, “Must be where we are?” 
 “Is,” Cameron asserted. “This is where we are.”
“You’re sure?” 
No. The answer was no. 
“Will you just trust me?” Cameron said instead. 
“So … left? Then you need to back up so I can turn around. Unless you want to lead?” 
Benjamin indicated the narrow stone passage behind them. Cameron tried to see the gesture as a measure of trust but couldn’t shed the thought of ancient booby traps springing and impaling him. It seemed like a long shot seeing as such things were for Hollywood more than reality (the Mullah preferred a more direct approach), but he still didn’t want to go first. The initial set of tunnels they’d bribed their way into had been restricted, but this part was supposedly unknown except to those who obviously knew it best. Anything could be in here. Anything at all. 
“No thanks. You’re the ‘expert.’” To get his dig on Benjamin, Cameron made the quotes around “expert” audible. Then he inched backward to the T junction and let his father pass. 
“Right or straight ahead?” Benjamin asked a few minutes later. 
The map showed no junction. 
“Straight … straight ahead,” Cameron stammered. 
“Are you sure?” 
“Yes, I’m sure.” 
Benjamin bit his lip, lowered the lantern, turned, and faced his son. 
“Tell me if you don’t know, Cam. I don’t want to get lost down here.” 
“I know! I said straight!” 
Benjamin looked like he might persist but then just sighed and turned. 
Cameron followed, holding the map with both hands, shining his headlamp down while trying to resist the headache that came with the bouncing glow. He was pretty sure this was correct. Almost entirely. Yusef hadn’t marked the right-branching passage they’d just passed, probably because he was giving them a way to reach the chamber directly without all the alternative approaches. You don’t tell someone every street they’ll cross on the way to the post office; you just tell them to cross the big intersection with the Kmart on the corner before turning. 
Benjamin’s voice came back at Cameron from over forward-facing shoulders. Sound was odd in here. The rock funneled voices toward the speaker’s head, leaving a scant fraction of normal volume to echo backward. 
“How do you think these passages were carved, Cameron? Hard to imagine humans doing this by hand, right?” 
Cameron pretended not to hear. 
“Cam?” 
“It should be just up here, Dad.” 
“Did you hear what I said about the—”
“Yes.” 
“So how do you think they were carved?”
Cameron sighed loudly enough to be obvious. 
Benjamin turned his head. “So you don’t know that, either.” 
Either. So clearly Benjamin didn’t trust his map reading even after the assurances.
“I know it, Dad.” 
“So why don’t you just tell me?” 
“Because you know I know.” 
“How do I know you know if you won’t answer the question?” 
“Gee, I don’t know. Maybe because you’ve told me, like, a hundred times?” 
“I guess it wasn’t often enough,” Benjamin said with false regret. 
“Or maybe it’s because when most kids were getting bedtime stories, I was learning about the tools and excavation methods of ancient people. Maybe I don’t want to answer your question because I’ve already answered it a thousand times, like every day of my life is some stupid quiz.”
“That’s so not how it was, and you know it.” 
“Really? What did we talk about at breakfast?” 
Benjamin said nothing.
“It’s really too bad we split up at lunch so I could get the map from Yusef. If we’d eaten together, I’d probably be able to pass this test.” He snapped in the reverberating stone hallway. “Damn.” 
“Forgive me for educating you. Most sixteen-year-olds don’t get opportunities like this to—” 
Cameron rolled his eyes. “Oh, for fuck’s sake.” 
“Cameron!” 
“Really, Dad? I’m old enough to fly around the world with you and break into deathtraps by your side but not old enough to swear? I thought the aliens taught us language? Shouldn’t I glory in its many colorful aspects?” 
Benjamin didn’t reply. He seemed to be pouting, but that was fine with Cameron. It was bad enough that his father’s obsession had been forced upon him as if it were Cameron’s passion, too. Worse that the same obsession had driven his mother from their marriage. The constant lectures about aliens and conspiracy theories had replaced board games and tossing a ball in the yard. Benjamin hadn’t made it to a single one of Cameron’s band recitals in middle school — but Cameron had definitely made it to Machu Picchu and to meet the hunched-over shaman who couldn’t wait to talk about little green men. If Benjamin wanted to feel butt-hurt over Cameron’s jabs about their shared past, so be it. Someone needed to knock the man down a few pegs every once in a while — to remind him that archaeology and aliens didn’t single-mindedly interest everyone the way they interested him. 
But Cameron was vindicated a few minutes later. As assured, the narrow hallway yawned into a wide chamber in the ancient structure’s central base — a place that was supposed to be caved in but turned out fine, just like Yusef promised. 
Benjamin went ahead, spreading out, still conspicuously silent. His headlamp played along the walls, in many small cubbies like ancient shelves. Cameron watched him circulate, shining the lantern on everything. Finally Benjamin stooped to pick something up — a small item, the size of a coin. He looked up, and Cameron waited for his thanks and congratulations, waited for his father to tell him he wasn’t an idiot after all.
“This isn’t the right chamber,” Benjamin said.
“What? Of course it is!” 
“No, it’s not.” Benjamin shook his head. “See that?” 
Cameron followed his father’s gesture and found a pencil-thin spear of sunlight shining through the rock above.
“Anything seem wrong with that light to you?” 
Cameron didn’t want to answer. The question was obviously loaded. 
“Does that look like a northern-facing shaft?” Benjamin asked, still pointing. “You know … for the Sun Chamber?”
“Um …” 
“Hell, Cam. Of course it’s not.”
“But it’s the chamber on the map!”
“It’s just a room.” Benjamin swore under his breath. It wasn’t easy to move around undetected. If the Mullah caught wind that outsiders were snooping, there’d be hell to pay. Lucky that this was a minor outpost so their presence would be light — not much, globally speaking, to see here.
“Look at the ornamentation, Dad!” Cameron pointed around the chamber. There were symbols everywhere and a round object made of stone or ceramic lying flat, not entirely visible, on a raised podium. “It’s obviously something. Yusef must’ve—”
Benjamin reached for the napkin. Cameron, more out of reflex than sense, tried to snatch it away. Benjamin caught a pinch, and the napkin tore neatly in two. 
“Great. Just great.” Benjamin held out his hand, and Cameron dutifully handed over the napkin’s second half. His mood had gone from triumphant to chastised in thirty short seconds.
Benjamin looked over the torn napkin. “Like I said. Not the Sun Chamber. This is either drawn wrong or you’re reading it wrong. Although how that could possibly happen with such excellent cartography, I can’t imagine.” 
“Well, then let’s just figure out what this place is. You didn’t even know this chamber was here, did you? Lemons from lemonade, Dad.” 
Benjamin was shaking his head. Pouting, Cameron thought. Now that they were here, they’d explore the chamber, all right, but not until his dad got his passive-aggressive digs in. The great Benjamin Bannister didn’t like arriving at sites unprepared — and whatever this strange ceremonial room was, it hadn’t been researched. It could be anything, and without knowing what he was looking for or at, he’d miss the obvious. But in Cameron’s mind, this was a case of getting more than they’d bargained for, not less. They’d check their current chamber out then find the Sun Chamber. Two chambers for the price of one.
Benjamin shook his head at the napkin halves, not dignifying Cameron’s words with a response, and resumed mumbling. 
As his father turned and seemed to be fishing for his bearings, Cameron shone the lantern around, exploring. He approached the podium, glancing up to get a better look at the round object that was this room’s clear focal point, but footsteps on the stone behind him caught his attention before he could zero in.
“Cameron.”
Cameron turned. Benjamin came forward and slapped the coin thing he’d picked up earlier into his palm. 
“What’s this?” 
“A souvenir. So you’ll always remember your inability to admit when you don’t know what you’re doing.”
“We found a new chamber! What’s the problem?” 
“And we’ll look it over. Then we’ll try to salvage the situation before the authorities or the Mullah knows we’re here. But dammit, Cam, if you’d just listened …” 
“Dad, I’m telling you—”
“What? What are you telling me? That Yusef got it wrong, not you? Or that the tunnels and chambers have moved around since he drew you the map?” 
Cameron shook his head. He wanted to be angry, but the obvious error had taken the wind from his sails. 
“You’re just like your mother. Your ego is so fragile, you can’t ask for help. We paid Yusef well. I told you to make sure you got all we paid for. I trusted you with this one thing, Cam.” 
But Cameron remembered the way the man had eyed him in the Nile Cafe. He’d seemed to resent speaking to the American kid — divulging secrets that, if Benjamin was correct, were known only to a tiny inside circle. Many palms had been greased and several connections uncovered to find the Sun Chamber, and yet this was what Yusef had ended up facing? Some stupid kid? Cameron had felt every ounce of the man’s irritation. And so, yes, to compensate, maybe he’d puffed his chest a bit more than he should have. 
And maybe — just maybe — Cameron had said, “Yes, of course” when Yusef had snapped, “You understand?” a bit too readily, as if he’d had something to prove. 
Benjamin put his hand on Cameron’s shoulder. The contact seemed to surprise them both. The hand dropped, and his voice was softer, lower, when he spoke again.
“I don’t expect you to know everything, Cameron. I just wish you’d admit when you don’t. Yusef explained it to you and not me, fine. But if you’d told me he’d been less than forthcoming, I’d at least have known what I was dealing with. If you’d said upfront that you weren’t entirely sure of the directions—”
“But I was sure! Yusef showed me what all of these—!”
“If you’d just told me you weren’t sure of the directions,” Benjamin patiently repeated, “I’d have taken the time to search for glyphs in the tunnels. We’d have taken longer, but we’d at least have found what we were looking for.” Another sigh then a lift in his voice. “Come on. Let’s look around, take some photos. Then we’ll just retrace our steps.” 
As Benjamin began making his way around the room’s edge, Cameron looked at the small object his father had given him. It was a coin, apparently — about the size of a half dollar. It seemed to be made of an unknown brown metal, battered, with a square hole in its center. Cameron turned it over, wondering if his father expected him to theorize on the coin’s origin or maybe on its extraterrestrial forging methods.
It was moot. He turned back into the chamber and was about to put it back down when his father stopped him with a glance.
“Keep it. Only the Mullah come here, and if they cared about it, they’d have taken it already. Like I said, a souvenir.”
Cameron nodded then turned to the other side of the room and the raised platform that had seemed to be calling his name. He peered at his father, who was exploring a cubby. Then, without knowing why, he reached up and touched the round thing on its top. He felt a shock, like static, and practically jumped away.
Benjamin turned back, seeing him totter.
“Did you slip?” 
“Just a little.” 
“You okay?”
“Yeah, I’m …” 
What was he, exactly? Despite the shock — despite the fact that ceramic objects weren’t supposed to issue shocks — Cameron wanted to climb back up and touch the thing again. He still couldn’t see it properly without climbing onto the platform, but he could glimpse its edge. It had almost seemed to respond, conforming to his finger like dipping it in gel, despite the thing’s obvious solidity. 
“Cameron?” 
“Nothing. It’s nothing.” Then he squinted back up at the thing, which he’d swear was now glowing in the gloom. But that couldn’t be, and if it was, his father would say something. “But I could’ve sworn that—” 
Benjamin cut him off, holding up a finger. Listening. Then, with something urgent invading his manner, Benjamin looked down at the napkin, turning it in circles, trying to make magic by mating the halves. 
“Which way is out, Cameron?” 
Cameron pointed the way they’d come. 
“A different way. On here. Is this an exit? Is it this symbol here?” 
Cameron followed his father’s finger. “I … yes, that’s the way out.” 
“You’re sure?” 
This time, yes. Of course he was. He had to be, or else he was a total failure. 
“Yeah. But Dad, what’s — ?”
A mumbling. A grumbling. Coming from all around them. And then above, around, rock walls seemed to shift like some bizarre Rubik’s Cube changing configurations.
And then there was shouting. 
The sound of rushing feet. 
“What’s — ?” Cameron blurted suddenly terrified. 
“Go. Just go!” Benjamin pointed to Cameron’s indicated path. 
The walls continued to shift. Sand grated down from above. Benjamin shouted for directions, finally trusting Cameron, under duress, to read the map. Behind them, something collapsed. They heard Mullah shout. 
“Which way?” Benjamin yelled back as they approached a fork, hurried feet behind them, chattering on in a language Cameron didn’t understand. 
“Right. I mean left!” 
“Are you positive?” 
“Yes!”
Cameron looked back, saw something crash to the ground. The world was coming apart behind them. 
“Dad, what’s happening?”
Still running, trying to hold his breath, Benjamin said, “Did Yusef say anything about a ‘Key Chamber’?” 
“I don’t think so!” 
“That’s what they’re shouting about.” Benjamin pointed back, leaping rubble. “‘Key Chamber.’” 
“I don’t know anything about it!” 
“Well, doesn’t matter. I think it’s gone now. You didn’t touch anything back there, did you? Before they came, before the walls started to shift?” 
“No!” The word was out before Cameron realized it was a lie. And in his next blink he saw the thing on the podium, glowing serenely, begging him to touch it again, calling out to him even now.
The sounds were growing louder. Looking back, Cameron could see the first flashes of torchlight — not flashlights but real flames on burning sticks. Apparently the air in here wasn’t ignitable after all, and the Mullah, unlike Team Bannister, weren’t worried about burning all of the room’s oxygen. Because they knew the tunnels and exits. Just like Cameron sort of did.
Robe-clad Mullah knights spilled into the shaft from behind, but then something fell from above and blocked their way.
They ran fast, somehow finding the original shaft as if by a miracle and heading back the way they’d come, praying for faithful memory, luck, and daylight.





Seven Years After Astral Day







Chapter One
UP THE TUNNELS. Past portals and doorways guarded by immense round rock doors. Cameron was panting, heaving, the lanyard around his neck with its small metallic bounty pasted with sweat to the skin of his upper chest. Jeanine Coffey was behind him, shouting in harsh whispers. The Reptar purr was no longer audible, but Cameron thought he could still hear Titan feet on the rock-hewn stairs. Titans could move quickly if they needed, or wanted to. The lines blurred anyway, seeing as one type of Astral could become the other — or even a spare viceroy, as it turned out.
“Which way?” Jeanine shouted.
“This way!” 
“That’s down. We need up.” 
A sudden sound cut the air, and Cameron reacted just in time, grabbing Jeanine by the shoulder of her jacket and pulling her around a corner, into what once might have been an underground bedroom. The place was like an enormous buried anthill or rabbit warren. Even if he’d had a map, it wouldn’t have helped in this unfathomable maze.
Jeanine’s eyes lit with anger. She seemed about to yell at Cameron for daring to drag her anywhere when he pressed his hand flat against her mouth. Outside in the passageway, feet scampered past — too agile and fast for a Titan, too few in number to be the paws of a Reptar. And although Cameron saw little as he pressed Jeanine against the wall to silence her, the woman’s amber eyes lit with alarm as she seemed to notice something flap past them in the recently abandoned corridor. 
When their pursuer was gone, Jeanine said, “That was a human.”
“I know.”
“Mullah?” she whispered. 
“Makes sense.” 
“I thought we lost them.”
“They’re as old as the Templars. I don’t think they lose easily.”
Jeanine, usually tough and unflappable, seemed clearly flustered. Her eyes stayed on the stone hall’s doorway. “Jesus Christ. Haven’t they taken their pound of flesh already? We’re not even trying to find it anymore. So what’s their problem?”
“Ask my father.” It came out automatically and only slapped Cameron with a cold hand once out of his mouth. Even five years after Benjamin’s death, his absence still hurt like it happened yesterday. 
“Wait. That might not have been a human. The place is lousy with Astrals. It might have been one of them, changed into human form. Like Kindred.” 
“You know that’s not how it works.” 
“Maybe they have one of those generator people, to make it work.” 
“Progenitor,” Cameron corrected, using Kindred’s word for a shapeshifter’s donor. They’d seen plenty in the cities and deserts they’d been forced to wander before leaving them behind, but no evidence that Titans and Reptars could borrow a non-Astral shape without a progenitor and time to nurture the process. Even then their group had Kindred as a doppelgänger failsafe, able to tell a genuine human from an alien in her skin. They were otherwise impossible to spot. Good thing the real Meyer had been so bedraggled and emaciated when they’d found him. It gave the group time to get comfortable with a pair of them before Original Meyer regained his old body and musculature, at which point the two beings had become more than twins. Years later Cameron still kept wanting to tag one to tell the two apart, like a rancher branding cattle. 
“Right,” Jeanine said. “That’s what I’m saying. The Astrals kidnap one of the Mullah, then copy him like Kindred copied Meyer. That guy could be their generator.”
This time Cameron didn’t bother to correct her. Jeanine wasn’t making a mistake; she was being intentionally annoying. She didn’t get outwardly nervous often, and always covered it by becoming a wiseass when she did.
“Then who cares? Swap one foe for another. What’s the difference?”
Jeanine was clearly distracted. For the first time, Cameron let himself wonder what had become of their remaining party, likely still several floors down in this strange place.
“I lost them,” Jeanine said. “When the Reptars came—” 
“Shh!” 
Cameron raised a finger. He could tell from her eyes that he’d pay for shushing Jeanine, but even after assuring himself that there were no pursuers behind them, he still had to concentrate. Even Derinkuyu’s touristy sections, back when there had been tourists, were confusing. The ancient underground city — sort of like an apartment building sunken into the rock — had thirteen underground floors, room for a city of twenty thousand people, plus all of the animals and supplies required for a happily ever after. It would have made a great hideout if it hadn’t been infested. But of course it was, so now they’d need to move on, to try and find somewhere else away from the horde. But really, how was that different from every day since they’d arrived at Mount Horeb in the shuttle and faced —
Well, he definitely didn’t want to think about that. 
Cameron listened, but nothing came. He’d heard a phantom sound, or perhaps whoever was out there had finally found them, and was now in hiding, waiting for them to emerge.
“Maybe it was Charlie,” Cameron said. “Maybe he got around the Titans and you saw him, on his way to the surface.”  
Jeanine shook her head. “No. That guy was wearing a robe.” 
“Mullah,” Cameron muttered. 
“But the Astrals … You know what they say about the enemy of my enemy being my friend.” 
“The Mullah have spent the entire occupation avoiding the Astrals. More than seven years of running and hiding. I don’t think they’ll engage, even if we ask nicely.” Cameron crossed the chamber and peeked slowly into the passageway. “It’s clear. Let’s go.” 
“You were going down before we came in here,” Jeanine said. 
“I know where I was going.” 
“The exit is up.” 
“Our people are down.” 
Jeanine was still shaking her head, now at the idea of moving farther into the warren instead of up toward open air. Despite obvious guilt over losing the others in the melee below, her action plan was apparently diametrically opposed to her regrets. For the former right hand of the late Nathan Andreus, strategy always trumped empathy.
“Yes. And they’ll head toward the exit, so we can meet them there.” 
“I’m not going to leave them behind with the Astrals and trust they can make it out, Jeanine. Even you’re not that cold blooded.” 
She actually laughed — too loud, in Cameron’s adrenaline-fueled opinion. 
“And I suppose if they’re besieged, we’re going to save them?” 
Cameron didn’t reply. Was that actually a question?
“Kindred can see into their group mind,” Jeanine went on. “He’ll know where the Astrals are. He can lose them in this maze then avoid them until the group finds the main exit, or even a chimney to shimmy up.” 
“And the Mullah?” 
“We’re just two people,” she replied. “But they have Christopher. And the Pall.” 
“The Pall stayed topside,” Cameron said.
But she was set now, unperturbed by anything that contradicted her rapidly congealing battle plan. “If the Pall saw anything head into the cave after us, it’d do its smoke thing and head down past any Astrals to help. Create darkness like it did in Heaven’s Veil, so the Astrals couldn’t find them. Or take a form and fight.”
“What form have you seen the Pall take that would be any good in a fight? Heather Hawthorne, maybe?”
“They’ll be fine, Cameron. We’re in trouble.” 
“Trouble? You?” 
Jeanine rolled her eyes. “We’re not going to find out just sitting here. We go up, not down.” She said it with finality as if she led the group rather than Cameron — which, in times of crisis, she mostly did. “If they can get out, they’ll do it without our help. If they can’t, we’ll make no difference, and heading up is triage. Either way, our course of action’s the same. I’ll lead, if you want to be a pussy about it.” 
Cameron grunted. 
“Want one of my guns?”
“No.” 
She was handing him a pistol anyway. A Beretta and a spare clip filled with self-packed bullets. 
“I said no.” 
“Don’t be an asshole, Cameron.” 
“No guns.”
“What do you plan to use if we run into Mullah or Astrals? Your charming personality?” 
“No guns,” Cameron repeated. He hadn’t touched one in years. Not since Sinai. And never again. 
Jeanine’s look was either sympathetic or impatient. But she didn’t understand and would never be able to, beyond the tangential blast given by the archive that day. It had been a thousand times worse for Cameron. 
He’d never touch a gun again. That’s what nobody truly got. His opinion was cast in cement. If he couldn’t change the past, at least he’d shape his future. 
Jeanine put the gun away, not saying what was clearly on her mind. It wasn’t your fault, and you’re handicapping all of us by being stubborn. It was true but altered nothing. 
“Fine. Stay behind me. But if someone comes from the rear, you’d better make like a human shield. I don’t intend to get shot, diced with a scimitar, or eaten just because of your hang-ups and refusal to be rational.” 
They left the chamber, moving into the rock passage. Cameron didn’t like small spaces — hadn’t since the day he and his father had barely escaped the Mullah in Giza. But unlike those ancient hallways, Derinkuyu’s corridors were rounded by time and excavation, eroded by time as if by water. There was an openness here, even underground, that most confined sites lacked. He could have abided this place. It was almost too bad the hunch had been wrong — or that someone in the dusty burgs along the way had guessed their destination and ratted them out. 
They reached the stairs. Without flinching, Jeanine moved upward. She had a small lantern in her left hand, a gun raised in the other. 
But two steps up, Jeanine and Cameron both froze as they heard a scratching behind them. 
Cameron turned. Piper was standing in the dim stone hallway behind them, her fingernails raking the rock wall.
“Piper!” he whisper-shouted, relief flooding his chest, moving forward. “Where are the others? Did you all get away? Are Lila and Christopher with you? Is — ?”
Instead of replying, Piper held up a hand then gestured for them to follow. She didn’t come forward to meet Cameron’s rushing embrace. She simply turned on her heel. 
“That’s not Piper,” Jeanine said. 
But of course Cameron had figured that out. Piper had been wearing a pair of scavenged jeans and a sweater that was coming unraveled at the sleeve. The woman ahead of them was in a pristine white gown, like Piper used to wear while living in Heaven’s Veil. 
“Hey,” Cameron said. 
Piper turned to look at him. 
“I hate when you do that.” 
With a relaxing breath, Piper dissolved into the boiling, multicolored smoke that they’d come to know as the Pall’s default shape. Unlike Astral shapeshifters, the Pall could become a mute version of anyone it touched. But it required tremendous energy, and freaked everyone out — especially Meyer.
Jeanine was still frozen on the steps. 
“Come on,” Cameron said. “It wants us to follow.” 
Still with her gun out. Still poised to move upward, toward the exit. “It’s going to lead us deeper into the tunnels.” 
“It’ll protect us. It wouldn’t call us if there wasn’t a reason.” 
At the end of the hallway, the Pall’s smoke became a large, malformed appendage, like an enormous reaching hand, and beckoned again.
Jeanine sighed and stepped down, moving to follow. “It’s like taking directions from Lassie,” she said.





Chapter Two
MEYER OR KINDRED — or Meyer and Meyer, as Piper thought of them, even now — were ducked low in a chamber across the squat, brown-rock hallway. Piper could feel their energy just as she could feel Lila’s beside and behind her. 
The Meyers were strange, even after years of knowing them both — even after years spent trying alternative relationships, where she was with them both. They weren’t like twins: two brothers who happened to share identical genetics. They were like the same man, split in two. It had never felt like Kindred and Meyer shared her. It had never felt any more polygamous than it would feel to love one man, and his reflection. 
But it must have been different on some level because even though they were the same man, they also weren’t. And still, even now with her heart beating and peril so familiar in her veins, Piper could feel them appraising their situation. Could feel each man’s reaction — the same yet nearly opposite. Fused into one thing, bickering like an old married couple. 
The sense didn’t reach Piper in words. It came as a gatling blast of emotions.
Yes.
No.
Up.
Down.
Told you so. Told you this was a bad idea. 
Told you so. Told you this was a good idea. 
But the warring and yet somehow integrated contention coming from the Meyers changed nothing. They were still pinned down. Still trapped.
Piper turned to Lila. Clara was beside her. In the past, Lila would have been tightly holding her child, but those days were long behind them. Now Lila was upright, concerned but not panicked, seeming eighty instead of still in her twenties. Piper imagined they must all seem that old, and thought as much whenever she looked in a mirror. 
And Clara, beside but not entangled with her mother, seemed unfazed as ever. Calm, unaffected, almost jaded, just like the other Lightborn child they’d run across. Once an anomaly, Clara’s strange prescience and adult demeanor now seemed almost normal. Odd to believe there had once been a world where Clara appeared precocious. A world where seven-year-old girls still played with dolls and didn’t hint at hidden eternal knowledge. 
“Why did they stop attacking?” Lila asked. 
Clara shrugged. She got her flashes, but the girl didn’t know everything. Heaven’s Veil had changed her. Maybe destroyed the source of her power’s sharpest edge. And encountering the Ark at Mount Horeb, Mount Sinai? That had changed them all.
“I don’t know,” Piper answered when Clara didn’t.
“They came in like gangbusters,” Lila said. “I figured we were toast.” 
Yes. Piper had thought that, too. Even Charlie had yelped like a frightened dog when the Reptars swarmed down from above. Most of ancient Cappadocia was supposed to have been abandoned in favor of the cities, at least as far as they’d heard across the outlands. The buried Turkish stronghold of Derinkuyu had dawned on Cameron like a benevolent bolt of lightning. If nobody had claimed it, the place would be the perfect place resting spot or semi-permanent residence. Or if a community had formed in Derinkuyu, as many rumors claimed, that would be even better. But they hadn’t found a community of human border dwellers or a hive claimed by Astrals. They’d found an empty shell. Until they’d made their way to the bottom and invaders descended.
There was movement from across the chamber. Light was scant, especially with half their lanterns and lights muted during their flight from the Astrals, so what came looked like a shadow. But it was only Charlie. 
“Christopher ran up.” 
Piper waited for more. But Charlie had said the unhelpful thing and was now waiting for her response, oblivious to the fact that those three simple words had offered nothing meaningful. Even years spent touring the Astral capitals and smaller outposts (some as bad as Heaven’s Veil, most worse, and much of the badlands between uncrossable) hadn’t softened Charlie.  
“Up where?” 
“To the stone door.” 
“He didn’t …”
Charlie’s eyes, in the semi-dark, speared Lila like a sword. She stopped speaking as if chastised. 
“Of course not. The door weighs eleven hundred pounds even if it weren’t cemented in place. I wasn’t going to help him close it, and neither were the Meyers.” 
 Lila said nothing as if he’d misunderstood. But Piper could feel her emotion, same as always, and yes, that had been her concern. Christopher wanted to close the door to keep the Astrals out. It’s how Derinkuyu had been designed, he claimed, but all Lila could think of was suffocation, of the door jamming and trapping them down here forever. 
“He’s back,” Charlie said. 
Piper waited a beat for more then said, “And?”
“He says they’re just sitting there.” 
“Who?” Lila asked. 
“The Astrals. Reptars and Titans. At the choke point. They’re not trying to force their way in.” 
“They must think we’re heavily armed.” 
“Because that’s stopped them in the past. Like the time in Roman Sands, when we still had Terrence’s big gun. They still came even when the gate choked with Reptar bodies.” 
“Well then, why the hell do you think they aren’t coming at us, Charlie?” Lila demanded.
Charlie’s face froze. His bangs were uneven. He didn’t even use a mirror to cut his hair. It just came off then piled up into a sharp-edged bowl until he looked pre-Astral Amish. 
Piper willed Lila to say nothing. Thankfully, she didn’t. The group had seen more than their share of arguments. There was Meyer against Kindred, Charlie against Cameron, Jeanine against everyone, and the unlikely spats where the sides were the group versus Charlie and Kindred. Charlie didn’t want to be on Kindred’s side any more than the man who was once Heaven’s Veil’s viceroy wanted to be on the side of Benjamin’s stodgy and unkempt right-hand man — who, he hadn’t forgotten, had urged many attacks on Heaven’s Veil before its annihilation. But Charlie and Kindred were alone with their desire to go back after the Ark. Back after the archive. Back, as things had settled, to the fearful city of Ember Flats, to face what they’d fled years ago. 
The air seemed to thicken as if a fog were rolling in. At first, Lila thought the lights were dying. Her second thought was that the Astrals had turned from their usual brute force and decided to attack like old-fashioned human riot police: rolling tear gas canisters into the lower levels where they’d once thought they could make their home underground, attempting to smoke them out.
But then the building mist coalesced into a dense, multicolored, shifting cloud of smoke. Then the smoke pressed itself together, and Piper found herself staring into the face of Original Meyer’s late ex-wife, Heather Hawthorne. 
Heather smirked but said nothing as she crossed to the doorway, toward the hallway whose end was thick with Astral soldiers that, if Christopher was to be believed, were merely waiting.
The Pall, as Heather, raised a finger and hooked it into a come-here gesture.
“I hate it when it does that,” Lila said.





Chapter Three
JEANINE WAS STOPPED at a fork in the passageway, half-stooped under the low ceiling. Cameron came up beside her. As she shone her flashlight ahead, toward the rounded hallways, the spherical room portals, and the holes and grooves in the floor and walls, he got the curious sensation of exploring the interior nooks of a natural sponge.
“It went that way.” Cameron pointed to the left. 
“I know where it went.” 
Jeanine’s answer was so flat and inflectionless that Cameron gave her a moment. She was clearly processing something. Either that or being defiant for the hell of it — something Nathan Andreus had encouraged in his lieutenant even if it meant she heeded a troublesome mind of her own. 
“We followed it this far,” Cameron said. 
“I don’t take orders from the Pall.” 
Cameron looked at Jeanine’s face, glaring at the twin passages as if deciding which to take, her jaw subtly working. If her hands hadn’t been occupied, Cameron knew she’d be chewing at her short, tortured fingernails. It was how she showed nerves even though the group’s fearless commando officially had none. For a second, he saw her as the woman she must have been before the Astrals arrival. She was thirty at most, and pretty beneath all the grit and strife that coated her in equal measure. She wore her need for vengeance — for Nathan, for their other friends, for all the massacred innocents in the Heaven’s Veil apocalypse — like armor. Without it, Cameron suspected, Jeanine Coffey might be beautiful. Or with it, maybe more so. 
“We followed it, Jeanine. You agreed.” 
“I don’t trust it.” 
“It’s been with us for five years.” 
“The Astrals don’t count time like we do. It could be a long con.” 
But her words were bullshit. Jeanine didn’t believe this was a double-cross, here and now and out of the blue. The Pall had come from the Astral mind, like Kindred had come from the Astral body. But Kindred was one of them now, and so was this silent, dark, and mysterious thing — this purged remainder from the mind from the first dead Meyer clone, if Kindred was to be believed. Or, if Cameron listened to his instincts, raw humanity in its natural form. This was what they all looked like once forced through the Astral filter, deemed unworthy of inclusion in their mind and forced to escape as something new. 
Jeanine was just scared of the unknown and of the way things had changed. Ever since they’d seen what they had through the Ark’s eye, their world had been different. It was no longer precisely humans versus aliens. The Astrals followed, yes. And sure, they killed. But despite Jeanine’s claim, Cameron increasingly felt more watched than stalked. More examined than hunted. 
Before Cameron could say more, Jeanine turned to him. He saw fear in her eyes, knowing she must see the same in his. Not because they were in danger — they’d been in mortal danger for nearly a decade now. Eventually fear of death became the norm, and you stopped dreading it. This was something else. 
“It’s never helped us, Cameron.” 
“It helped us in Heaven’s Veil.” 
“It got us out. That’s different.” 
Cameron wanted to argue (How is “getting us out” not helping us?), but he knew exactly what she meant. And this was hardly the time to discuss it. Unless this — with the Pall beckoning them into danger with its silent understanding — was exactly when it mattered most.  
“Who was that man, Cameron? The human I saw? How could it be Mullah if there was only one of them?” 
From the left-side passage, a black-headed Reptar emerged. Slowly, and in no rush. Cameron and Jeanine ducked behind a rock wall, but it wasn’t looking in their direction. If it had been a human, Cameron could almost have believed it had left the rest of its group to smoke a cigarette and pass the time.
And now here came the smoke as if plucked from Cameron’s imagination. 
Swirling slowly around them. 
Raising Jeanine’s gun arm, commanding the movement of her hand. 
Jeanine looked over at Cameron, eyes wide. 
The gun leveled at the Reptar. 
And then the Pall squeezed Jeanine’s hand in its smoky fist, pulling the trigger, shooting the Reptar in the side of its panther-like head. 
“I … I didn’t mean to …”
Jeanine didn’t need to finish. Every Astral in the choke point was spilling toward them like hornets disturbed. 
“Run!” Cameron shouted, bolting up from his crouch.
So they ran.





Chapter Four
PIPER HEARD THE GUNSHOT. For a second she was back with Meyer before this had all started, in Vail when it had still been Vail, firing the slug that had ended Garth’s life outside the Axis Mundi. Then she was in the cave at Mount Horeb, which Charlie said was the same as Mount Sinai, where Moses had received the Ten Commandments from God and the smashed pieces of those original judgments had once been entombed in the Ark. Where, Cameron seemed to believe, the Astral Archive birthed its most famous legend.
But then the instinctual, gut-deep memories were gone, and Piper was back in the caves with Lila and Charlie and Clara behind her, with Christopher and the Brothers Dempsey spilling from the opposite chamber. 
“Was that a gun?” Christopher asked, staring at Piper. 
She didn’t answer. Piper was in the stone hallway where the Pall had beckoned her. She wasn’t the logical leader of this party with Cameron gone but was at the group’s head, all of them unsure whether to proceed or duck back into their holes.
Ahead, Piper saw Astrals. Lots of Astrals. Spilling away from the choke point by the huge round stone door like water down a drain. Apparently keeping Piper’s group trapped was no longer interesting. Only whatever had fired the gun seemed to matter now. 
“Psst!”
Piper’s head turned. She saw a very thin, very tall man with a wispy brown mustache beyond the choke point, hiding behind a rock wall as the Astral outflow began to dissipate. 
The man looked directly at Piper and waved her forward. As Reptars and Titans poured from the funnel, Piper realized she could follow. But should she? Was it the Pall again? It had vanished just before the gunshot, dissolving into a thin, nearly invisible mist so it could sneak back past the Astral blockade. 
But no, she didn’t think the Pall had ever sampled a thin man with a mustache. And besides, this man was making sounds, whereas the Pall was only gestures — and (when it took the effort required to maintain a shape) facial expressions.
“Psst! This way!” 
Kindred put a hand on Piper’s shoulder. Meyer, in parallel, put a hand on her other shoulder. Piper felt like a tome between matching bookends. Meyer had grown a beard and Kindred was clean shaven, but if not for the facial hair, it would have been impossible to tell them apart.
“Don’t,” Kindred said. 
And Meyer, in Piper’s other ear, said, “For once, we’re in agreement.” 
But Piper was thinking of the Pall. It had taken form in her stone room a few minutes ago, not Meyer and Kindred’s. Both Meyers seemed to have a trusting yet suspicious relationship with the Pall, not all that different from the oddly fraternal relationship they had with each other. On one hand, Kindred and Meyer had been the strongest voices for its inclusion in the group, back when they could have abandoned it at the Utah ranch. But on the other hand, it had changed since then, like everyone else. Now Piper seemed to sense it most. Piper who, despite the Pall’s maddeningly neutral behavior, still believed it was around for a reason. 
Whoever this man was, the Pall had known he was was out here. And it had wanted the group to find him. 
“Piper!” Meyer hissed. 
She slipped her shoulders from both of their warning hands. Lila was behind her, Clara at her back. The women were leading while the men stayed in the rear. They were being either bold or foolish; she’d find out which in no time.
“This way,” the man repeated as Piper approached, moving toward the passage opposite the one taken by Astrals. There was a startled gasp from her back, and Lila skittered sideways, away from the body of a fallen Reptar.
The man vanished down the passage. After a moment’s hesitation, Piper raised her flashlight and followed. 
She almost lost their guide several times in the next sixty seconds, but he kept stopping, giving her time to follow his glow. The group was sticking close, mumbling but saying nothing, apparently having decided that anything that drew an Astral platoon away had earned benefit of the doubt. They’d been trapped; now they weren’t. Maybe this strange man was trouble, but he was leading them into a lateral move at best.
“We’ll wait a moment.” His words were oddly formal, and Piper realized for the first time that he seemed to have a British accent.
“Why?” 
He waved them back against the wall, stowing his light. Two Reptars passed. 
“That’s why.” 
“Who are you?” 
“My name is Aubrey Davis.” 
Piper waited, but apparently he was finished. 
“Why did you come for us?” 
“It seemed likely that you’d steered into some trouble.”
“But how … ?” She didn’t even know what to ask. What? Where? When? And why? But she settled for the topmost question in her mind: “Who told you we were down there? How did you even—”
“My employer and I sometimes use these caves for storage. We considered using the place as sanctuary but discovered its unfortunate shortfall as you seem to have.” 
“Which is … ?” 
“That there’s only one entrance.” 
“We thought a single entrance would make it easier to defend.” 
“Yes. Well. How would you say that has worked out?”
Aubrey was looking into the hallway, still pinned around the corner. It seemed empty to Piper, but he appeared to be waiting for something. 
“We heard there was a colony here. A community of humans.” That was sort of a lie. In truth, Cameron had remembered the place and its honeycombed grandeur and thought its location would be a perfect place to establish residence, and for once to be able to flee the endless sun and exposure. Sure, they’d heard rumors of communities, and if others knew of Derinkuyu, it’d make a perfect spot. Especially since the Astrals were far less intent on hunting humans lately. At least everyone but the Dempsey/Bannister clan.
“We saw you go in,” Aubrey told her in his crisp accent, still looking around the corner. “Unfortunately the Astrals watch this quarter as well. Often they let humans come and go, but they went right after you. Any idea why?” 
Yes, sure, Piper thought. We’re carrying a key that we thought would deactivate an alien doomsday device. But of course, once we realized it was an archive rather than a weapon, the Astrals were no less interested in pursuit. From Little Cottonwood Canyon to Heaven’s Veil to Mount Sinai to cities under Turkey, we’ve stayed interesting as long as we’re still holding the ball. 
But on the heels of that thought were a dozen others the group had endlessly debated. 
So why not leave the key behind and let them have it? 
Why not smash the key so that no one could use it? 
And since the Astrals seemed truly unable to open the archive without the key even after they’d followed the Heaven’s Veil scream to find it, would it really be that big of a deal to to just let them have it — and unarchive what they seemed to want? 
Charlie arguing one way. 
Cameron arguing another. 
And, still present even after his death, Benjamin Bannister’s ghost seemed to argue yet a different path. 
“No,” Piper lied. “But our group … we got separated from—”
But now there was sound from behind them again. The Astrals had circled around, and Piper could hear them spilling upward, still in pursuit of their alien plate — the key to unlocking God knew what evidence in advance of humanity’s trial. 
“Brilliant,” Aubrey muttered, looking back. “I do love an exciting finish.”





Chapter Five
“STOP AND WAIT,” said the man with dreadlocks. 
Cameron looked at Jeanine, their lights extinguished, crouching in the dark. They’d ducked away from the pursuing Astrals, turning back to the lower floor where they’d lost Piper and the others following the strange man’s appearance. He hadn’t seemed surprised to see them. He was wearing the same desert robes reported by Jeanine. But this man was definitely not Mullah. 
“We have to go back down,” Cameron said. 
“Down?” He actually laughed. The man had a broad, dark face and seemed like a Middle-Easterner, but his speech was clipped and precise — far higher English, Cameron thought, than his own. “From where you shot the alien? No, I don’t believe so.” 
“I didn’t — !” 
Cameron raised a hand to cut Jeanine off. They didn’t know who this man was, where he’d come from, or what he wanted with them. Giving him clues that might lead to the Pall — possibly still an ace in the hole — seemed like a terrible idea. 
But the dreadlocked man either didn’t hear her, or didn’t care. 
“Listen,” he said. “You’re lucky to have got away from there. I wasn’t sure how I was going to extract you and your others without the distraction.” 
Meaning the gunshot. Jeanine looked up, but again Cameron’s eyes silenced her. 
“Our others. That’s what I’m talking about. We have to find them.”
“No worries. My friend was in the opposite tunnel. I followed you; he meant to go in after them.” 
“They could be in trouble.” 
“You were the ones in trouble, my friend. Still are.” He seemed to perk his ears, listening for alien sounds echoing through the hallways. 
Cameron flinched. Something cold touched his bare arm. It took him a moment, in the dark, to realize it had been the wet nose of a dog sitting silently by his side. A large black lab that seemed to belong to their new guide. But the dog required no instructions and behaved like a human. Cameron wasn’t sure if the animal was shepherding their group of three or herding it. It seemed calm enough, but Cameron wondered if that would change if he tried something the dreadlocked man didn’t want, like fleeing in pursuit of his friends.
“I have a vehicle outside. It is sufficiently hidden. You were not going to escape on foot, as we saw you come. I am fairly confident that my friend has already ushered the rest of your people from the lower level. Go back now, and you will only increase your chances for peril. I am a competitive man. If my assistant returns with a greater percentage of those he was charged to save, I will be disappointed. So please, stay close. Even one of you getting eaten takes my record down to 50 percent.” 
Cameron’s brow furrowed. He looked past Jeanine’s questioning face to the man’s, but his head was still forward. 
“Why are you doing this?” In Cameron’s mind, nobody in the modern world acted out of kindness. They’d seen oppression in Heaven’s Veil, tyranny in Roman Sands, and nothing but defensive selfishness everywhere else they’d gone. To Cameron, these caves were supposed to be a hideout for their group and their group alone. Piper held the naive belief that they might find people here — and that if they did, those people would welcome their presence instead of killing them outright as threats. 
“My dog likes you.” 
Beside Cameron, the dog licked its lips, watching him with big, placid brown eyes. 
“Come. The way is clear.” 
The man walked. Cameron followed first with Coffey behind him. The dog, true to the man’s words, padded along silently at his side as if on a leash. 
“Who are you?” 
“My name is Peers.”
“Is that a first or last name?”
“I prefer the allure of a single name. Like Madonna.” 
“What?” 
“Basara,” Peers said. 
Cameron assumed he’d just been given the man’s last name, though he could have it backward. Neither order was more obviously correct.
“Come. We need to keep moving.” 
Jeanine gripped Cameron’s arm. Their quarters were too tight for her to say anything unheard, but the grip and her eyes broadcast enough. 
And Cameron attempted to silently answer: What’s our alternative? Being killed by Astrals?
As if in answer, a sound percolated through the stone, its direction impossible to pinpoint. Tunnels went up, down, and to all sides. Echoes formed a soup. 
They moved through the nexus, past an obvious upward staircase, and to another upward staircase farther on. Each of Peers’s turns had purpose as if he knew the place well. It took long minutes before they reached their first hint of daylight, and several times Cameron had been sure, based on sound, that Peers had been leading them into a den of purring Reptars. They stopped and went, ducked and trudged forward. Whenever they paused, the black dog sat at Cameron’s side and looked up at him.
Peers was first up the next stairway, same as the other times, but now he stopped, peeked back down, and seemed to think. 
“What is it?” Jeanine asked. 
“Tell me you are accomplished runners,” Peers said. “You needn’t be marathoners, per se, but perhaps you enjoy a sprint over shorter distances. You know. For fun.” 
Instead of answering, Cameron moved past Peers and peeked up the staircase. There was a large anteroom in the rock. Past that was the cave’s front entrance, and abundant sunlight beyond. They had maybe twenty yards to cover, and that wasn’t a problem. The thirty or more Reptars milling the area’s recesses were. 
“Just a straight jaunt through the center, don’t you think?” Peers said, rustling his robes as if to loosen his joints. 
“You can’t be suggesting …” Cameron began. 
But then Peers shot up the steps. The dog nipped Cameron’s heel; then they were running. Every black alien head turned, rising from a semi-crouch and turning to follow. 
They could never make it. Not in a thousand years. The way was clear up top, but they’d be in the wide open. Reptars were faster than people in a straight sprint. They’d be pinned seconds after arriving topside. Then the Astrals would steal the archive key or kill them. Probably both.
But when Cameron arrived in the sun with Peers, Jeanine, and the dog ahead of him, he saw Piper standing off to one side. A reinforced vehicle that had once been a Honda Accord screamed toward him from the other side. 
Cameron dodged just in time. The car missed him by two feet at most then gunned hard at the cave entrance. There was a crunch, a bang, and a visible poof of white airbags as the car’s front end smashed into a hole in the hillside. No glass shattered; the car had no windshield or windows.
A thin man was unbuckling, pushing at the deflating airbag and extricating himself from the smashed vehicle with amusing delicacy. When he finally jumped from the trunk end to the ground, Cameron saw that he had a small mustache and was wearing a crash helmet.
Peers took Cameron and Coffey by the arm and led them toward Piper and the others — who, it turned out, were standing in front of what looked like an armor-reinforced urban tank that might once have been a city bus. He nodded toward the man with the helmet. 
“That’s Aubrey,” Peers said. “But I wouldn’t talk to him right now. He’ll be peeved about losing his car whether he volunteered it or not.”
“But—”
Toward the bus’s door. Shoved inside while the man called Aubrey shooed Meyer, Kindred, and Clara in from an added entrance on its other side.
“You’d better have your ticket out and ready to be stamped,” Peers told them. 
Up the steps. Into what was, yes, indeed a converted bus armed with gun turrets. Studded with spikes and wrapped in razor wire.
“I’m just kidding,” Peers said. “We don’t stamp tickets anymore.” 
The engine revved as the man with the mustache plopped into the driver’s seat. Peers stood beside him, holding a vertical handrail. The bus lurched. Swung in a half circle. Then peeled out through ancient stone streets and hills while the Astrals poked futilely around their new prison’s plugged hole, their spherical silver shuttle hovering without a pilot nearby. 
After the rattling streets gave way to open roads, Cameron finally peeled his eyes, steeped in terror, from the windows. 
Then he turned and saw that someone was already sitting beside him.
It was the dog.





Chapter Six
THE TRAVELERS WOULDN’T SLEEP. 
That didn’t surprise Peers. When he and Aubrey had first made their way out of London, in the occupation’s earliest days, a charismatic man named Saul had taken them into what turned out to be more cult than caravan. Peers hadn’t slept for the first night they’d been in Saul’s too-good-to-be-true protection, nor had he slept on the second. Not since university had he stayed up for so many hours, and the longer he’d stayed awake, the greater his paranoia. Sleep was the enemy. If he’d lowered his guard, something awful would happen. But as luck had it, something horrible had happened anyway, and the next day Peers and Aubrey were back on their own with blood soaking their clothing and hands. 
He understood why Cameron and the others didn’t sleep, and why the one they called Kindred seemed so uncertain of him. To Peers, Kindred looked exactly like Meyer Dempsey, Heaven’s Veil’s supposedly dead viceroy. That would have been fine if not for the group’s second Meyer Dempsey — this one simply called “Meyer.” But Peers thought he knew what this was. Astrals were shapeshifters. It seemed that Kindred had once been Astral, and was now stuck in human form. Surely he’d eye Peers with a raised brow, but no matter his suspicions he wouldn’t truly know anything beyond the fact that Peers wasn’t Astral.
It would take time. And that was fine. 
A half hour expired, and the questions got started. They asked Peers how he knew they were in Derinkuyu when they really wanted to know why he was looking for them in the first place, especially the farther they got from the ancient Cappadocian city. Hours passed, and it was obvious that the honeycomb was far from Peers’s home base. Why had he and his assistant trucked all the way out to that specific point to rather coincidentally save them? If pressed, he’d tell them he knew they had the archive key, and that the Astrals were after it. But he wouldn’t say anything until he had to. Secrets had to be rationed. 
Evening slowly replaced afternoon. The crew became restless, unwilling to close their eyes despite obvious fatigue. Perhaps it was dawning on them that their saviors had captured them, too. They weren’t in chains and Peers wouldn’t use force to hold them, but those on the bus had entered a quiet standoff. While the vehicle was in motion, everyone on board was more or less stuck. All eyes seemed to be weighing the situation, frying pan versus fire. They could ask to get off, yes. But why? The outlands offered no cover, and Peers had given no reason to doubt his intentions. 
Except for his and Aubrey’s appearance being so highly, highly coincidental. 
Peers shifted attention between his new charges and the road. The Den was another half hour away, and the only customs or border patrols still in these parts were those that wandered everywhere, regardless of the old, pre-Astral map. And besides, he had help keeping this stretch clean, so Peers had little reason to worry. They’d be there soon — no need to press things beforehand. 
But something itched at him. Something that felt forgotten. He’d known the group’s composition, and they were all now in the bus. Kindred; Meyer; Cameron Bannister and his apparent wife, Piper; Meyer’s daughter, Lila; and her obviously Lightborn daughter, Clara. The blue-eyed man with the dark stubble seemed to be with Lila, and though Peers wasn’t good with names, he seemed to remember their brief introductions naming him Christopher. There was a stern-faced man in a button-up shirt and brown slacks named Charlie, and the hard-edged woman with the brown ponytail was the group’s militant: Janet, or something. 
And that was everyone. All the spotters had seen — everyone Peers had background on, if he cared enough to look. 
So why did he feel like something had been left behind? Something that might come back to bite him?
And why, several times now, did he seem to see something in the corner of his eye, like an animal running along beside the bus? 
“You know us, don’t you?” 
Peers felt his attention snap. He looked down to see the little girl. Glancing back, he saw her mother watching them both from a few rows back. Clara was seated across the aisle from Peers, watching him with unconcerned eyes. 
“I do now.” Peers tried to affect a smile, but Lightborn gazes were so unsettling. Rumor had it they could talk across distances. Intuit the future. Peers believed it, too. In the past, Astral incursions had resulted in highly spiritual societies that connected mind to mind. Ironic that in the modern world it had taken drug users to open those particular doors to the aliens. 
“But you knew us before. You knew we were in those caves.” 
“We saw you go in.” Peers regretted the words as he said them. He was treating Clara as if she were a seven-year-old kid because she biologically was one. But Clara was big for her age, seeming almost preteen. And there was nothing naive or innocent about her eyes. 
“My mom didn’t want to ask you, but I know you won’t mind answering.” 
“Okay. Shoot.” 
“Why haven’t the Astrals followed us?” 
“Because we plugged them in with Aubrey’s car.” 
“Damn right we did,” Aubrey muttered from the driver’s seat.
“But there should be others. They think in a network. Why didn’t they call to another shuttle and follow us?” 
“I assume we got lucky.” But Peers could hear the tone of his voice. This isn’t a child, he told himself. Not in any of the ways that matter. 
Clara appeared to chew on the statement. He’d never seen a Lightborn so close. Never had a conversation with one. Supposedly children born near Astral network hubs, in those vital early days, weren’t entirely impossible to find, though they were definitely rare. He’d researched, sure. But nothing could prepare him for Clara’s assessing stare. Some rumors said they could read minds. Was it true, or just more bullshit mysticism? 
“We’ve been lucky,” Clara said. 
“Exactly.” 
“I mean all along. Every day.” 
“Nobody’s lucky all the time.” 
“I suppose not,” Clara said. “My dad and grandma died in Heaven’s Veil. Lots of our friends, too. Even some of the people who got out of the city died later, like it didn’t matter. A policeman, Chief Jons. And this girl, named Grace. It’s been hard since we left.” 
“I see.” 
Clara’s head tilted. Then, without accusation, she said, “See? You do know who we are.” 
“I do?” 
“Well, you’re not surprised that we came from Heaven’s Veil. Or that we crossed the ocean.”
“Maybe I just hide it well.” Peers meant it as a joke, but the girl just kept watching him. 
“You don’t hide anything particularly well. I can feel your surprise.” Then the girl did something that made Peers jump in his seat. She reached across the aisle and touched the back of his hand. 
“If you let me in, we can get to know each other more easily.” 
With the girl’s words, Peers felt the most curious sensation, like someone palming his brain, squeezing it gently, curious about what was inside. 
“My mom doesn’t trust you …” She trailed off, waiting for Peers to repeat his name. 
“Peers.” 
“Peers,” Clara repeated. But he was sure she’d known it already, and that this was a link in a long chain of subtle manipulation. Some of the region’s guerrillas were excellent at building false trust, and this felt the same. “She doesn’t trust you. But you don’t scare me, Peers.” 
“That’s good. I’m not a scary person.” 
“If you let me in,” she said as the gentle pressure inside his skull reasserted itself, “I can tell that to the others, and they’ll believe me.” 
Peers flexed a tiny interior muscle. He felt Clara’s probing mental hand forced back. 
“I’d really rather not. Nothing personal. But I believe intentions are best demonstrated the old-fashioned way.” 
He thought Clara might protest — or possibly sound an alarm that their abductor was not to be trusted — but instead her body relaxed and the hand retreated, both from atop his own and from inside his mind. Then she was just another girl, half-slouched in the seat across from him. 
“It’s Clara, right?” he said. 
Clara nodded. 
“I’ll tell you a secret if you’d like.” 
“Do I have to keep it quiet?” 
“Only if you choose to.” 
“Then it’s not much of a secret, is it?” 
“That’s for you to decide.”
Clara straightened, clearly interested. 
“I do know who you are. And I did know you were in that cave.” 
He thought Clara might react with suspicion, but she merely raised her eyebrows quizzically. Their voices were low, and the row behind them was empty. This truly was a secret for as long as Clara wished it to be.
“I have friends who know far more than I do. I met many of them in England, while at Oxford.”
“I’ve never been to London,” Clara said, somehow delighted by the notion of another strange land. 
“It used to be a beautiful place, like your Heaven’s Veil. And my friends, they shared many images when the Internet was still open and free. Some small computer networks — not many, but some — are still active. And my friends, they told us about you.” 
“What did they tell you?” 
Peers nodded toward the back of the bus. 
“That man there is Cameron Bannister. His father was Benjamin Bannister.” 
“He still has nightmares about his father.”
Somehow Peers felt sure that she wasn’t speaking from conversations with Cameron or overheard nighttime voices but as someone who’d sampled those dreams in her mind. 
“Benjamin was an important man. He sent a lot of information to my friends. And so we know.” Peers paused, reminding himself that Clara had probably already figured out what he was about to admit. “We know about the key Cameron found. To the Ark.” 
“Oh,” Clara said. 
“That doesn’t surprise you? I’m doing my best with this secret, you know.” He put on a playful smile, but Clara only returned it out of obligation. 
“Is that why you came? Have you been following us? Did you help us escape the Astrals because of the key?” 
“Partially,” Peers said. “But there are other reasons. Your grandfather, there, for instance? He knows things that my friends might very much like to hear, about the Astrals.” 
Clara finally laughed, pointing away from where Peers held his finger. 
“That’s my grandfather. The other one is Kindred.” 
“See, Clara? This is why it’s good we’ve met.” 
“Kindred used to be one of them. But they changed him. He’s let me in, all the way. So I know he can still sense the Astrals, but I also know he can’t go back, or maybe wouldn’t go back. His body could change if it wanted, but he’s human now in all the ways that count, and so he won’t ever do it. He’s angry, and would never join them again.” 
“What’s he angry about?” 
“The Astrals killed his son. My uncle. And they killed my grandma. He used to be married to her a long time ago.” 
“But wasn’t it Meyer’s son? The human Meyer? And it was the human Meyer who was married to your grandmother.” 
Clara shook her head. “It doesn’t matter. They’re the same person, inside and out. He’s the same as my grandpa. They both married my grandma. They both had a son who was killed.” 
“That must make for strange family reunions.” 
“They both were married to Grandma Piper,” Clara said, as if this explained the situation, or gave it a finer point. “And now that she’s married to Cameron, they both still love her.” 
Peers decided not to pry. He should keep his distance from these people, hard as it would be.
“So that’s why you’re here.” Clara’s hands were folded in her lap and she’d looked down while speaking, as if some horrid realization had dawned, and turned her into a child again. 
“Why do you feel I’m here?” Peers asked. 
“To make us go back.” 
“Back where?”
“To the Ark.”
“Back?” Peers repeated. “So you’ve been there before? To Ember Flats?” 
Clara’s brow wrinkled, looking as though she didn’t know where the Astrals had taken the Archive after they’d followed its scream to Mount Sinai, where the Templars had stowed it — probably with some sense of historical irony. But everyone knew the Ark was in Ember Flats. If the world had a logo these days, that was it: the Ark on its enormous stone plinth in the city’s center, waiting to be unlocked like Excalibur waiting to be pulled from the stone. Peers had friends who’d tried to protect the Ark in its old location, to beat the Astrals to it once it had screamed with Heaven’s Veil’s death, as a tidal wave of agony had rushed toward the ancient recording device. But you didn’t need to have seen it carted off to know its location. The Astrals weren’t hiding it. Anyone who could fight their way into Ember Flats could walk right up to the thing and touch it. 
“No. We went to the old place.” 
“To Mount Horeb?” 
Clara nodded. “Cameron and his dad thought of it as Mount Sinai, but yes.” 
Peers was floored. The scholars had been right all along. The Bannisters had found the key where the Templars had hidden it, and they’d reached the similarly hidden Ark before the Astrals had triangulated on the Heaven’s Veil scream. Some claimed the Bannister group didn’t actually reach the Ark first, and that the Astrals had stepped out of the way to let them at it. Only the Mullah would have stood in their way, and if Clara was telling the truth, they’d actually made it. 
They’d reached the Ark. They’d stood in front of it in its ancient resting place and the birthplace of its legend.
But if that was true, why was the key still unused in Bannister’s satchel?
Before Peers could ask for more, he he saw Clara’s hands knot more rapidly in her lap and a tear drip down her cheek. 
She looked up. “Don’t take us to the Ark, Mr. Peers. Anything but that.” 
He looked from the girl to the road ahead then toward the side of the bus where something again seemed to race past in the corner of his eye.
“We’ll be at my place soon,” Peers told her, his gut somehow troubled. “And then we can rest.”





Chapter Seven
PIPER LOOKED across the aisle at Lila then at Clara asleep against her mother’s side. Lila looked over, but the two women said nothing. There was a quiet spell over the bus. 
Nobody seemed to know if they’d done the right or wrong thing in climbing aboard. There’d always been a 50/50 chance that the junker who’d ferried them to the ancient city would have stuck around as Cameron had asked, and those odds had grown substantially worse, Piper felt sure, when the shuttle full of Astrals had plopped its fat silver body down at the cave’s mouth. Maybe the aliens had killed the man out of hand. But more likely, he’d simply run back to his quasi-legal business and left their group stranded. 
They were supposed to be able to live there. Either the underground city was occupied by the rumored community, or it was empty, in which case their motley crew would have made it home for a while — far enough from their troubles to almost forget them, never close enough to their old homes overseas to merit much fussing. Piper felt sure she’d die over here somewhere — maybe soon, or maybe in decades. Either way she’d seen the last of America. It was silly to let that bother her. There wasn’t any America anymore, anyway. 
Piling into Peers’s armored bus had been their only option. He and Aubrey seemed like respectable enough men. Even the dog — Nocturne — had spent a good portion of the trip patrolling the aisles, licking hands to welcome the visitors, curled up on the floor beside Charlie, who turned out to have a surprising fondness for animals. Better with them than humans, anyway. 
Clara blinked awake as if feeling Piper’s glance. Lila looked over as well. Piper didn’t need to see their eyes to sense their emotions. The feeling was bone deep. 
“Have a good nap, kiddo?” Piper asked. 
Clara nodded against Lila’s side. It would have been easy, in this moment, to believe Clara was just another seven-year-old kid. But it wasn’t Clara’s simple nod that stopped her. It was her own use of the word “kiddo.” An older one of her words — one she’d sometimes used with Trevor, back before the world had gone sour. 
“Saw you talking to Mr. Peers before.” 
“It’s just Peers, Piper.” 
Piper let a smile touch her lips. It was so easy to speak to Clara like a child, but she seldom replied as one. 
“What did you talk about?” 
“Nothing.” 
Piper turned to Cameron, on her other side. She was about to speak, but Cameron was already in her head. 
“My gut says he’s safe,” he said. 
“Think so, do you?” 
“They let us keep our weapons. There are seven adults in our group and only two of them. And we still have …” He trailed off, ticking his head toward the window, seeming to indicate the silent and only probably presence of the Pall outside. “That dog’s not exactly a killer, either. So if Peers intends to shanghai us, he’s not going about it intelligently. And he did get us out of there.” 
“He could be Mullah.” 
Cameron patted his satchel, which still contained the stone disk. “If he were Mullah, he would have already taken what we have.” 
“You sure about that?” 
Cameron’s hand moved to his chest. He probably didn’t even realize what he was doing, but Piper had spotted him doing it more and more as they retraced the old archaeological stomping grounds he’d once trod with his father. He was touching that charm he wore around his neck, the old coin with the square hole in its center, dangling from a leather lanyard. The coin Charlie had found in the tiny cache of Benjamin’s belongings, and Cameron had pounced upon like Gollum to his Precious. 
“I’m sure.” 
But he wasn’t. He didn’t know more than any of them.
Cameron took Piper’s hand. “All I know is that Derinkuyu was a bad end. If Peers says he has a hideout and wants to take us there, maybe it’ll be what we need.”
Piper wasn’t as sure. Derinkuyu hadn’t been a bad end until the aliens had poured inside it. And nothing about the encounter felt entirely right. The Astrals’ pursuit felt wrong, seeing as they’d already gone to the archive and then let them be. And the way they’d simply backed off, after pinning them in the caves? That didn’t feel right, either. The sudden and fortuitous appearance of their rescuers was another itch atop many. But as the Astrals worked with the remaining capitals and the mind network had strengthened, coincidence had become more the norm than an oddity. 
Piper let it go, watching the parched land surrender to even more withered, shriveled desert. There were no gangs, no marauders, no pirate groups come to steal their precious weapons and fuel. But that was another question: Unless Peers had shady connections, how did he get the gas required to drive his rig? 
They saw no other vehicles despite the rumors of this land being a hotspot. They saw no shuttles. They’d have easily been visible from space. Before the Astrals had recalled the shuttle Kindred used to ferry them across the ocean, they’d at least had the benefit of traveling like the aliens. Nowadays, expeditions required stealth, stowing away in known and innocuous vehicles. Nowadays it required luck. Why Astral eyes had no interest in this death wagon, Piper had no clue. 
But they reached a cliffside without incident, then both men were leaving the bus to raise a camouflage drape. There was some sort of a stronghold beyond, and to Piper it looked like something hollowed out and made to work rather than something discovered. There were large metal doors, inexpertly jammed into the rock, edges crumbling around the periphery. There was a mass of circuitry half hanging in a small alcove to one side, not even properly bolted down. Thick cables ran from the back. And judging by the spotlights — dim in the daytime — that had lit with their approach, the place had plenty of power. 
Aubrey drove the bus through the entrance as the doors peeled open, killing the engine once they’d entered a cavernous, hollowed-out space like a garage missing its front, spilling out into what could only be described as a massive cave. But this wasn’t like Derinkuyu, thousands of years old and etched by time. This was something natural, recently expanded, and held up from collapse by what seemed to be nothing more than positive thinking. 
Peers did something more at the panel, and the doors closed behind them. He rushed back and dropped the camouflage drape, scampering through the doors before they sealed. Piper was reminded of their bunker under Meyer’s old Axis Mundi, back when there’d only been one of him. That bunker was polished, not roughly assembled as this one appeared to be. But then again, look how it had turned out.
Peers reappeared at the bus door then climbed the three stairs to stand at the front of the long aisle like a guide about to give excursion instructions to a group of tourists. 
“Welcome, my friends,” he said, “to the Den.”





Chapter Eight
THEY WATCHED LILA, Piper, and Clara file out. They were preceded by Christopher (who seemed to feel a manly need to protect them and go first) and Jeanine Coffey (who, as the group’s fiercest member, seemed to resent Christopher’s gallant but misguided chivalry). Charlie and Cameron took the rear, discussing Benjamin’s research and wondering aloud what this place was or had ever been. Peers’s Den was too large, Charlie said, to have been carved with human tools, its throat held open without visible girders. But they only mumbled, and Cameron shooed Charlie from behind, seemingly as concerned with appearing rude as with getting to the bottom of whatever truth might be waiting. 
Then Kindred, upon setting his feet on the Den’s rough rock floor, yanked Meyer back and began speaking fast and low. He spoke to Meyer without thinking — Peers had been told that when the two of them went deep; their dialect was practically another language. A shorthand with higher context, silent but forever present between them. Piper had told them as much during their failed triad marriage. Sometimes Kindred wondered if it wasn’t the impossibility of three-way love that stymied Piper’s heart so much as a conviction that she was being deliberately excluded from what passed between her husbands.
“This is Astral,” Kindred told Meyer. 
“Are you saying — ?”
“Peers isn’t Astral. I would know.” 
“And Aubrey?” 
“No.” 
“Nocturne?” 
“Not the dog.” 
“Where is it?” 
Anyone listening would probably assume Meyer was asking for the dog’s whereabouts, but Kindred saw a deductive flash inside his mind. It wasn’t really telepathy so much as the product of identical brains reaching uniform conclusions.
The Pall. Where is the Pall?
“I haven’t seen it.” 
“Can’t you feel it? You’re one of them.” 
Kindred hit Meyer lightly in the chest. It wasn’t actually an assault. It was another of their two-bodies, single-mind bits of shorthand. Sometimes Kindred felt that he wasn’t really himself; he was half of a larger whole. The truth, he suspected, was that both things were true.
The jab said, I’m not Astral, and you know that because you’re half of me, so stop being an asshole because it makes me half an asshole, too. It felt to Kindred — and to Meyer, according to the times Kindred sampled his thoughts — like slapping your right hand with your left when it reached for a cookie it wasn’t supposed to take. 
“I can’t feel it. I’ve never felt it.” 
“Do you think he felt it?” 
Meaning the other Meyer. The first copy, before Kindred’s creation. The Meyer whom Raj had shot dead, whose unfurling humanity and conflicting emotion had first torn into the Astral consciousness. Divinity believed it had purged the troublesome human doublethink from the Astral stream before creating Kindred. But that’s not what happened. The rift remained then spread. Five years had been plenty of time for the Astral hive mind to occasionally face its emotions with all the tools of a moody adolescent. 
And it had created the Pall. The waste squeezed from Meyer Dempsey’s mindstream was supposed to have gone nowhere, but it hadn’t. Those “problematic” emotional bits had become their own thing, refusing to die. Once outside the Astral collective, those leftover bits had taken shape. But the Pall, like everything, had changed since Sinai. 
Kindred and Meyer (and the conjoined thing that emerged as Kindred-Meyer) sometimes wondered if the Pall was now something new. Something that spoke to the archive like the scream through Heaven’s Veil’s death. 
“It’s irrelevant,” Kindred answered. “It’s what drove the unspooling. It helps us.” 
Meyer looked into Kindred’s eyes. The glance said a thousand things.
“But this place,” Kindred continued. “I can practically feel their hands on it.”
“The power, you mean?” 
“The structure. The way it was built. The movement of giant objects, like the sandstone in the pyramids. There is no capital in Turkey.” 
“Of course not.”
“But you agree this is recent.” 
Meyer nodded. “It’s recent.” 
“Why would they have carved it? Where does Peers draw his power from?”
“Generators.” 
“Who refines his fuel?”
“He must trade for it.” Meyer’s manner had become clipped, short, much like the old Meyer. He was impatient; Kindred could feel it from the inside. But between the two of them, neither was in charge. 
“He knows we have the key.” 
“Of course he knows.” 
“Do you feel that he wants it?” Kindred asked. 
“Feeling is your thing.” 
“But reasoning is ours.” 
“I don’t know,” Meyer answered, running a hand over his salt-and-pepper beard. “I don’t have enough information.” 
“You have all the same information that I do.” 
Now Meyer seemed outright annoyed. The rest of the group had moved away, following Peers and Aubrey. Soon they’d be conspicuous in their absence. 
“If you want to know so badly, call home to the mothership.” 
Kindred didn’t bother responding. Meyer knew perfectly well that although Kindred could sense Astral hands and sniff out shapeshifters in disguise, he could only feel the collective in the slightest of ways. His jab was purely human — the kind of verbal weapon he’d often used when they’d been fighting for Piper’s primary favor, before they’d given it up and made the torturous decision to let Cameron offer Piper his hand. 
“I need your half,” Kindred said.
“I have nothing to offer,” Meyer replied, his eyes still on the departing group. 
“Does it make human sense to you, Meyer?” 
“Does it make human sense to you, Meyer?” Meyer spat back.
“There’s no need to become emotional.”
“There sure isn’t, Meyer.” 
Kindred bit his tongue. He was as much Meyer as Meyer Dempsey himself. He knew, intellectually, that he hadn’t grown up as a human boy, that he hadn’t created and run several successful businesses or produced many major films, that he hadn’t loved Heather before loving Piper. Those things made logical sense, but he still didn’t believe them on the deepest level. And Meyer’s impatience, imperiousness, and temper was part of that same mental stew. Together, Meyer and Kindred formed a sort of mortal super-being. But that didn’t stop Meyer from being an arrogant cocksucker — or make Kindred want to resist being an arrogant asshole right back.
“I don’t sense danger,” Kindred said, forcing a slow breath, trying to find an elusive center. Piper thought it was both hilarious and adorable, but the two men had taken up meditation to soften the sharpest edges of their mutual tempers. It was the only way they could survive each other — necessary since each was more or less half of the other. 
When Kindred looked at Meyer, he saw that the other man was also slowing his breath, to calm the argument just the same. 
“I don’t necessarily assume danger either,” Meyer said. “But I do intuit a secret being kept. And I’d urge caution.” 
Kindred couldn’t help but look back at the large metal doors — doors that Peers and Aubrey couldn’t have moved into place by themselves. 
“Caution,” he repeated. 
But even as they turned to follow the group, Kindred couldn’t help feeling that caution was futile. They were inside with the doors locked, one cave-born trap potentially traded for another.





Chapter Nine
THE DEN WAS INTIMIDATING. 
Cameron tried to play it cool as if none of this were a big deal, but he couldn’t keep his eyes from looking around. And because the place was so massive — in area, yes, but also in height — his head had to ferry his eyes where they wanted to go. He surely looked like a slack-jawed tourist seeing the big city for the first time. It didn’t matter. The Den was fascinating. It demanded attention, and if he had to appear a naive dullard to take in all there was, then so be it. 
Immediately, Cameron was reminded of the ranch his father and Charlie had built inside the rock face in Moab, Utah. The Den was stuffed with scientific equipment, all of it lighting up and flashing, occasionally beeping and churning, vast wet benches like the one Charlie and his assistants used to man while searching for evidence of panspermia. Peers told the group as he toured them around that he’d been obsessed with aliens since before aliens were a genuine thing — and that, too, reminded Cameron of his father. He could imagine their dreadlocked leader in his desert robes like a Benjamin Bannister of a different flavor: drawn to ancient aliens sites, both men mildly (or clinically) obsessed with solving some of the world’s oldest mysteries. Peers told them about excursions in his youth to predictable sites like the Giza pyramids and the Sphinx, alongside lesser-known sites like Palenque, and modern-day curiosities like the Coral Castle and the Georgia Guidestones. 
Cameron recognized every one of the names. He’d forgotten so much, but Benjamin’s notebooks — pulled from the same Bannister souvenir stash as the coin he now wore around his neck — helped him to remember. Part was practical: knowledge needed to defeat the Astral menace back when he’d believed that were possible. But most was penance, flogging himself with his father’s obvious, after-the-fact veracity, weighed heavy against Teenage Cameron’s skepticism, shame, and venomous resentment. 
But the Den differed from the Utah lab in three obvious ways. 
The first was its sheer size. Moab had been a modest lab with a house of about the same square footage across a small lawn — the Den was a flat-out Bat Cave. Titanic, with high ceilings, hints of fathomless depths below, and a footprint that seemed to sprawl forever. 
The second was its depth of equipment and supply. Plenty of the Den seemed to be quarters and shared spaces devoid of gadgets, but the enormous central space, like an elongated blimp hangar, was edge-to-edge with consoles, detectors, and God knew what else. All of it was on, functioning as if Middle East Electric still sent this place a generous 120-volt supply line — or whatever the voltage had once been in this part of the world. Moab, by comparison, had felt like Geppetto’s wood shop. 
But the third and most disquieting difference between the Den and Benjamin’s old lab was that no one seemed to be present. Just Peers, Aubrey, and Nocturne the lab. Of the three of them, only Aubrey — with his upright manner, crisp London accent, and tidy mustache — looked like he belonged. Moab had been entirely different. While up and running, the lab had been fully staffed: assistants, techs, the apocalypse equivalent of graduate students, even nomads who’d ended up joining the lab by default, like Ivan and his team of militants. But here there was no team.
“We found this place eight months ago,” Peers said as they moved from the huge central space into a smaller, cozier conference-type area — where, thankfully, his voice finally shed its echo. “Aubrey and I had been wandering, as I gather you have. We’d been up near Ankara, headed south toward the Israeli coast. We had no specific aims beyond the obvious: the cradle of civilization, the Holy Land … searching for who knows what to aid us in our Astral quest. Then one day we saw this portal in the rock, and came closer. The doors were open. We added locks to make it more secure, but otherwise the place is as we found it. Something they made, then abandoned.” 
“Just like that?” Jeanine asked. 
Peers nodded, unfazed by her obvious doubt. “Just like that. We’ve swept it in every way we know. Got the power back up. It’s possible they’re still monitoring this place, but I see no reason why. So we took it over. And now all of this equipment? It’s ours to monitor what we can. To watch them, for a change.”
“What do you ‘watch’?” Piper asked.
“That’s a question for later. For now, all that matters is that it’s home, with beds to lie upon and food to eat. Security so you can properly rest.” 
“But is it … networked?” Cameron asked, thinking of the past and things long forgotten. If any place had a way to reach the outside world — not that they needed it much these days — the Den was it.
“Not in the way you mean, unfortunately,” Peers said, pursing his lips in a miniature frown. We had a network for a while, but not since I’ve been here. It was back in my Oxford days, when Aubrey served as my assistant. Years ago, when the Internet was still chugging along.” 
Peers raised an eyebrow as if not yet finished. And maybe there was more, Cameron thought. It seemed likely that the Internet would have eventually died under Astral occupation given that the aliens didn’t seem to get it, but that very understanding — the Astrals wanting to investigate humanity’s “external brain,” according to what Piper said the monks in Heaven’s Veil had told her — might have kept it going if Terrence hadn’t botched the network for everyone. The Canned Heat virus had opened a tiny window and might have enabled Peers’s friends to talk to Cameron’s. But over time Canned Heat had won, and the Astrals alongside decreasingly numerous human techs had lost. The world’s information net had darkened again. So the blackout Peers was lamenting? Cameron might have had a hand in it. He might have been on the side of the man who’d unleashed the virus, and caused the collapse.
“It’s time I admit something to all of you,” Peers said, meeting Cameron’s eyes as if tasting the flavor of his thoughts. He looked at Clara then back at Cameron. “I’ve been following you, using the means at my disposal.” His eyes took in the space around him. “And when I came to those caves, it wasn’t entirely coincidental, though it was fortuitous. The truth is, I’ve been hoping to meet you.” 
Jeanine flinched. Her hand hitched toward her weapon, then she relaxed, catching herself. They were all scarred by time, and Jeanine always ticked for her gun. Cameron had made that mistake once, and wouldn’t make it again. 
“My friends were in contact with a group in America that I believe you may represent. We were part of what was once thought of optimistically as a worldwide resistance. I was always skeptical of that way of thinking: that we needed to resist the Astrals. But you remember how things were back then.” 
“I remember the ship that destroyed Heaven’s Veil,” Piper said, her voice uncharacteristically cold. 
“And you know why it did that,” Peers said. “Don’t you?” 
Cameron watched Piper. She said nothing, but Charlie came unexpectedly to life and answered for her. 
“They wanted to find the judgment archive.” 
“That’s right,” Peers said. “Before the network went dark, our circle was sharing such a conclusion. It wasn’t clear if you’d reached the same deduction at first, when we lost sight of you and then communication with each other.” 
“We figured it out,” Charlie said. 
“I figured it out,” Kindred corrected. 
Cameron remembered that, too. Kindred had piloted their shuttle eastward for as long as his all-too-human shock response buoyed him, but then the wave struck and laid the man flat. Kindred was human now, but had shared most of the Astral mind at the time. The scream had nearly overwhelmed him. 
“I’ve never understood this part of events,” said Aubrey, entering the room. Cameron was amused to see him holding what appeared to be a cup of tea. 
Charlie watched Peers. He seemed to be assessing the man, determining if this was a ploy to make their group divulge something they shouldn’t. But there were no true secrets anymore. They knew, and the Astrals knew that they knew. 
“The Ark,” said Peers, seeing Charlie’s hesitation. “You know about the Ark. That it is an archive of humanity.” 
“Human events,” Charlie clarified. “Thoughts. Emotions.”
“So why destroy Heaven’s Veil?” Aubrey asked. 
Charlie looked from Peers to Cameron. His eyes were suspicious. But then again, Charlie was always suspicious. 
“You don’t trust me,” Peers said.
“It’s hard to trust anyone,” Cameron replied. “Charlie’s just being cautious.”
Peers settled back in what seemed to be a transplanted wooden chair. His glance invited the others to join him around the heavy table, but only Clara did. 
“The man we were in touch with in America,” Peers said. “His name was Benjamin Bannister. He sent a group out to a location believed to contain an important relic hidden by the Templars. A sort of key.” 
“Interesting,” Cameron said. Peers raised his eyebrows, but Cameron refused to bite at the man’s dangling bait. 
Peers shrugged. “I met Benjamin once. In person, in Tunisia, on a dig. We retired for drinks afterward and had a nice long chat.” 
“Hmm. Good for you.” 
“It’s an interesting charm you carry,” Peers said. 
Cameron blinked at the sudden change in topic. “What?”
Peers stood from his chair and stepped forward. “May I?”
Before Cameron could answer or ask for clarification, Peers reached out and pulled the leather lanyard from Cameron’s neck into the open. He set the small coin on its end into the cup of his palm. He eyed it for a moment, then his brown eyes went to his face. “Benjamin told me his work was his greatest accomplishment, and that he was proud of it.” 
Cameron felt the leather tug at the back of his neck. He wanted to back away, but the moment was too awkward, and everyone was watching.
“He was driven.”
“He confessed to a single regret: that he always put work before family. In Tunisia, Benjamin showed me a coin. A coin like this one.” Peers turned it over, inspecting its back. “And he told me, ‘This is my ball and chain.’” 
Cameron swallowed. He’d heard his father use the phrase in Moab but assumed it was in jest, the way Benjamin joked about most things. He was talking about Charlie as weighing him down, maybe. But as Cameron thought back, he recalled the way his father had always seemed on the edge of saying more, reaching into his pocket whenever he said it, as if his fingers sought the object of his expression.
Cameron had never asked Charlie where, specifically, he’d found the coin that had made its way into Benjamin’s belongings. Or what it might have meant to his father between the day they’d found it and the one when Cameron had run a lanyard through the coin and hung it around his own neck.
“He told me a story. About the coin he wouldn’t even let me hold and see. He said that he’d offered it to his son in spite, during a moment of anger. The coin was meant as a token for his boy. A souvenir of the fact that the son was bullheaded and could never admit when he didn’t know which path to follow or which choice to make. But after the boy left, Benjamin said he found it on his dresser. And he took it for himself and had carried it every day since.”
Cameron had never heard this part of the story. “Why?” he said, before managing to stop himself. 
“He said, ‘It wasn’t my son who needed the reminder to be humble — to admit when he was over his head and had no idea what to do next. It’s me who needs it, and that means it’s my burden to carry.’” 
Cameron swallowed. 
“It’s your choice whether or not to trust me. And if you are not sure which path to take …” Peers let go of the coin, and it fell against Cameron’s shirt like a nudge. “Then believe me, Cameron Bannister: of all people, having met your father and hearing his story, I will understand.”





Chapter Ten
CHARLIE FOUND CAMERON ALONE, outside the Den in the desiccated land, around the corner from the doors, as night approached with the unblemished and cloudless sky stretching overhead. It was cold. A few in the party had seen Cameron leave, but none had asked why or where he was going. Peers had made it obvious that the doors were closed, not locked. An unspoken agreement shivered through the group: some unknown ball had rolled into Cameron’s court, and all anyone could do was to wait for him to decide whether to hit it back.
“It’s in Ember Flats,” Charlie said. 
Cameron looked up. He was sitting in a plastic chair, wrapped in a blanket. It was a pouting, petulant little nest he’d made himself. He couldn’t stay out here and knew it. Maybe they were free to go, not pinned in the cave. But what option, other than staying and joining this new cause, was there? To sleep in the sands and freezing? To keep on wandering — with no direction in mind beyond away?
Cameron didn’t bother to ask what Charlie was referring to. This was far from the first time he’d brought it up. 
“I know it’s in Ember Flats.” 
“Peers knows we have the key.” 
“Good for Peers.” 
“It’s why he’s been watching and following us.” 
“I thought it was because he was my father’s best friend?”
Charlie took a long look at Cameron. Then, seeming to reach an incredibly difficult decision, he pulled over another plastic chair from near the rock and sat beside him. His posture didn’t look remotely comfortable. He sat ramrod straight, head high, knees together, hands on thighs. Whatever Charlie was affecting, it was an attempt at something unnatural. A parody of companionship, trying to be friendly in a way he’d seen in a video, or read in an instruction manual. 
“Nobody knew Benjamin better than me.”
“Charlie, I’m—” 
“Nobody,” Charlie interrupted. “You spent the first part of your life tolerating him and trying to get away. Once I caught wind of his reputation, I spent most of my time trying to work with him then hooked my wagon to his. I’m a good partner to the right person. I’m not as good on my own.” 
Cameron looked over at Charlie in the dim, seeing his neutral, forward-facing stare. There was a single exterior light on the Den, and Cameron had the distinct impression Peers was only allowing it to pacify Cameron. It wasn’t wise to draw attention, even out in the middle of nowhere. 
“I keep telling you,” Charlie continued, “that Benjamin wanted us to find the archive.”
“We found the archive.” 
“Find it and unlock it,” Charlie corrected. “The Templars separated the key and the Ark for a reason, but it was to keep them both away from Astrals, not human hands.” 
“You can’t know that. You saw what happened at Sinai.” He looked at Charlie, trying to imagine emotion in the stoic man. “You even felt it, same as the rest of us.” 
“You can’t let your personal baggage get in the way of—”
“Then you take it, Charlie! You and Peers. Take the key and march right into Ember Flats and complete my father’s exalted mission. Peers showed me some of his satellite imagery. If I had to guess, he’s like Nathan — one of the privileged few the Astrals granted access and control so they could keep order. Either way, he’s got some pretty pictures. And not just satellite, or shots from above. It’s like someone stood right in front of the goddamned mega-platform they built for the Ark and took souvenir photos then emailed them over to Peers.” 
“He says it’s Astral technology, and that he’s hijacked it.”
Cameron shook his head. Charlie never seemed to accept nuance, or get a subtle point. 
“It’s right there in the Ember Flats town square,” Cameron said, suddenly tired. “I can even see the impression, where the key must fit into its front. I don’t think anyone would stop you if you walked right up to the thing and opened it up. It’s like they’re waiting for it to happen.” 
“That’s exactly my point, Cameron. They’re waiting for you to go in and do what needs to be done.” 
Cameron sighed. He’d been hearing this same argument for five long years. Charlie had barely wavered, and neither had Kindred — Charlie’s unlikely ally. Charlie wanted to insert the key and open the Ark because it’s what Benjamin’s research seemed to suggest. Kindred wanted the same thing because he sensed something in the Astral collective that suggested breath was being held on both sides, and would be until the deed was done. Delaying, Kindred said, was like a kid locking himself in his room because he was in trouble, hoping in vain that the problem might have disappeared when he finally came out. 
But the situation was frustratingly rigid. No matter how many times Cameron suggested the group split so that each contingent could do what they felt must, Charlie and Kindred refused. They wouldn’t take the key to the Ark. They’d stick around and keep insisting that Cameron do it. 
“Fuck that, Charlie.” 
“You should talk to Peers about this.”
“Well, fuck Peers, too.” 
“He’s been attacking the same puzzles as we were. Only he’s been able to incorporate new information and keep working these past years instead of merely running.” Charlie looked quickly at Cameron, eyes behind thick glasses and clearly attempting to take the implied reproach from his words. “Because he’s English, he’s got a slightly different perspective. You may want to hear it.” 
“Stonehenge, I suppose.” 
“Arthurian legend,” Charlie replied. 
Cameron barked a small laugh. “Well, that makes sense. Camelot. You really are becoming the new Benjamin Bannister. I suppose an alien sat around the Round Table?”
“You know how myths are. Over time, they become more symbolic than literally true. Some event happened, and the people of the time built a moralistic story around it. Myths aren’t history; they’re closer to parables. In this case, it’s the myth of the sword in the stone.”
Cameron laughed again. 
“How long has it been since we’ve been in danger from Astrals seeking the key, Cameron?” 
Cameron pretended to look at an invisible watch. “Hours?” 
“They pinned us down but didn’t attack. You and Jeanine were separated from the rest of us and they chased both groups, but did they ever truly pursue us?” 
Cameron wanted to give an obvious yes, possibly with an insulting eye roll. But he paused a second too long, and Charlie’s words began to tumble through his head. They’d been in danger plenty, but not from the Astrals. The only verifiable danger came from the Mullah — the radical branch of Templars who had different views on how history was supposed to unfold. The Astrals always showed, swarmed, and flashed their teeth, but they hadn’t lost anyone since Nathan Andreus’s daughter, Grace. And the aliens weren’t the ones who had ended her life. 
“What Peers has been telling me makes sense,” Charlie proceeded into Cameron’s silence. “Beings came from the sky, and humanity cowered. But in the past, there’s always been evidence of societies built together, not conquest.” 
“Aren’t you the one who said back in Moab that colonization came first, and annihilation followed?” 
“Matter of perspective, maybe.” 
“And Heaven’s Veil? Was that a matter of perspective, Charlie?” 
“If you’re objective, yes. They needed to find the archive, after the Templars hid it, because what it contains is necessary for their next stage on Earth. But they’re making this up as they go too, Cameron. If they’ve always left a device behind to record what humanity did in their absence between epochs — like security camera footage to be reviewed the next day for patterns — then it makes sense that they tried to find it first thing. It was supposed to be under Vail, below the Apex pyramid. In the past, it seems to have always been left at one of the nexus points. But the Templars had a sense of humor last time. They took the Ark from where the Astrals left it and stowed it where it had famously judged humanity in the past. But the Astrals didn’t know the Templars had found it, and when they saw that the key had been removed and stored separately, back in Cottonwood, I imagine that made them nervous. So they followed us, assuming we’d lead them to it. When that didn’t work, they powered up the grid in Heaven’s Veil, turning on what Clara called the ‘spotlight.’ We put an end to that, too, by blowing up the Apex. What choice did we leave them?”
“You’re right, Charlie. Obliterating an entire city full of hundreds of thousands of people was really sensible once you look at it that way.” 
“Don’t be dense,” Charlie snapped, surprising Cameron. “This is a race that’s been around for hundreds of thousands of years at least, possibly millions, or billions. Cosmologically speaking, there’s room on the timeline for a species nearly that old given the right circumstances. They seeded life throughout the galaxy, maybe many galaxies. They’ve likely had the capacity for intergalactic travel since before humanity was a gleam in evolution’s eye. We don’t know how long their natural lifespans are as individuals, but I don’t think it matters because they’re barely individuals. You’ve heard how Kindred talks about his nightmares.” 
Cameron had. Kindred was Meyer Dempsey through and through, but some part of his higher mind must have held bits of his former Titan self. He sometimes had night terrors of the day he was changed, and of how petrified he felt to be cut from their collective.
“They don’t think the way we do,” Charlie said, his intensity fully returned. “It’s stupid and arrogant to attribute human thought to beings that might, for all intents and purposes, think of themselves as timeless — in a single unbroken mind, if not in body. When you’re that old, you don’t worry about whether your meal at a restaurant is five minutes late or lose your Zen when the person in front of you at the ten-items-or-less line has fifty items. So yes, Cameron. To them, destroying Heaven’s Veil might have seemed perfectly sensible. If we killed as many Astrals as they killed humans, they’d shrug it off and keep ticking. It’s possible they feel it was no big deal. And by doing it, they generated an emotional signal — from the dying but also from anyone who saw or heard about it — that would have to stream out and into their lost archive. They tried to find it through more peaceful means, but humanity kept it hidden. They need it to do their work. So in their shoes, what choice did they have?”
Cameron just stared. “So we had it coming? That’s great, Charlie. Now can you explain why ‘inferior’ races are just begging for ethnic cleansing, or why women who dress provocatively have a justifiable rape coming?” 
 “Stay in your shell, Cameron. Keep applying your own way of seeing the world to the Astrals. See how far it gets you. Or how much further it gets you than the past five years of running away.” 
Cameron glared at the scientist. Charlie was normally comically stodgy, so stiff and divorced from the normal rules of social intelligence that he couldn’t be convincingly angry or offensive. But this was a new Charlie, and Cameron saw determination in the set of his jaw as they sat in the near-dark. For decades, Cameron had known him as his father’s straight man — someone everyone dismissed because it was only Charlie — too oblivious to know any better. But he had several PhDs and knew more, by far, than anyone else in their longtime group. Speaking with Peers — and incorporating whatever the man had told him — seemed to have finally snapped Charlie out of complacency. Cameron didn’t have to listen, but doing so now felt like deliberately burying his head in the sand. And this time, if he refused to hear Charlie, he felt somehow sure the group would split, and the division would be permanent. 
“The sword in the stone, huh?” 
“That’s what Peers thinks,” Charlie said, an edge still in his voice.
“So what does it mean? What comes next?” 
“You know what comes next.” Charlie fixed Cameron in his hard stare. “Nobody could pull Excalibur from the stone, even as it sat there in the middle of the town square for anyone to try. Nobody but Arthur.” 
“If you think it’s right,” Cameron said, “I’m willing to trust him. I’ll give him the key, and he can open it … and God help us all if the Astrals don’t like what they see we’ve done while they’ve been away.” Cameron thought of Hitler. He thought of cults led by deadly leaders. He thought of poverty, starvation, apathy, hatred. It wasn’t a pretty picture, but if Charlie was right, the Astrals had all the time in the world. They’d wait as long as humanity required to make up their minds and face the jury. 
“Based on all Peers showed me, that’s not how it works,” Charlie said. “You touched the key first, inside the Cottonwood archives.”
But Cameron couldn’t go back. He wouldn’t go back. Not ever. 
“You’re King Arthur in this tale,” Charlie said, “and it’s time to pull Excalibur from the stone.”





Chapter Eleven
“I’M GOING.”
Meyer stopped, Lila’s back to him. He thought he’d been quiet, even on the Den’s stone floors. The place was a study in opposites, stocked to the rafters with technological equipment — damn near a post-Astral version of NORAD at Cheyenne Mountain — but there were no niceties to go with all the doodads. Charlie might as well have designed the place. It was eminently practical and not at all warm. The perfect hideout for a logical pragmatist. If they weren’t planning to leave immediately, Charlie would be happy here. As might Kindred, with all the Astrals in the air. 
“I hope you don’t mean what I think you do.” 
Lila turned to face her father. “I suppose you’re going to ground me?” 
“Maybe.” But he allowed a smile. He saw Lila almost smile back. Smiles from her father were still disarming. Time was, he barely ever smiled or laughed. But that was before he was confined for two full years, forced to confront his humanity first, his sanity and survival second. 
“Dad, I’m twenty-four years old. You can’t tell me what to do.” 
“I don’t think I’ve told you to do anything. All I did was walk into the room.” He looked around. “Is Christopher here?” 
“He’s with Clara. She wanted to explore.” 
“Did Peers say it was okay?” 
Lila nodded. “They’re with Aubrey. I told him not to show Clara where they kept their enemies’ severed heads.” 
“Please tell me that’s a joke.” But the smile was larger now. 
“Don’t try to soften me up. I said I’m going.” 
Meyer entered the small room. It probably hadn’t been intended as a bedroom, but it had become one. There were three skinny collapsible cots against the walls. Two had been pushed together. Meyer felt a curious unpleasant sensation and marveled at himself for a moment from the outside. Even after all that had happened, the idea of his adult daughter sleeping beside a man still gave his stomach a quiet punch. 
“I’m just checking out the digs.” Meyer circled the room. It was so blank. Three cots, accompanying bedclothes, and nothing else. They’d been wearing their travel backpacks in Derinkuyu when the Astrals arrived, but Lila had handed hers off to Christopher once it became too unwieldy in the tight passages. He’d lost it in the exodus, and now it seemed Lila would need to share Piper’s clothes until they found another former human spot to raid.
“You were easier when you were a hardass.” Lila said it without any edge. 
Meyer sat on a cot. “That was the old Meyer Dempsey.” 
“I’m pretty sure you’re still the old Meyer Dempsey. We have a new one, too.” 
“Original, not old,” Meyer clarified. “Now I’m the kindhearted father you’ve always deserved.” 
“You still wear suits.” 
“The coats are warm. I don’t wear them for fashion.” 
“If you shaved that beard,” Lila said, now poking in a minuscule pile of loaned belongings, “I’d never be able to tell you apart from Kindred.” 
“See? That’s exactly what I’m talking about, right there. You didn’t just recapture the caring side of your father. You got a second caring father, too.”
Lila rolled her eyes. It had become an unfunny joke. Meyer knew he’d never fully have his daughter back — not as long as Kindred was around. Everyone knew the group contained one Meyer and a copy, but Kindred had all of Meyer’s memories up to the point they’d split. It was only a semantic matter to say that Lila wasn’t his daughter, that Clara wasn’t his granddaughter, that Piper hadn’t once been his wife, and that he hadn’t lost a son — and a good friend and secret lover — to the Astrals. 
“Stop it, Dad.” 
“I’m not doing anything.” 
“You’re going to try and convince me that I shouldn’t go to Ember Flats.” 
“I haven’t said anything of the kind.” 
“That’s why I said, ‘going to.’” 
Meyer watched Lila for a long, quiet moment. Then: “So do you think Aubrey grew that little mustache on purpose, or has he just been missing the same spot for months?”
“I’m not going to change my mind!” Lila snapped. And in the sentence, Meyer heard all the petulance he’d grown used to through her spoiled teen years. She wasn’t coddled these days, and her words rang in his ears as almost funny. 
“It’s too dangerous, Lila,” Meyer said, giving up.
“Then none of us should go.” 
“Some of us need to.” 
“And that ‘some’ includes you and Kindred.” 
“Ember Flats has a viceroy we may need to talk to. I was a viceroy.” He corrected himself. Their memory sharing only went one way, but sometimes it was hard to disentangle himself from his doppelgänger regardless. “Well, you know what I mean. He was. I’m his other half, yada yada.” 
Lila put a fist on her hip. Technically, it was true. When Meyer and Kindred could stop arguing and put themselves on the same wavelength, some trick of the collective gave them deductive and mental abilities Sherlock Holmes would envy. But really Meyer was going in addition to Lila because he was Meyer, and Meyer Dempsey didn’t stand at the back of any line.
“And Clara … hell, you know I wish she didn’t have to go. But you know how she is and the kinds of things she can see. If there are other Lightborn children there, then I guess it’s moot, but … Piper is staying,” he said, changing tacks. 
“No she’s not.” 
“Yes, she is.” 
“I just talked to her five minutes ago, Dad. Don’t lie to me.” 
“Damn. I knew I should have stealthily manipulated her first.” 
Lila sat. She exhaled slowly. After a bit, Meyer sat beside her. 
“Dad. Daddy,” she said, putting a hand over her father’s.
“Don’t use ‘Daddy’ on me.” 
“I’m not the bratty little rich girl I used to be. The world isn’t what it was. Once upon a time, it was your job to protect me. But I have my own job to do.” 
“It’ll never stop being my job to protect you.” 
“Then protect me on the road. Protect me in Ember Flats. I can’t just stay here. How does that make sense? You’re going. You need Clara. Chris won’t stay, and good luck convincing Piper. So am I supposed to stay by myself? Maybe with Aubrey? How is that preferable to …” 
She wouldn’t finish the sentence, but Meyer knew what she’d almost said: How is that preferable to dying in Hell’s Corridor? It should have sounded like a rhetorical question, but it wasn’t. The world was so upside down now that death with family might be better than living alone. 
“It’s a suicide mission, Lila,” he said anyway. 
“Then don’t go.” 
Meyer felt his face work, trying to find a way through the bind she’d put him in. But there was no escape; Lila was telling the truth that she was no longer who she’d been. None of them were. The Meyer of seven years ago would have kicked the Meyer of today right in the balls for being emotional: weak, human, vulnerable — more compassionate in a world where hardness was perhaps needed more. 
“I know how you are, Dad. And I know how you are when you work with Kindred. You don’t believe it’s a suicide mission. Not for the mission as a whole, at least. I’m not stupid. I’ve heard all the same things about Ember Flats as the rest of you. And it feels like there’s nobody, anywhere, who hasn’t heard rumors of the freaks and cannibals in Hell’s Corridor. But you wouldn’t do this if you didn’t think it could succeed. You’re too logical, even now, to be content with a heroic gesture. And you wouldn’t even consider it if you didn’t think it was important. Vital, even.” 
Meyer said nothing. 
“Yesterday, this group was running from the Ark. It felt like Cameron had a compass that told him nothing other than when the Ark was at his back, and he always wanted to get as far away as he could. The rest of us felt the same. Charlie and Kindred complained, but we’ve been ignoring them forever. But I’ve been watching you change. All of you, one by one. Now it’s like this sense of grim duty. So tell me, father of mine: tell me how, when everyone else suddenly sees such importance in this mission that all minds have changed 180 degrees, I’m supposed to be the one stubborn holdout who refuses to believe.”
He shook his head. “We won’t all make it. Maybe through the badlands outside Ember Flats, in Peers’s outfitted bus. Maybe. But I’ve seen enough cities to never want to see one again. There’s been anarchy since Heaven’s Veil fell. They’ll see us coming. There’s no way to sneak in — not the way we’ll be hightailing and hauling ass through Hell’s Corridor with road warriors screaming behind us. Between Kindred and me, maybe we can talk our way in. Peers thinks the Astrals actually want Cameron to open the Ark, and the more Kindred and I think on this, it almost makes sense. So maybe the mission succeeds. But why risk bringing extras? You’ll be … fodder, Lila.”
“Chattel with my family over staying here alone.” 
“You might have Aubrey.” 
“But he can’t even shave properly, Dad. He’s been missing the same spot on his upper lip for months.” 
Something inside him ached, but Meyer laughed anyway. 
“Peers says he can clear us to take most of the main roads, but it’s still over a thousand miles.” 
“Oh, you didn’t mention a long car ride. My mind is totally changed.” 
“It’s going to take days to get there.”
“I had fun the last time we took a road trip,” Lila said. 
“When the Astrals invaded? The trip that ended with us shooting our way into a bunker then practically being smoked out before I was abducted?” 
“Good times,” Lila said, leaning against her father’s side. 
“If the Astrals abduct us again, you might not get your own room.” 
Lila giggled. 
“They’ll probably probe the shit out of us, too.” 
“I’ve got Christopher for that,” Lila said. 
“Dammit, Lila. Don’t ever say that sort of thing to your father.”
She laughed again, and for a moment it seemed like everything might be okay.
But they wouldn’t be, and Meyer — with Kindred’s help — already knew it. 
There would be blood on the way to Ember Flats. 
There would be death. 
The logic said so, and the logic never lied.





Chapter Twelve
CAMERON FELT the repulsion of Giza the moment they all piled on to the bus for their journey. It was as if he’d been walking away from the wind for so long, he’d grown used to its subtle nudge at his back. Now he was a long way from home, turning around to retrace his steps. And even though he’d been told he needed to return, the wind’s insistent hand, shoving him away, said otherwise.
Everyone boarded the bus. No one stayed behind, as if they’d decided to take a family road trip rather than barreling into the monster’s mouth. 
Cameron had to go. Peers said he was the one chosen by both key and Ark to pull the metaphorical sword from the stone. Once he looked the issue in its eye, he had to admit he’d been feeling the pull for a while. He had dreams about finding the Ark again, even though word had clearly been passed around that it was right there, smack dab in the center of Ember Flats. Until the Den and its overabundance of information, Cameron hadn’t actually seen the thing on its enormous plinth, but every traveler knew where the archive rested. Every barman in every backwoods watering hole knew where it stood. In every city they’d fought through — every burg they’d eventually fled, holding their belongings and female members close — people had known where the Astrals had taken the prize they’d finally found in Horeb’s guts. But so many other things made sense, too — like why the Astrals hounded them constantly but never truly attacked them anymore. Why the Mullah, who opposed the Astrals, did. And why Cameron increasingly sensed that running from what had happened was only delaying the inevitable. 
Meyer had to go, with Kindred by his side. The two halves — Kindred able to sense the Astral collective and Meyer with his former prisoner’s knowledge — would be needed if they faced the Ember Flats viceroy. The network was severed; they had no idea how the other capitals had fared or how far they’d fallen. They’d found a tyrant viceroy in Roman Sands, the Astral duplicate of some famous human soured — the opposite of Kindred’s softening. He’d told the others, as they’d run from those guarded walls, not to judge the Astrals harshly for that one. Kindred had discovered he wasn’t truly Meyer Dempsey, but it was unlikely the same would happen for others. The Roman Sands viceroy probably thought she was the real Liza Knight. The human had gone bad, not the Titan who’d assumed her shape.
Clara had to go because she was Lightborn. Cameron liked that least of all but knew it was true. She could see the path ahead, at least a little, and speak to what lay beneath the surface of Astral consciousness. 
And because Clara was going, Lila and Christopher were, too. Because Lila and Clara were going, so was Piper. Charlie was their analyst and Jeanine their militant, having effortlessly stepped into Nathan’s cruel shoes. And after that there was nobody left besides the Pall, now unseen for the trio of days spent in the Den refueling, resting, deciding to trust the man who’d been watching, who’d saved them from what may or may not have been an actual Astral siege. 
“I don’t understand why we’re not being followed,” Cameron said, looking through slats in the bus’s sides, where windows should have been. 
Jeanine was beside him. Cameron would rather have had Piper at his side, but that would mean accepting her presence, and he was still hoping that at some point before hitting Hell’s Corridor he’d manage to shoo her and a few of the others off the bus. 
“He has satellite feeds, like Nathan had,” Jeanine said. “And I get the feeling he’s made deals with whoever’s controlling these roads. Or maybe he’s the one who controls them.” 
But the difference between Andreus and Peers was that Nathan had built himself an army. Peers had only Aubrey. Two mild-mannered Brits, controlling the Middle East by themselves.
“Nathan had access to satellites because the Astrals gave him access in trade,” Cameron said.
Jeanine didn’t answer. There was no good answer to most of what was happening. They could believe Peers just so happened to keep an eye on their group despite the effort they’d taken to hide themselves, the many waypoints they’d taken over the years, and the month they’d spent in a massive junkyard of entirely defunct vehicles, pinned down, subsisting mostly by hunting rats. They could believe that Peers got the gasoline to run his hybrid bus by raiding a mostly unguarded Astral refining station in the desert as he claimed — and that he and Aubrey had modified the bus by themselves, including adding the four thirty-gallon tanks behind the rear partition. It might be true. 
Lies were being told; Cameron wouldn’t allow himself the luxurious stupidity of pretending they weren’t. But Kindred said that Peers wasn’t Astral, and neither were Aubrey or Nocturne, both of whom had come along as well because a party isn’t a party without a butler and a dog. But Cameron couldn’t work out a harmful angle to the possible lies. Hell’s Corridor took no bribes. If they were overtaken, the painted cannibals would devour Peers and Aubrey just the same. 
“You should talk to him, Cameron,” Jeanine finally said. 
“Peers?” 
“Yes.” 
“About what? Benjamin?” 
“About this. About all of this.” She gestured to indicate the bus, the fortunate fuel, the lack of pursuit by Astral shuttles or road warriors, the fact that they’d been talked into going at all. 
“I’m not sure what you mean.” 
“Ask him if he’s telling the truth.” 
Cameron thought she must be kidding, but Jeanine’s eyes were hard and serious. 
“Right.” 
“You’d be amazed what happens when you’re straight with people. One day, a man came into the Republic claiming to be lost. And Nathan said to him, perfectly reasonably, ‘Tell me something. Are you telling the truth?’ He blurted out that he’d been sent to kill Nathan, then he became one of his best lieutenants.” 
Cameron looked back out the window. Something flashed in the corner of his eye, momentarily became a long column of shifting-color smoke, and then was gone.
Without a word, Cameron stood. He sat beside Piper then leaned against her as the bus rumbled on. He was asleep ten minutes later.
He woke an unknown time later when Piper rose to use the onboard bathroom. The day slipped by with little conversation. Cameron milled up and down the aisle, restless, hating the quiet. Meyer and Kindred took the back seat for a pow-wow — low, subtle, quick words whispered in their strange little language. Lila and Clara had either brought or found a deck of cards because they began playing Go Fish. Piper pulled her battered Vellum from her pack, recently charged after a long quiescence in the Den’s abundant power. She hadn’t added new books to the thing in half a decade but always found something to read when power allowed. The same books over and over or new-to-her stories she’d stockpiled before Astral Day, Cameron never knew. 
Day became evening. Opposition ignored them. Evening became night. With the sun’s departure, Peers announced that the headlights made the bus too obvious a target and pulled off the road. Never mind that the bus — which was large, silver, and not silent — had been a target all day. Never mind that there was a shelter at the ready, and Peers pulled them right into it. 
They made a small fire. Jeanine and Meyer stood sentry. Some hours later they traded — Kindred and Christopher took a turn. Cameron considered speaking to Piper and then Jeanine, rallying a group to mutiny or leave. Instead he found himself sitting on a rock, knowing only four things: They were headed to Ember Flats. The Ark was in Ember Flats. Cameron would need to open the thing if they could reach the city and resist arrest long enough to reach it. And Peers, no matter his motivations, would take them there. 
Aubrey sat beside him. 
“You’re wondering about Peers.”
Cameron looked over. The firelight barely reached this far, but there was a moon. He could see Christopher’s arms burdened with a rifle, standing just a few dozen yards farther on. 
“I don’t blame you,” Aubrey went on. “In your shoes, I’d wonder about Peers as well.”
“The Den …” Cameron began. 
“He’s telling the truth about the Den. It’s stuffed with Astral technology and was clearly an alien base. We found it as he said, but it was mostly dead. Filthy. None of the equipment seemed to work. Sand had drifted in. But Peers went to school for a curious combination of majors. One was as you’d suspect, which gives him his archaeological bent. But don’t let his desert robe and knotty dreadlocks fool you. He’s also an engineer. When I first met him, he looked like an accountant. And if Peers Basara can’t clean a machine and make it run, it can’t be fixed by anyone.” 
Cameron looked toward Peers, by the fire, chatting amiably with Meyer. Or at least Cameron thought it was Meyer; from here, what he thought was a beard might merely be shadow. 
“But you wonder how we can so boldly turn toward Ember Flats. The explanation of our fuel supply doesn’t sit right. You’ve noticed that the roads are clear as if they’ve been paved just for us.” The thin man nodded toward the shelter’s front, just beyond the fire. The entire bus had fit neatly inside. “And most of all, you’re wondering about that. How we found shelter so easily, so readily.” 
“Okay. I’ve wondered.” 
“He’s obsessed. Peers, I mean. Did he tell you we’ve been to Ember Flats before?” 
“No.” 
“Years ago. Before the Ark was there. By the timeline as I understand it, before Heaven’s Veil was destroyed. We knew the Templars had hidden something the Astrals needed, thanks to communication bursts your group sent our friends before the Veil went dark. It was simple — and honestly rather obvious — to conclude it must have been the archive.” 
“Why was that obvious?” Cameron remembered Benjamin’s glee when he seemed to realize the same thing, regarding the whole thing as a big historical joke. But it had taken Charlie’s analysis of Benjamin’s work and Clara’s plunging of Cameron’s forgotten past to assemble two and two on the American end. 
“Once we realized the point was judgment rather than simply blowing us all up, it was simple. The Ark of the Covenant is perhaps the most famous object in history. And like any famous historical story, it’s been distorted and symbolized over time. Some ancient aliens scholars believe it was a weapon, just as we first thought the Astrals had lost a weapon. Some believed it was radioactive, that it was a machine, that carrying it could bring domination or destruction. But more famously, what is the Ark known as?” 
“The resting place of the Ten Commandments.” 
Aubrey nodded. “Perhaps a prior set of judgments. At least history’s interpretation of the story. We considered Biblical Mount Sinai, but by then the Astrals had triangulated on the emotional outcry that arose with the annihilation of Heaven’s Veil, and we knew we’d never find it first.” 
“If the Ark wasn’t in Ember Flats, yet …” 
“We still thought of it as Giza back then. Can you think of any reason why a couple of ambitious British scholars like yours truly and my mate there might want to reach Giza, as part of what used to — before the great changes — feel like a revolutionary cause?” 
“You were searching for something.” 
“That’s right. In the original pyramids, before they were made of blue glass. In those old monoliths, clichéd as they are. We were able to bribe our way in, sniffing out a trail Peers had uncovered. It was just the three of us.” 
“Three?” 
“Me. Peers. And Peers’s son, James.”
Cameron looked up, surprised. 
“We were captured by the Ember Flats guard. We were supposed to be taken to the viceroy, a woman named Mara Jabari. We never made it that far; I imagine she was too busy handling insurrections elsewhere. So the guard handled us on their own, with the viceroy’s blessing. They wanted to know who’d sent us and what we were after. When Peers wouldn’t talk, they decided to show us they were serious. So they killed James. Just shot him in the head. He was only nineteen.”
Cameron looked at Peers, still by the fire but now beside Clara. They were just talking, but something hurt Cameron’s chest. It wasn’t about the story being told. It was more personal — another father-son bond broken, or reflected pain on the day they’d found the Ark then run with no intent to ever return.
“He’ll die to reach Ember Flats again, Cameron. He does not care. He wants to look Mara Jabari in the eye then slit her throat. That is Peers’s secret, and I thought you should know it before we go farther. It’s in our mission to help you reach the Ark, if indeed that’s the right choice, which I’m also not sure of. But know that Peers has vengeance on his mind. Know that he’s been scouting satellite imagery, making lists of necessary supplies, even heading out to set up bivouac stations like this one. Mapping routes. Handing out bribes. All just to get us into the city, by any means necessary.” 
Cameron considered. If anything, Aubrey’s story made the case for following him even stronger. If Peers wanted to slit the Ember Flats viceroy’s throat, he’d have done all he could to make sure he got close enough to pull his knife. Close enough to reach the Ark, as long as there were no conflicts.
“And Hell’s Corridor?” Cameron said.
“The painted cannibals cannot be bribed. The peril there is all too real. And once we enter the city, it will likely be just as bad. To Peers, all of this is acceptable risk.” 
“And you?”
“I have stood by Peers this long. James was like a son to me as well. But perhaps even more, I believe in the archive. I believe that if it can be opened — if it should be opened — that this will at least end. Your man Charlie will tell you: Once the archive is unlocked, we believe the information collecting will stop, and the process of judgment will begin, like a jury retiring to reach its verdict. They may judge you as well, as the key bearer. We cannot know how long the process will take or what criteria they will use. You know as well as I do what their device must have recorded over the past epoch: humanity’s best and worst, hopefully not in equal measure. But whether we are found guilty or innocent, it will be over. And that is why I am here. The life of a nomadic archaeologist and ancient aliens theorist may sound like it’s all grand galas and parties with dancing girls, but I assure you, the reality is far less impressive. And I’m tired, Cameron. Taking you to the Ark feels a bit like playing Russian roulette. But by now I’m ready to pull the trigger even though I can’t know whether it will be air or a bullet in the chamber when the hammer falls.” 
Cameron lifted the thermos at his side. He’d poured some of the distilled liquid from Peers’s bottles back at the Den into the dented metal tumbler and a bit more into the cap. He handed the cap to Aubrey and raised his cup for a toast.
“Amen to that, at least,” Cameron said. 
Cups clinked.
They drank.





Chapter Thirteen
LILA FELT the wrap tight around her torso. She hefted the carbine’s weight in her arms. Jeanine, who’d fired one before, had tried to talk Lila out of the weapon when Peers had opened the bus’s equipment locker to distribute guns like deadly presents. Jeanine said its kick would “knock her tits off.” But seeing as Lila — like Piper — had wrapped herself tightly enough to obscure her appearance, she figured her warning was moot.
“Just don’t try to shoot through the slats,” Jeanine warned. “You’ll never hold it still enough and will end up cutting our ride in half.” 
Lila thought that was a bit of an overstatement. She could pull a trigger, especially after squeezing so many (on admittedly smaller weapons) in the past. But she’d still heed Jeanine’s advice and only shoot with her upper half fully through one of the pop-up hatches, content to call the issue a draw.
Jeanine walked away, checking the others’ weapons, leaning out to survey the bus’s shell for obvious weaknesses, generally taking command away from Peers, who to his credit seemed willing to give it. Cameron had hinted that Peers had planned this operation in advance — but emphasized that a run down Hell’s Corridor couldn’t be planned. If Peers were as smart as Aubrey claimed, he’d take Jeanine’s advice and keep his mouth shut. 
Lila watched Jeanine, stuffing down a mounting sense of concern that had bloomed into terror. Jeanine looked completely at ease, even cavalier. She hadn’t wrapped her torso to hide her femininity from the horde ahead. She hadn’t hidden her ponytail or smeared any grease on her face. She looked, Lila thought, like she’d probably make a rather delicious target. But Jeanine had been wearing a grenade inside her vest for months, nestled between her breasts in a modified bra pouch. “Let someone try to cop a feel on me,” she’d say. “Just let them try.”  And that didn’t include the second tiny grenade she had just in case. The little black cylinder with its short, dangling cord. “I keep that one in a seam on my pack, no one would ever look there,” she’d often said, and always like a dare. 
Peers had brought satellite images of the Corridor, but they showed nothing they didn’t already know. Jeanine spread them on the bus’s central table as their target approached, calling for a stop and a general meeting. 
“The Cairo ruins still seem in need of restoration, making the area practically impassable at speed, and certainly not by an armored bus,” she said, pointing at the papers in front of her for all to see. “The Nile is patrolled by what seem to be human-manned boats. I have to assume they’re under the dominion of the Ember Flats central government.” 
She eyed Kindred. Lila turned her head to see the former viceroy nod.
“We already knew that the Abbas Bridge is the only Nile bridge still standing in the combined metro areas — Giza to Cairo — and miles to the north and south. Abbas itself is a highly trafficked, highly regulated checkpoint. That all means that Ember Flats is unapproachable from the east. So we can only make this long detour, here—” She traced a line on the map with her finger. “Around to the south, away from the Nile delta, through unincorporated, unregulated outlands. Make sense?” 
Heads nodded.
“The desert to the south and west is pocked with tiny outlaw governorships — yes, like my former employer’s, only with a lot less order and civility — that are rumored to be little more than competing clans who’ve undergone a rapid selection process, like evolution in a hurry.”
“What’s that mean?” Lila’s eyes ticked toward her daughter, who was paying more attention than Lila wanted her to. But it’s not like Clara could be protected from the truth, and never really had been.
“It means that only the most brutal survive,” Jeanine said. “The clans are, as far as we can tell, entirely men. Unless you count their slaves. Which, by the way, is the reason they’re all here — all these warring clans, hanging out in the desert beyond Ember Flats.” Jeanine looked at Clara but didn’t flinch. She spoke to Lila and Piper in her most no-bullshit of voices, as if meaning to shoot straight for their own good. “They live off of spoils tossed from the city. Best we can tell, banishment is Ember Flats’s primary method of punishment . They steal the women, and eat the men.” 
Lila felt the wrap around her body. Was it better to be eaten than held and raped, assuming she’d be dead before the captors realized her gender? She wondered if maybe Jeanine’s grenade solution wasn’t, in the end, the best way to go. 
Charlie, beside Jeanine, took the ball and continued the lecture.
“Just as we’d assumed, Peers’s images show that the Astrals have irrigated far outside the old valley. They don’t seem to have bothered to grow palm trees around the pyramids, but they’ve reincorporated them into their urban sprawl. See here, and here. The footprint is mostly Old Giza, but Ember Flats proper stretches well into the previously arid region we’ve classically associated with ancient Egyptian society. The Great Pyramid is here. The Sphinx is here. And this” — he traced his finger in a lazy loop, hitting map markers — “is the Fibonacci spiral. They seem to have centered Ember Flats on the old blueprint from their last visit. You’ll see new development here, here, and here.” 
“What really matters to us is this artery.” Jeanine moved her finger to a line at map’s lower corner, leading into Ember Flats. “Faiyum Desert Road.” 
“I’ve been on that road,” Cameron said.
“I’m sure it’s changed since you last saw it,” Peers said. “When Aubrey and I came to the city five years ago, the Astrals were using this old stretch as its major supply artery — for anything that the humans insisted on moving without Astral help, I imagine.” 
Lila felt herself nod. The same thing had happened in Heaven’s Veil. The Astrals could probably have waved a cosmic magic wand and made the city shape itself to their ideal, but humanity had grown a lot of pride since the old days. In what felt like a gesture of pity, she remembered her father (the man she’d thought at the time was her father, anyway) negotiating human building in addition to all that was being done by shuttles and motherships. 
“They were still dealing with a lot of rebel activity at the time,” Peers continued. “So it seemed they’d done massive earthmoving along the sides of the road, a few hundred yards distant, to make it into a valley. The shuttles were able to efficiently patrol the edges from the air to protect the road so that none of the human raiding parties could reach the supply caravans before they could spot them and take them out.” 
“But as with everything, the Astrals seemed to have stopped humoring Ember Flats once people quit constantly fighting,” Charlie said. “The city stopped using the roadway. They seem to have abandoned it, probably because shuttles can easily bring whatever they need. It’s fallen into disuse. We watched the road for a while before leaving the Den and didn’t see a single legitimate supply vehicle.” 
“Legitimate vehicle?” Piper said, her eyebrows knitting. 
Jeanine swept the big map aside and replaced it with a greatly magnified image. Lila saw the same valley roadway, now scattered with what looked like small, out-of-focus black and silver rectangles of various sizes.
“This bit of forgotten road, if you haven’t connected the dots,” she said, “is the stretch known as Hell’s Corridor. It’s the only intact and passable route to Ember Flats that’s not already claimed by one of the clans. Because it was patrolled by superior Astral forces for so long, no one clan was able to claim it.” 
“What are all these little rectangles?” Lila asked. 
“All of them claiming it.” Jeanine laid several magnifications atop the road valley image, clearly showing the rectangles to be highly modified vehicles, each one as frighteningly armored and armed as their bus. Poking from the tops of the vehicles and surrounding them in loose groups were colored dots that Jeanine seemed to have put on the image for some reason. 
“What do the dots indicate?” Piper said, pulling one forward and squinting. 
“They don’t indicate anything. You’re looking at people’s heads.” Jeanine turned the image around, seemed to consider something, then returned it. 
Lila looked again. All of the colored blobs were more oblong than circular, but they were all sorts of colors: white, blue, orange, red, green, teal, more.
“I almost wish the resolution on the Den’s equipment wasn’t so good,” Jeanine went on. “But it looks like the rumor mill got it entirely right. The clans all shave their heads then paint themselves in their clan’s color. This is as a big dustup was forming, but we clicked through images as it unfolded. When dots of different colors get near each other, they start to disappear. We think it’s the clans killing each other then stealing the bodies for their own … use.” 
“Use how?” Clara asked. 
Lila took Clara by the shoulders, held her close, and used her eyes to beg Jeanine’s silence.
“Nobody occupies the corridor,” Peers said. “I’ve been watching it the entire time Aubrey and I have been at the Den. They only enter it like this to fight, and nobody enters it on one side without another side heading in. So they keep an eye out, but it’s usually empty. If we’re fast enough, we can maybe squeak through.” 
Meyer and Kindred both looked at Jeanine. She shook her head. Lila sensed that a question and answer had silently passed between them. Part of Jeanine’s response seemed to have been, But let’s not mention that.
“We should go around,” said Cameron. 
Meyer shook his head. “We can’t. We’ve run all those scenarios. The bus won’t have sure enough traction anywhere but here.” 
“Then we leave the bus. We go in on foot.” 
Kindred spoke, and Lila knew he was answering as her father’s other mental half. “The scenarios predict far less success if we slow down and offer multiple targets. Some of which are … less equipped than others.” The scenarios. The pair was always running scenarios, and their logical conclusions never seemed to be wrong. He’d looked at Lila and Clara while saying the last. It was insulting but true. Carbine or not, she’d be easily overtaken the minute the cannibals arrived and sent her into a panic.
“Can we get our hands on another shuttle?” Cameron asked, looking at Kindred. 
“No. We’re lucky they weren’t in the shuttle I originally commandeered when the collective called it back.” 
“Multiple vehicles.” 
“We have the best chance of success with a single target.” 
“Multiple vehicles could draw pursuers off of the one we most need to get through the Corridor. So they won’t all be on us at once.” 
Meyer looked pained and sympathetic at once. “And who goes in the decoy vehicle, Cameron? It can’t be you. So whom do we choose to die?” 
“Besides,” Jeanine said, “even assuming we could get more vehicles, which I don’t see how we can, there are plenty of clans watching the valley to overrun two cars, three cars, whatever. Our best shot is with a blitzkrieg run. All eggs in one basket, put the pedal to the metal, and drive like hell.”
Cameron looked at Peers and Aubrey then Charlie. He seemed to decide whether he should say something then finally did. “I thought you said the Astrals wanted us to reach the Ark.” 
“That’s only a guess,” Aubrey pointed out. “It’s in no way certain.”
“And there’s no ‘us,’” Peers added. “You’re King Arthur, remember? If anyone is supposed to reach it, it’s you and you alone. But even then it feels far from a guarantee.” 
“Because the Astrals can’t control the clans outside Ember Flats and clear us a path?” Cameron shook his head. “I don’t buy that for a second.” 
“Because it’s a test,” Charlie said. 
All heads turned toward Charlie. 
“We’re here to be judged, remember? We open the archive, and we open humanity’s case file. But won’t the way we try tell the Astrals a lot about us? If we don’t make it, they’ve learned something about this group, as representatives who carry the key. But if we don’t make it, do they really care? Maybe someone else will pick up the key and try to open the archive instead. Or maybe the Astrals will render judgment without bothering to have a trial, if that’s the analogy. After all, if a defendant doesn’t show up to defend himself, he loses by default.” 
The bus was quiet. Cameron turned to Lila and Piper with his lips pressed together, his expression grim.
“This is why you have to stay behind,” he said. “This is why it’s stupid for you to come.” 
“Maybe,” Peers said. “But then again, if this is all part of a test, might our faith matter to the archive? Maybe it’s interested in which choices we make about life, death — and, not to be trite, but … sticking together until the end.”
Lila crossed her arms over her chest. The gun, on its strap, nestled against her.
“Cameron and Clara are going, so I’m going. If you want me to stay behind, you’ll need to tie me down.” 
Piper put an arm around Lila’s shoulders. “Me too.”
Cameron gave what Lila thought was a pointedly sexist sigh as if to say: Women.
“We’ll all be fine,” Piper said. “You’ll see.” 
Kindred looked away. So did Meyer.
Clara said, “Not all of us.”





Chapter Fourteen
THE BUS IDLED at the end of a long road, at the Corridor’s southeast end, where embankments the Astrals had built to shelter the road were barely twin mounds at the sides. Ahead, the terraformed walls grew, offering protection from anyone attempting to overtake a passing convoy from the sides. 
Or — for any convoys passing without the benefit of an Astral guard on the raised shoulders — offering an impossible corner. 
“You’re sure this is a good idea?” Peers looked over at Jeanine, who was surveying the scene from one of the bus’s pop-tops using pre-Astral-Day binoculars.
“It’s a terrible idea,” she replied. 
“Then you’re sure this is the only way.” 
“If you want to get to Ember Flats, yes. But that’s a question worth asking: Are we sure we want to? I don’t know about you and Aubrey, but we’ve spent five years moving slowly and steadily away from the place. Fifteen hundred kilometers later, I’m not entirely convinced we haven’t just wasted a lot of time and fuel. It’s not too late, Peers. We could turn around. No point in throwing good blood after bad.” She lowered her binoculars, and Peers saw something curious on the pretty woman’s hard face: fear.
“We haven’t spent any blood,” Peers said. 
“You spent your son. Meyer spent his. Cameron’s father. Clara’s father. Meyer’s ex-wife, Heather. My old boss’s daughter. And those are just the big ones.” 
“I meant on the detour from where you were to where we are now. Nobody’s died. No one’s been hurt. We have no sunken costs in term of life or limb.” 
Peers wondered why he was arguing the point then realized that he was terrified, too. The ravine-shaped funnel ahead was empty, but it wouldn’t stay that way. And even if they made it all the way through, then what? Every city Peers had seen and every city the new group whispered about had been worse than the last. The Astrals were building in all the capitals, according to satellite images in the Den. It was so efficient, slave labor seemed the only explanation. Just like in the days of pharaohs. Ember Flats wouldn’t be a picnic. Fantasies of walking to the Ark or to the viceroy’s mansion suddenly felt exactly like that: fantasies. 
“Not yet,” Jeanine said.
“Clara’s just a kid. Just because she said—”
“Clara’s not just a kid. She’s Lightborn.” 
“That just means she’s advanced and sensitive.” 
“Kindred and Meyer would tell you the same thing. You can see it in the way they skulk around, the way they won’t meet your eye. It’s not probable that at least some of us will die if we do this. It’s inevitable. So I have to ask, why do it? Why fight a losing battle? There’s no shame in walking away.” 
No, Peers thought. There’s no shame. But if they didn’t try for Ember Flats once this close, how would he look at his reflection in whichever chipped and filthy mirrors he might find in what was left of the world? And how long could he really expect to keep on breathing if they turned away now?
But Peers didn’t have to answer. Didn’t need to convince her, even though he himself was more uncertain than ever. He didn’t believe in the powers of the Lightborn. They were simply less jaded versions of readers and psychics. But still he felt a cold hand pressing against his spine as if the future was really already written. 
He didn’t need to give his conflicted opinion because Jeanine spoke first.
“You’re sure it’s there,” she said, staring forward.
“The Ark?” 
“You aren’t just guessing. Listening to the same rumors we’ve all heard. You have proof.” 
“I have photos. Recent ones.” 
Jeanine sighed. The Corridor ahead remained far too empty. As was the land around them, back where they could still see the horizon. Some people said the cannibal tribes had made themselves comfortable in the ground they called home, burrowing tunnels over the years using scavenged Astral equipment, honeycombing the sand and rock like nests of ants. Ahead, not five miles distant, they saw the Ember Flats skyline. Stone pyramids joined by blue glass. Old temples met with new ones of rock and metal. The modern city lay beyond, closer to the Nile. But the true capital was here. The mothership, hanging just off to the side, giving the city its sunlight. Ember Flats protected an area that included both irrigated soil and arid sand, but it was in the desert that Viceroy Mara Jabari and her government made their traitorous homes. Peers could feel eyes upon him as they sat indecisive at the artificial valley’s mouth. The only thing keeping the clans at bay was the knowledge that other clans were eyeing the new prey as well. The only thing keeping them temporarily safe was the fact that they were in such a fragile abundance of danger. 
“When the Ark shone into us at Sinai all those years ago, I felt as if it was judging me even back then,” Jeanine said. “But do you want to know something funny? I’ve felt ever since as if it left the seed of a challenge inside me. As if it’s been watching with condescension to see if I have what it takes to meet my summons.” 
“What happened at Sinai?” Peers asked. Several of the group had alluded to that day, but each time it felt like a slip. They were hoarding a secret that they’d agreed to bury forever. This, here and now with Jeanine, was the first time he’d ever heard anyone break the covenant and speak so openly. It had the feel of a dare. Or, to use Jeanine’s word, of a person rising to a challenge.
“Make you a deal, Peers. If you and I both make it through the next fifteen minutes or so, I’ll buy you a beer and tell you the whole story.” 
Peers, despite his turbulent emotions, managed a small smile. “And if they don’t have beer in Ember Flats?”
“They’re living in pyramids. They must be on some mind-altering drug.” 
“Not two minutes ago, you were arguing that we should turn around and not look back.” 
“Yeah, well.” Jeanine sighed again. “I guess I don’t like the idea of some alien device thinking it got one over on me for all of eternity.” 
“Deal, then.”
Jeanine slapped Peers’s offered hand. Then her face snapped back to serious. 
“Start the clock,” she said.





Chapter Fifteen
CHRISTOPHER WAS PEERING through the bus’s slats, listening to its idling motor thrum like a heartbeat, watching a vulture settle near a canted road sign written in Arabic like an omen. His eyes on the tall boy with the thick eyebrows standing at its side, staring back him.
He jumped when Lila set a hand on his shoulder. His head smacked the overhead rack. Instead of luggage, it held boxes of ammunition they’d all helped pull from the Den’s stores. It was pointless. The run would be quick, like ripping off a Band-Aid. The idea of anyone but Jeanine competently reloading a military weapon in the hot mess of panic, as the bus bounced over ruts, was absurd. 
“See anything?” Lila asked. 
Christopher returned his eyes to the road sign. He saw the vulture, but Trevor Dempsey was gone. 
“Nothing,” he said.
Lila was looking at him funny. Her mouth made a curious little shape. She raised one hand and brushed hair from his forehead. 
“What?” 
“Nothing,” he repeated. 
“Chris …”
“I’m just jumpy, Lila. I think we all are.”
Lila turned at a noise behind her. Christopher followed her gaze. Jeanine was pressing buttons on a large LED clock that had, once upon a time, probably spelled out the name of the bus’s next stop. For reasons unknown, Peers had converted it to a multipurpose display. For the duration of the trip, it had been counting off their trip with kilometers traveled. The display had been counting backward from just under fifteen hundred — probably to give the passengers some sense of progress on the days’ long journey. It had almost reached zero, but now Jeanine was resetting it to read 10:00. She stepped back and the clock suddenly read 9:59, then 9:58. 
“I know we’re all nervous.” Jeanine tapped the clock. “But the good news is that we only have to be afraid for another ten minutes. Once time runs out, this will all be over.” She looked directly at Clara, and Christopher — the girl’s adopted father, in spirit if not on obsolete paper — felt a pang of intense guilt. This token and the associated pep talk was for all of them, but she was offering it mostly to Clara. The girl Christopher wasn’t protecting, and was shepherding into peril. 
Nobody contradicted Jeanine to voice Christopher’s thoughts: 
Ten minutes, unless the bus is tipped over and we have to make it on foot. 
Ten minutes, unless Ember Flats is just as bad inside as it it outside. 
Ten minutes … unless we’re all dead in five. 
She went on, framing the talismanic clock like a seasoned leader. It was a battlefield commander telling a gutted soldier he’d be just fine, but even Christopher felt himself calming by degrees as the seconds ticked in peace. This isn’t so hard, just nine minutes and forty seconds left to go. Then movement caught his eye, and he looked through the slats, again at the road sign.
Now Lila was standing there, with an enormous dark red stain on the front of her shirt, intestines sliding out of her abdomen with the languor of cold syrup. 
Christopher rubbed his face. 
And then it was Clara, equally dead. 
His hand found Lila’s. He squeezed it, and Lila — the real Lila — looked over at him. The bus was rolling forward as Jeanine’s pep talk concluded, and as he glanced back, the road sign and the macabre figures waiting beside it like zombies at a bus stop fell out of sight. 
“I thought of something,” Christopher said. “The Pall. The Pall is still out there, and it will help us.” 
Lila seemed to take heart. She actually brightened. 
No reason she shouldn’t. Lila hadn’t seen what their puzzling companion had shown him, and wouldn’t wonder how those particular visions implied assistance rather than amusement from its place on the impartial sidelines.





Chapter Sixteen
THEY CAME LIKE LOCUSTS. 
Aubrey, behind the wheel, put the hammer all the way down. Peers must have done something to the engine, or else buses in this part of the world had greatly improved their speed since Cameron had last taken one with his father. He felt the titanic thing rattle, shimmy, then finally find a sweet spot in resonance where everything stopped shaking as it if it might fall apart. Cameron held tight to one of the side-mounted guns, using the weapon as much for stability as defense. There was some sort of hopefully impenetrable glass above the gun’s point of rotation, giving Cameron a fairly clean view of whatever he intended to kill. It was tinted slightly blue, and if they weren’t being surrounded by hotrods covered in spikes and painted skulls, he would have asked: So, Peers, is this an Astral windshield? Do you prefer it to human acrylics or polycarbonate?
But there was a convertible thing that was probably once a Jeep ramming into their side, cutting the air with the screech of squealing metal. The innovative clan of red-painted bald men had done in life what James Bond movies had been doing in film forever and dressed their wheels with footlong spikes. The bus tires were shielded, so the spikes could only rake the metal, just as the spiked once-a-Jeep scratched long, warbling notes of protest into the armor plate along the sides. 
Cameron swung the gun to fire, but the driver hit the accelerator. The car jolted forward as if from a shot of nitrous, easily dodging its swing radius. Then, with practiced precision, the red men were effortlessly jockeying into position, grabbing the bus’s sides and climbing aboard. 
Shots fired from above. Singles, probably a pistol. A red blur fell past Cameron’s blue-tint windshield, and the bus gave a great lurch as if over a human-sized speed bump. A woman screamed, and then there were more shots. Cameron turned, but Kindred was right behind him, glaring. 
“Don’t leave your station. Don’t you fucking dare.” 
“They need help!” 
He looked up, but there were still three sets of legs visible beneath the open pop-ups as the bus lurched and veered. Cameron could see the black modified seat belts, tethering them to the platforms as the bus jumped. The front set of legs belonged to Christopher. The rear — the most important position, to handle the pursuit — was Jeanine. Charlie sat in the middle. The position was supposed to be Lila’s, but she was inside, tasked with handling a mounted weapon. She’d been shaking too hard when the bus began rolling, and despite the side gun’s vital importance and Lila’s less-than-ideal experience handling anything like it, Jeanine had swapped on the grounds that given an unmounted weapon, she’d kill half their group in friendly fire. Charlie — similarly inexperienced but methodical to the point of sterility — had taken her place. 
“We’ll shift you if you need shifting!” Then, “The lance, Cameron!” 
But the long lance protruding through the slats — the one Cameron had been clearly instructed on using to knock boarders from his gun in the event he couldn’t shoot them off — had already been yanked through the slats. The cannibal who’d grabbed it — painted green, his face covered beneath the paint in jet black tattoos — was climbing topside, toward Jeanine. There was the chatter of an automatic weapon from above, and the man, with Cameron’s lance, struck the dirt. 
“Goddammit.” Then, with an air of great impatience, Kindred reached for the trigger of Cameron’s weapon and pulled. The thing chugged like clearing its throat, and the man who’d made the poor decision to try and wrench it free by hanging on its end went in two directions at once. 
“Leave concerns about the others to — !”
Meyer was beside Kindred, turning him away. The pair’s connection to the Astral collective would do no good out here in this swarm of humanity, but they were monitoring the situation from the peepholes around the bus, on the monitor, and from above using video from the drone Aubrey had launched once they were rolling. Knowing he was chancing being yelled at, Cameron sneaked a glance at the drone monitor. The clock was above it, showing that only thirty seconds had passed. The monitor painted a grimmer picture. Apparently fresh meat in cannibal territory had called out the clans in force. Cameron saw all the colors of the rainbow and dozens of armored vehicles swarming the bus from above, closing around it like clotting blood. Men were on the bus like dust on a staticky balloon. 
“Everyone on your pads!” Peers shouted from the front, beside Aubrey. 
“No, wait!” Meyer broke from Kindred and ran forward. He said something to Peers, but Cameron didn’t hear it because a 1970s-era Lincoln Town Car — souped up with a blower through the hood and ornaments pocking the car’s cut-away profile like grotesque art — had pulled within range. They must not have seen the big gun on the bus’s side or were simply pinned in by the four other vehicles of different-color clans in close proximity because they lined themselves up nicely right in the sweet spot. By the time those in the target car were raising their weapons, Cameron was getting a satisfying look from their faces as they stared down his barrel. 
Adrenaline soaring, Cameron held the handles and pulled the trigger. The car’s riders burst like piñatas, spilling confetti guts into the screaming wind. The gray behemoth, suddenly driverless, slowed as it drifted sidelong into the vehicle beside it. A man hanging onto the next vehicle was speared on an adornment, and his battle-cry face became a mask of agony.  
Cameron glanced back to watch Meyer converse rapid fire with Peers, whose hand was on a huge homemade knife switch like something from a Frankenstein flick. The hand kept twitching as if time were running out and Meyer was costing them minutes and lives. 
“They’re all over us!” Aubrey shouted. “Don’t you bloody say he shouldn’t — !” 
Peers glared at Meyer. Kindred ran forward, bringing a small tablet with him. It must be the dual Meyer-Kindred logical mastermind attempting to digest all that was happening and plot the logical scenarios forward, adjusting as seconds melted, their dual brain following each action inevitably forward, trying to find consequence loopholes their group could squeeze through. 
“On your pads!” Peers screamed. 
Jeanine, Christopher, and Charlie shuffled their bodies away from the metal frame, leaning back in their harnesses. Their feet were already on rubber pads, but as Cameron’s eyes flashed around he saw Clara scramble onto hers, knees to chest, youth bleeding through her usually cool, precocious facade.
“Not yet!” 
To the others, ignoring the Meyers: “Do it! Now! All of you!” 
And Kindred, to Peers: “Wait! Just another second!” 
“Now,” Meyer said. 
“Now!”
Cameron barely pulled his hands from the mounted gun in time. Supposedly the mounts were mostly nonconductive, but Peers had warned him to take his hands away when they hit the pulse just the same, in case it arced. Which it might. The generator used to electrify the bus’s skin was Astral technology, after all, like most things from the Den. 
Every hair on Cameron’s head seemed to stand on end. There was a low hum, a buzz, and a flash scent like burning meat. All the limbs he’d seen climbing the bus vanished at once, the Permaflate tires bounced across a scree of bodies, and the drone footage showed the bus swept clean as if by a powerful breeze.
But then the other thing happened, as Peers had warned it might when running so much electricity through the vehicle’s frame from a mostly untested generator. 
The back of the bus, near all those extra gas tanks, had caught on fire.





Chapter Seventeen
PIPER FORGOT all about her pistol when she smelled the smoke and felt the fire’s heat. What had caught fire, anyway? Weren’t busses supposed to be made of plastics and metals and other things that didn’t catch fire? 
But the acrid black smoke filling the rear told her something far beyond normal had happened, and that it wasn’t just flammables burning. It was plastic, too. The device had knocked all the clawing cannibals off their sides — a good thing because she’d seen Christopher fall and knew he’d been sliced or shot, though not enough to keep him from springing back up. Jeanine had been grabbed several times, but she had a knife and was somehow juggling firearm and blade well enough to hold her ground. 
Without electrifying the bus they’d have been overtaken. But now they would burn. 
Meyer shot past her. He must have been ready to grab the extinguisher because he was wielding it now, spraying a thick white cloud of carbon dioxide at the rear, chilling Piper’s exposed skin with its proximity. 
“Shit.” 
Kindred, coming closer: “What?” 
“Shit.” 
“What?” 
Peers, arriving, glancing at Piper as she gawked atop her rubber mat, seeming to consider a reprimand for her for no longer aiming through the metal slats. 
“Where is that smoke coming from?” Peers was holding a fire extinguisher, too, but didn’t seem to know where he should aim. The visible fire had gone out immediately, but smoke was still belching from somewhere far back, licking the ceiling and making a cloud. 
“Something’s still on fire back there.” 
“Where?” 
“Behind the tanks. Is there insulation? Batting? Anything that could be lit on fire?” 
“There’s—” 
Meyer cut Peers off.  “You had to put the tanks inside the shell. Couldn’t carry gas?” 
A blue-painted hand reached through a broken slat and gripped Piper’s chest as the bus trembled with speed. Wind whipped her hair, confused her distorted hearing. She reacted on impulse and fortuitously planted a slug between a pair of goggled eyes. Blood back spattered Piper’s arm, and the dead body hung on for a few seconds longer before gravity raked it back and gouged its arm open on the slat’s sharp edge, falling eventually away. 
“Are you really going to measure dicks right now?” Piper shouted, near panic. “Fucking fix it!” 
Piper’s shrill voice must have shocked the usually unflappable Meyers because they glared back at her for a minute before Peers firmed his lip and kicked the side-rear door open to climb the armored exterior with only a fire extinguisher for protection. 
“Jeanine!” Piper shouted up at the nearest legs, rearmost in the top-hatch line of three. “Peers is — !” 
“I see him!” 
Something at Jeanine’s waist jostled. She’d taken Lila’s carbine and must have somehow holstered her smaller weapon in its favor because a jarring rattle trickled down from above as Jeanine worked the rear of their ride, presumably clearing the way. 
Piper couldn’t keep her eyes from the clock. Impossibly, only two and a half minutes had passed. She watched until another sixty seconds was gone, hearing gunshots from all around, flinching every time the cannibals outside returned fire or rammed their accelerating sides. Peers had mostly bulletproofed the bus, but there were openings for guns — and, it turned out, for blue-armed men to reach inside. Something screamed past Piper’s face and made a metal box in one of the luggage racks jump. It felt like being dive bombed by a horsefly, but the box, when she looked back, had a hole the size of a large grape. 
After a long minute, Meyer went to the door on an unseen signal, pulled it open, and yanked Peers back inside, whole and seemingly unharmed. The door wouldn’t close. Men with masks full of teeth and yellow eyes were halfway through until something came at them screaming, swinging at the limbs and heads with a machete, leaving dripping red marks. It took Piper a few shocked seconds to realize it was Lila, whose already-large eyes were now saucer sized once the portal was finally forced shut. 
Four minutes gone. 
Four and a half. 
Piper watched Jeanine’s pacifying clock as if it were a real thing. It meant nothing. But she looked toward the windshield and saw that Ember Flat’s massive gates were much closer. They’d been an almost-invisible speck, but now she could almost see detail. Enough to think the gates were open. Wide open, and never mind the barbarians behind them. 
Five minutes. Half their time in hell was gone, and Piper told herself it meant something.
“Peeeers?” 
Aubrey’s warning shout, drawing the man’s name out, still jockeying the bus’s huge horizontal wheel. And beyond the Astral glass windshield, where seconds earlier she’d seen only the end of their long and horrible rainbow, Piper now saw something new. 
More cars, hideously modified into instruments of doom, swarming from the front in addition to those already crowding their sides and rear. 
Reinforcements. 
They were trapped.





Chapter Eighteen
PEERS RUSHED FORWARD, almost colliding with the console in his clumsy dash. Staying upright as the bus stormed forward was difficult enough, but he hadn’t anticipated how much worse panic would make it. 
“What do I do?” Aubrey asked. 
“I—”
“What the hell I do, Peers?” 
Meyer arrived at Peers’s side. But no, it was Kindred. Meyer arrived on the other, same except for his beard and eyes — quieter than Meyer Dempsey was supposed to be, even now. Perhaps Zen, maybe worried. But it was Kindred, with that partial connection to the Astral mind that seemed so like computing power in the old world’s cloud. Yin and yang when working together. Good cop and bad. Heads and tails on the same exact coin. 
“What should he do?” 
But Kindred and Meyer were both thinking, looking around, consulting monitors and the view from the drone above.
“What do I do, Peers? I’m almost up their asses!” 
“Stop the bus, Aubrey,” Peers said. 
“Don’t stop the bus,” Kindred argued. 
“Don’t stop?” 
“Don’t stop the bus,” Kindred repeated. 
“Goddammit, where do I — ?” 
“Floor it. Right at that one in the middle. See it there?” Kindred pointed. “With the purple clan.” 
Peers followed Kindred’s finger, but his words didn’t make any sense. In its previous life, the thing had once been a pickup, but like all of the clan vehicles it had been heavily modified with — so it seemed — whatever the clans found lying around. This one had an ancient cow catcher like from a locomotive’s front and skulls lined along a bar mounted above the headlights. The men in the bed and on the truck’s roof looked like berserk metal fans who’d stumbled into KISS’s wardrobe, wearing black armor and shoulder pads with gleaming silver spikes, their faces covered with war paint. 
Peers saw it all because the truck was barreling toward them as rapidly as they were racing forward. They’d meet in the middle in a quarter minute at most, right into the thick of killer oncoming traffic. 
Across the wall of vehicles, weapons were raised by shouting men.
“They want us to stop,” Peers said. 
“Don’t stop.” 
“They’ve got guns! They’ll cut us in half!” 
“They won’t shoot.” 
“Of course they’ll shoot!” 
“They want us alive.” 
“Why do they give a fuck if we’re—” 
Kindred cut him off. “They want Jeanine.” 
Peers looked up as if he could see through the roof. Jeanine, up top with her femininity in plain view. 
“Aubrey,” Peers said, “stop the bus.” 
“Don’t stop the bus, Aubrey.” 
The gap closed. 
Closer. 
Closer. 
“There’s no possible way to get through that cluster of—”
At that moment, what looked like a large black bird slammed into the windshield of the truck where Kindred had focused Aubrey’s aim. But it wasn’t a bird. It was the drone, which Meyer was piloting with his tablet. 
The glass turned white with spiderweb cracks, the large plane knocking the folding windshield off its adhesive seal and in toward the cab’s occupants. The truck screeched hard sideways and rolled forward like tumbling dice. The others tried to compensate in both directions at once, and metal screamed as a chain reaction of crashes made its way down the spine of closely grouped vehicles. 
“Floor it!” 
Aubrey saw the gap made by the crashed vehicle and rammed the bus down its throat. The armored sides, supercharged engine, and Permaflate tires all did their jobs as the heavy bus widened the gap. Sparks flew along the bus’s length, and Cameron gasped as his mounted weapon was ripped free, leaving an undefended hole. Feet hit the floor as the three snipers up top jumped inside. 
For a few seconds there was only noise and darkness and fury. Then Peers felt a fresh draft at the driver’s window and saw two brutes of different paint colors clamoring to climb in at the same time, both armed with pistols. 
Lila managed to shoot one, and Christopher, down from the roof, shot the other. 
But not before one of the intruders shot Aubrey dead, and the bus began to lurch out of control.





Chapter Nineteen
CHRISTOPHER FOUGHT to clear his head. But Charlie reacted before he could leap into the driver’s seat, jumping atop Aubrey’s body and shoving it aside without any sentimentality. He jammed his foot onto the accelerator and slammed the bus through the onrushing traffic, but the bulldozer strategy was already faltering. Only seconds had passed since they’d struck the oncoming mass, but those near the rear were figuring it out, trying to close the gap, steering natural panic at the ensuing pileup into their mission’s more rational thought. Only the fact that the clans didn’t work as a unit (purple fought blue fought green fought black as they all grasped for the prize) kept the effort disjointed, and Charlie’s path more or less true.
Openings widened. Openings closed. They were in the middle, surrounded by ten colors of warring factions charging toward them, with them, alongside them, distractedly away from them. Only confusion held their favor. 
Christopher felt a hand tap his shoulder. Clara and Piper were on his sides, holding on as the bus bounced and swayed, neither paying him any attention. Christopher looked forward again, but the moment he did he felt another tap. 
He moved back, looking around, curious.
And that’s when he saw the final passenger. The one who hadn’t boarded the bus, though Christopher had seen him on the roadside. 
“Trevor?” 
Trevor smiled. 
But of course, it wasn’t Trevor. 
Shouting. Clanging metal. Gunshots. But somehow, time had stopped for Christopher, and all was quiet. 
Trevor’s sides puffed. His facial features became indistinct. Even his clothing seemed to dissolve. For a second, Trevor became half-human, half-smoke, then solid again. 
The Pall, wearing its Trevor mask, raised its hands and turned them as if around a wheel, in a driving motion.
Then it made both hands into a tight ball and whipped them rapidly apart, like something exploding. 
It made the driving motion. 
It made the exploding motion. 
And Christopher understood.





Chapter Twenty
LILA WATCHED THE CROWD. She heard the shots and the screaming. Smelled the reek of fear in the air as Jeanine said to Kindred, “Time to use the car.” 
“No. It’s pointless.” 
“We’re getting flattened!” She looked back at Cameron. “Open the emergency hatch in the middle of the floor. Climb down into the—”
“I said no!” Kindred barked.  
The bus lurched. Was kicked sideways. Lila’s eyes fell on the huge knife switch that had electrified the bus earlier, but Peers was right beside it, shaking his head. That either meant It won’t work a second time or It’ll burn us alive if we use it again, but the simple gesture made Lila’s gut sink as time ticked away. It was over. They weren’t going to make it. They’d be enslaved at best, and likely eaten alive. She suddenly felt all girl as if her body wrapping fooled no one. Suddenly Jeanine’s grenade strategy made a lot of sense. Lila only hoped she’d been polite enough to bring suicide for them all.
Jeanine said, “Cameron, there’s a low, flat escape vehicle attached to the bottom of the bus just below the hatch. Peers showed me. Take the satchel and—”
“No, goddammit!”   
Jeanine turned on Meyer like a striking snake. 
“There’s no way out! Do you hear me! You don’t even have your sky view anymore! You can’t predict your way out of a no-win scenario!” 
“Jeanine,” Meyer said. 
“Fuck both of you!” She shoved Meyer in the chest. Then Kindred. Her face was flushed, furious, eyes brimming. “Strategize this: We’re fucked! All we can do now is get Cameron into the city!” 
The bus was noticeably slowing. Cameron seemed to have shut the pop-ups when Jeanine, Charlie, and Christopher had come down, but up top Lila could now clearly hear —
Wait. Christopher. He’d been right beside her a minute ago. 
“Cameron, take the Ark key, and get into the escape car. Peers said it drives like a go-kart. They’ll be focused on us.” Her features hardened. “Especially when we detonate the bus behind you.” 
Eyes spun to Peers. 
“They won’t notice your little car when the whole fucking thing goes up from the C-4 in the luggage compartments.” 
Lila’s attention snapped. She felt suddenly cold, knowing this was serious, this was real — this was finally over. 
Jeanine continued, her eyes strained and reddening. “The escape car is really low, only big enough for one person. You can probably get under half of their wheels. The Ember Flats gates are wide open. The clans must know not to enter, but you can! With luck, once we blow it, there’ll be enough confusion that you’ll be able to—” 
“No, Jeanine!” Meyer held her arm, which tried to strike him. 
“Clara,” said Lila, swallowing. “Send Clara.” 
Cameron nodded. “Yes. That’s it. Send Clara.” 
Banging from above. Banging from the sides. Charlie shouted from behind the wheel; Lila watched the speedometer drop to 30 kilometers per hour, lower. 
“It can’t be Clara!” Kindred shouted. “It has to be Cameron. It has to be — !” 
Jeanine pushed herself away from the others. Drew her sidearm. Pointed it at Cameron’s chest, flicking it toward the others in warning. The jostling bus didn’t falter her aim.
“He’s right, Cameron. It has to be you. Now go.” 
“Jeanine, I can’t just …” Lila watched him swallow, noticed his control slip a notch. “Dammit, Jeanine, I can’t. Not after Grace! Not if I have to go into the city and stand in front of that thing and — !”
She cocked the gun as the bus’s front collided with one of the vehicles, slowing its forward march to a crawl. 
“I’m sorry, Cameron.”
He turned. Slowly. But then he stopped, and Lila realized why when she looked down and saw that the floor hatch had already been popped, and that whatever had been under the bus was gone.
Two of the luggage compartments were open as well, loose wires dangling.
And both were empty.





Chapter Twenty-One
THE EXPLOSION SENT an earthquake through the bus floor. For what felt like solid seconds, Cameron thought the world beneath him might open to swallow them whole. But the tumult wasn’t ahead or underneath them — a bright flower that was partially orange flame but mostly brown sand. Vehicles seemed to pop up and tip over not far away. Machine parts rained. And Cameron knew that he’d finally shed his old life once and for all. Benjamin had Charlie, but Cameron came into this with Dan, Vincent, Terrence, and Christopher, who was now gone for reasons unknown. 
The moving clans screeched around them, more distracted than when the drone had crippled the lead truck. Wheels squealed, collisions ignited around them in a circle. The entire jam seemed to pulse and open like a heartbeat, but it was too little, too far. The explosion had probably been big enough to clear a patch beyond their current fix. But the bus’s front was still jammed against a clan vehicle, and they were still sown in. 
“Floor it, Charlie,” Cameron said. 
“There’s nowhere to go.” 
“There’s a hole farther up now. Look at them. They think we have allies.” 
And it was true. Swarms of cars were suddenly uncertain. Heads in the trucks and other vehicles were looking up, backward, toward the sky. Something kept them out of Ember Flats through those big open gates, and that meant that even the horde feared whatever the capital had inside. There was an uneasy truce, and Christopher’s act of heroism had reminded every clan. This wasn’t just all of them versus one helpless bus. There were other forces in play, with explosives at their disposal. 
“Come on, Charlie. Floor it.” 
“There’s nowhere. Look. See?” 
“Get up,” said a voice at Cameron’s side: Lila.
“Get up, Charlie!” 
Charlie, shocked, shifted aside. Lila sat, dodging Aubrey’s corpse without a thought. Her eyes were streaming, but she seemed not to have noticed. She’d lost her father, lost her brother, lost her mother, lost her husband, recovered her father with another to spare. Now she’d lost Christopher, and the wound would be deep. But now, in those big, brown eyes, Cameron saw only determination and absolute, total fury. 
“Do you even know how to drive a—” Charlie began. But Lila had slammed the bus into reverse and jockeyed it into what had seemed a minuscule gap in the rearview mirror.  Charlie fell over Aubrey’s legs, banging his head. 
Lila steamed forward. Hit a truck broadside. Consulted her mirror and saw that painted clansmen were streaming up from behind on foot, eager to take what they’d finally felled. Cameron saw a smirk touch Lila’s lips. She put the bus in reverse again and swung around so she was backing right at them. The thump, when she struck the truck again, was muffled as if bodies were pinned between the vehicles. But she didn’t immediately move forward again. Instead she floored the accelerator, pressing harder. 
“Lila, there’s nowhere to—” Charlie said as he moved to regain his feet. But there was somewhere to go; the mob of vehicles had left a gap near the embankment. Charlie fell again as she struck it, protesting, pointing out that it would tip if she tried to climb it. And the bus nearly did, but then Lila swung the big wheel the other way, down the embankment after five seconds’ climbing, teetering on the edge of balance but sliding past the forward group’s edge, slamming into the area cleared by Christopher’s blast. The place was like the heart of a missile strike, debris blasted out equidistant in the pattern of a star. More cannibals on foot had stormed into the space, and it sounded like popcorn as they struck the speeding front bumper. The bus leaped as it crushed them below its Permaflate tires, and then their path was suddenly clear. 
Lila didn’t stop the bus until she’d crossed an invisible line past the Ember Flats gate, striking a wall made of sandstone or clay, shaking everyone aboard to their feet in a resounding and metal-rending crash, flooring the pedal until Cameron rested a hand on her shoulder and said she could stop. 
Behind them, the multicolored clans lined up at the border, their faces furious. Fights sparked from clan to clan, realizing they were surrounded by enemies. They warred for mere seconds before an Astral shuttle floated overhead and a ray incinerated enough men at the front to scatter the others.
Cameron’s hand was still atop Lila’s hunched shoulders. On her curved back. He wouldn’t move it. He knew it had to stay. 
“He saved us, Lila,” Cameron said. “We made it. We’re safe.”
Lila’s shoulders hitched slowly at first then shook uncontrollably as she wept.





Chapter Twenty-Two
AFTER THE THROTTLE stopped revving from Lila’s foot on the gas and Cameron killed the engine because something mechanical seemed to have broken, with only half the drive wheels still spinning and the front end of the bus wedged into the wall, all eyes turned to Kindred. 
“What now?” Cameron asked him.
“This is Peers’s mission,” Kindred answered. His logic had run out. As had Meyer’s, where their minds touched. Kindred was no longer the conjoined thing they formed together; he was again just Kindred, and Meyer was again just Meyer. Inside, Kindred was still the man who’d led Heaven’s Veil as viceroy after the mothership had returned him to the Axis Mundi, after he’d hitched himself to Heather, had two children, then divorced and married Piper. In Kindred’s mind, the memories were continuous and wholly his own. The factual knowledge that claimed otherwise was impossible to reckon. Deep down, Kindred would never believe those memories and experiences didn’t belong to him — even though it was obviously true.
The others were looking at him for guidance as if he had all the answers. As if he knew more about Ember Flats and what came next than the satellite images and outland rumors had shown them. As if his sometimes-connection to the Astral collective made him one of them, when in fact, he was only a man, same as always. 
Kindred looked back into the bus for Clara. He hadn’t noticed her for some time, and for a horrible moment he was sure they’d lost her in the collision with the sandstone wall, if not before. 
But no, she was right there: shorter than the rest of the group but standing within it. Clara was seven years old — but in other, subtler ways, she was the oldest among them. 
“Any idea what we should do now?” Kindred asked her.
“I don’t know” she said.
Lila was still crying, still filling the pregnant silences with the sour sounds of grief. Piper went to her, relieving Cameron, and squatted to lean in and whisper close. Clara didn’t move to comfort her mother; Kindred imagined that would come later. Instead Clara stayed where she was, eyes locked with the man who masqueraded as her grandfather.
The crash had popped the unbreakable windshield from its seals. Smoke or vapor poured from the stopped engine. The bus didn’t seem to have airbags; they’d all survived the crash without a cushion. They were lucky to be alive, past the gates after driving through hell. 
The accordion door to the driver’s right had also popped out of place. Still feeling expectant eyes upon him, Kindred moved toward the door and peeked cautiously out into the street. And it was a street, of sorts; the sandstone wall Lila had struck appeared to be the back of a very broad, squared-off building whose face was away from them, looking into the city beyond. 
It seemed they hadn’t entered the city after all — just these long, peripheral outskirts. The open gates had let them into an empty space like that between rows of barbed wire fence surrounding a prison. The surface below Kindred’s feet, as he stepped out, appeared to be concrete or finely crushed stone. It formed a road that led off in both directions around Ember Flats’s periphery, between the outer wall and an inner one made from the backs of buildings. The inner wall, like the outer one, was topped with razor wire. If this was a prison, this no-man’s-land would be where guards would march on patrol. 
The thought made Kindred remember the shuttle that had dispatched the barbarians. It had sped off already and was nowhere in sight. The clans had remained, though — just beyond the open gate. They were standing back a handful of yards, staring at Kindred as he left the wreck, their eyes burning with hate. The bald men were grouped by color, but only in the most haphazard way. Blue-painted men were within reaching distance of teal-painted men, who on their other side were within reaching distance of black-painted men who looked like walking shadows. They knew not to come any closer. The shuttle had let the bus — not the cannibals — into the city’s outer edge. 
One of the red-painted men, wearing an elaborate headdress of multicolored feathers, opened his mouth to speak. Kindred half expected a strangled barbarian shout, but the man’s measured and reasonable voice sounded like well-mannered words at a board meeting:
“We will wait for you.” 
Kindred said nothing. He turned from the gate. He wandered back to the bus’s wreck and past it, until the street-like middle ground rounded a bend and the clans were no longer visible. He wasn’t sure what he was looking for, only that he was compelled to scout the area. The sensation was like smelling the air — tuning in to the fact that he’d once had a purely Astral mind, that he’d communicated some with the Astral mind even when he’d been Meyer Dempsey, that he’d once had enough psychic sway to infiltrate the mothership and retrieve his donor. Kindred’s higher brain argued that he was human and couldn’t sense the Astrals any more than any other human. But he didn’t have to feel the Astrals. He’d be content to feel the Pall, which had always been somewhere in the middle. 
And yet he couldn’t feel the Pall, and hadn’t felt or seen it for days. Perhaps they’d outrun it; maybe they’d left it behind somewhere between Derinkuyu and the Den and Ember Flats. It hadn’t taken a form and boarded Peers’s bus. It hadn’t made itself visible along the way, at least not that Kindred had seen. So where was it now? Was the Pall finally gone? 
No, it’s not gone. It’s just not showing itself.
Kindred could feel its presence the way he could feel Meyer slowly closing the gap behind him. Between Meyer and Kindred — between the human and the Astral who’d become human — there was the Pall. It was as if the Meyer Dempsey who’d been shot dead by Raj was still around, his spirit now on both sides, somehow creating a link between their party and the Ark. That was the sense Kindred got, anyway, the reason he’d sided with Charlie to argue that the group needed to return and finish what it started at Sinai. Because Sinai was where the Pall had first begun to change, after it had found and touched its second source. That’s when it had stopped being an ally and had become something else, something in the middle. Impartial but helpful. Assistive. But always at a price. 
“How do we get into the city?” Cameron asked. 
Kindred turned from his thoughts to see that the entire group had followed him. The bus was still smoking behind them, its front stuck, its axles apparently shattered. They would be on foot from this point on, for better or for worse — and God help them if they needed to run through Hell’s Corridor again. 
Piper, with her arm around a silent Lila, was watching the sky. “Where are the shuttles? Where are the Reptars?”
“Inside the city,” Charlie said. 
Meyer came up beside Kindred. He felt their minds touch, felt the synergy. Logic unfolded like an unlocking puzzle box, and indistinct questions began to become likely answers. 
“They should be patrolling out here,” Meyer said. 
“And inside.” Kindred nodded. 
“Shuttles.” 
“They could make circuits. There’s reason to.” 
“The mothership?” 
“Unessential.” 
“Do you feel it?” 
“Its presence. Not its intention.” 
“There’s something. Something missing.”
“But the wall—”
“It’s just buildings.” 
“But it’s still a wall.” 
“A barrier,” Meyer agreed.  
“The only thing we can think is—”
“Obviously. But why?” 
Kindred jumped from Cameron’s hand on his shoulder. 
“Maybe you two wouldn’t mind speaking in English?” 
Hadn’t they been? Kindred could never tell the difference. But then again, it was possible that most of what he and Meyer had just discussed went unspoken, in their private dialect or otherwise, and had happened with their usual shuffling of mental images.
Kindred and Meyer both looked past Cameron, to Piper, to Lila beside her. Feeling the same shared thought at the same time, they both took a step forward — but seeing this, Kindred deferred. Meyer went to Lila and wrapped an overdue fatherly arm around her as Kindred held himself back, feeling his usual push-pull. It was ironic: Human Meyer’s captivity on the mothership and the ensuing emotional crash course had made him more empathetic than he’d ever been before — and hence it was the copy of Meyer, in Kindred, who’d become more Meyer between them.
“Sorry,” Kindred told Cameron. “We were just trying to theorize about the city’s makeup.” 
“And?” 
“I’d rather not say. It’s … in flux.” 
Cameron rolled his eyes. Charlie spoke in his place. 
“Don’t be obtuse. The gates were wide open. They let us walk right in, but we’re in the no man’s land instead of the city itself. You’ll forgive me, but this all seems very familiar.” 
“You mean it’s like Heaven’s Veil.” 
“Which makes sense,” Charlie said. “Similar defense plans for the capitals. Heaven’s Veil had outlaw badlands, too, though they weren’t as … advanced as what we just went through. There was the entrance corridor at Heaven’s Veil that was a lot like this one, and you had to go through the corridor to get into the city itself. But I also remember entering Heaven’s Veil. Twice. And each time, the Astrals stepped aside and let one of us waltz right into a trap.”
“This is different,” said Kindred. Beside Lila, Meyer nodded. 
“How?”
“To be blunt,” Kindred said, still looking around, his mind still touching Meyer’s, still looking for evidence he could add to his deductive equation, “it doesn’t matter what we think because our course of action can’t change.” 
“Are you saying it isn’t a trap?” 
“I’m saying it’s irrelevant. Either way, we have to enter the city. We’re hemmed in by the barbarians at the gate.” 
“That’s how traps work.”
Clara spoke, and heads turned. “No, he’s right. This is different. I feel it too.”
Kindred nodded. “They’re not waiting for us to come inside so they can fool us. They’re just waiting for us to come inside.” 
“Then shouldn’t we take the guns?” Lila looked at a still-fully armed Jeanine. The other weapons had been thrown about during the escape and crash; only Jeanine had thought to hold or recover hers. 
“No,” Kindred said.
Charlie had already turned back toward the bus. He stopped. 
“No?” 
“No.” Meyer looked at Jeanine, but there was no point in arguing. If they asked Jeanine to leave hers behind with the weapons that had stayed on the bus, it would be wasted breath. But one gun (okay, two; she still had her sidearm) would change nothing except for the looks it would solicit from those inside.
Kindred watched the group, seeing their confusion. But based on the satellite images, there was an inner gate not much farther ahead, and once they reached it they’d understand. 
Although even Kindred, honestly, didn’t understand what the evidence and ensuing logic was telling him. 
That Ember Flats wasn’t what it seemed.





Chapter Twenty-Three
PEERS HUNG BACK at the group’s rear. With Aubrey dead, he was a lone stranger among family. The group was kind and courteous, but Peers had noticed the tall brunette, Jeanine, constantly glancing back at him. She kept slowing down — Peers supposed Jeanine wanted him to pass so she could position herself as rear point. But Peers slowed when she did, and the resulting nothing seemed to prove that he was at least accepted enough. She wouldn’t force the issue and insist he walk ahead so she could keep an eye on him, but she didn’t seem to trust him, either. 
His hands fell to his robe, feeling for his concealed knife. It was still there, easily hidden by the voluminous fabric. They made a motley crew: most of them in assorted clothes they’d managed to keep intact, Meyer and Kindred in what could almost pass for business casual, Peers looking like a desert wanderer with a dog instead of a camel. Ideal dress for hiding weapons.
Nocturne looked up at Peers as if hearing his thoughts. The black dog was trotting in almost a heel position at Peers’s side as if this were all perfectly normal. The crash had knocked them flat, but Nocturne had survived, unbruised like the rest.
“What are you looking at?” Peers asked. 
Nocturne licked his lips.
Cameron had taken lead at the front. The twin Meyers seemed to be letting him head the group, content to hang back and play navigator. There had been several false alleyways, and already Cameron had led them down two before backtracking. There had to be a way inside, and Cameron kept saying he remembered the way from the satellite imagery. But Cameron was just trying to not lose his shit, much like Peers was doing by talking to Nocturne and touching his knife. Just as Jeanine was doing by watching the straggler, clinging to the little control she still had. 
“You ever have a dog?” Peers asked Jeanine when he caught her glancing back. 
“All the tough spots you described getting into, I’m impressed you didn’t eat that dog.” 
“He is adept at finding food, so it would be foolish to use him just once,” Peers said. “And besides. He is a great conversationalist.” 
Jeanine turned her head and kept walking. 
The group stopped. The outer periphery around Ember Flats wasn’t uniform; there were spots where the inner city’s buildings didn’t form a smooth wall and anyone walking the edges needed to detour around odd angles in the clumsily added outer shell. Peers knew every detail. He’d studied overhead photos night after night after night. For years. Grease pencil in hand, marking routes in and out. If they’d gone the other way around, there was a simpler but smaller gate they could have used. Cameron only seemed to have eyes for the large one, and Peers wasn’t about to argue. But to get through some of these tough spots, you had to walk in unexpected directions. Of course Cameron kept running them into dead ends. And each time, of course he feigned exploration, insisting that he knew what he was doing. 
The periphery opened again, and now Peers could see the inner door ahead. He touched his knife, feeling impotent. None of them had any idea what to expect, and they had but two firearms among them. The group sort of knew where they needed to go but not that the Ark had been moved twice. Peers hadn’t told them. His theories on Ember Flats were just that: He knew the city’s layout but not its makeup; he knew where the buildings lay but not the city’s culture. The images always showed people, but it was never obvious, from above, who was who. Curiously, satellites saw the outlands and Hell’s Corridor in crisper resolution than the city itself. But why? Were the Astrals hiding something? 
And how were they supposed to get inside with only two guns? 
Would it make any difference if they were armed to the teeth?
Maybe not. And perhaps that was Kindred’s point. He’d said it wasn’t precisely a trap, but he was only guessing. They’d made a lot of noise coming in, and the city leaders would be stupid if they didn’t have a way to notice a bus barreling in. Someone would almost certainly be waiting at the gate, and those someones wouldn’t easily be overtaken by seven adults, a kid, and a dog — no matter how heavily armed. 
But they arrived to find the gate casually ajar, the way Peers’s grandmother always used to prop her screen door open in summertime. There were no guards, or contingent waiting to abduct them. 
“Is this it?” Jeanine asked, coming up from the rear. 
“Is this what?” Cameron asked. 
“The gate.” 
“I see an opening in the wall. I see doors. Looks like a gate to me.” 
But Jeanine wasn’t moving closer. Lila, Piper, and Charlie were hanging instinctively back as well as if they expected something to leap through the wide-open door and bite them. They could see people passing by through the door — milling humans and giant, hairless white Titans roving by. Nobody was looking toward the door. They saw the hustle of a modern midsize metropolis, if “modern” included sandstone blocks and gleaming blue glass. 
“Where are the guards?” 
Cameron shrugged then looked at Jeanine as if she’d asked the world’s stupidest question. “Coffee break?” 
“Be serious for a second, Cameron,” Charlie snapped.
Peers inched forward. They must look ridiculous from the outside. They were approaching exactly nothing with intense foreboding and drama. It was like squaring off against a sloth, fists raised, daring the sleepy thing to come at you.
“Get away from the door,” Peers said. 
Heads turned. 
“Get away from the door,” he repeated. 
Meyer squinted at Peers but complied. Kindred did the same. Slowly they all moved to the side, out of sight. Peers felt his pulse in his temples, certain that something was wrong. They were waiting just inside, surely to pounce. 
“What is it, Peers?” Lila asked. 
“Listen. Do you hear that?” 
Four humans passed pushing some sort of a cart. The rapid-fire clacking of casters on stone sounded just like a Reptar’s purr.
“The cart?” Lila asked, peeking past him. 
“I thought it was …” He trailed off, glancing at Cameron. 
“I thought the same thing,” Cameron said. “Reptars.” 
“I don’t see any Reptars,” said Piper. 
“Peers,” Cameron said, his voice artificially low. “You’ve been here before.” 
“A very long time ago.” 
“Then you’ve studied the satellite photos.” 
“Yes, but—” 
“Do you know where the peacekeeper station is? The Reptar patrols?”
“No, I’m sorry.”
“I remember a cluster of buildings. That way.” He pointed. “Who has the maps?” 
“The bag with the maps was pinned back in the bus. I assumed we’d have to use the tablet.” She looked at Meyer and Kindred. 
“The tablet hit the floor in the crash,” Meyer said. 
“You let it break?” 
“We were a little preoccupied with making sure the key didn’t break in Cameron’s satchel to worry about the tablet.” Meyer nodded toward Cameron’s waist, where they’d already verified the key, in its padding, was still intact.
“Peers,” Cameron said. “You remember. You know the city.” 
He did. His knowledge of Ember Flats and the region as a whole — as well as his connection to the community Benjamin had been collaborating with before his death — was the main reason he was here. But he didn’t just know the city. He’d obsessed over it. He’d plotted attack plans. He’d run scenarios. And yet he was already lost because by now he’d assumed they’d have gone over a wall, detouring through alleyways to lose their pursuers. Ironically, the only thing he hadn’t considered was the idea of walking right through the front door unopposed. 
“The Ark is that way, right?” 
Peers nodded. “Last we saw.” 
“So how do we get to it?” 
“We could walk that way,” Charlie said, pointing where Cameron already had. “Am I missing something?”
“Where are the Reptar patrols? Where is the Ember Flats guard?” They’d inched back out, a bit in front of the open door, where the city’s day-to-day activity marched on, uncaring. “Peers?” said Jeanine, trying again. 
“I … I’m not sure.”
Meyer and Kindred were both watching the detente, their faces losing patience. Peers eyed them both — the former viceroy and the Astral who’d become his duplicate — feeling lost. He’d plotted this exact scenario so many times. He dreamed of Ember Flats. He knew the way from the outer gate to the inner gate to the viceroy’s palace — practically right into Jabari’s bedroom, where she closed her eyes at night. He’d seen the cluster of buildings around it in still images from above, watched the feed, deduced they were government houses. He’d scouted obstacles to hide behind, jumping from one to the other. But he was at a loss facing this complete and utter lack of resistance. 
“It’s a trap,” Jeanine said. “They know we’re here.” 
Cameron looked like he might agree. Meyer rolled his eyes and walked right through the doors, into the thronging crowd.





Chapter Twenty-Four
CAMERON RUSHED TO KEEP UP. Once through the gate, he realized that Ember Flats was as teeming as the streets of any old-world, moderately sized city. It wasn’t as big as New York or London or Berlin, and despite the Middle Eastern heat and limited desert colors it didn’t strike him as Cairo before Astral Day, or Jerusalem, or Damascus, or any of the other cities in the region he’d visited with his father long ago. Ember Flats was something else. Something new, echoing the old.
 Meyer and Kindred, keeping their heads down and moving quickly, forded a stream of pedestrian humans and Titans then vanished. Cameron scampered behind, hearing the others on his heels. Once past the flow of bodies, he saw the two Meyers farther on, down a third of a city block. 
As he rushed to follow, Cameron couldn’t help but look up, around, everywhere that caught his eye. The place was like Heaven’s Veil’s promise — potential the old capital never had a chance to reach. Cameron saw the same basic building schemes, the same basic geometric precision in its layout. He saw a familiar city grid here in the downtown, knowing the poorer areas would be similarly reflective of Heaven’s Veil’s more impoverished sections. But whereas Heaven’s Veil had been immature when destroyed (hastily constructed houses, not much more than well-appointed bivouacs), Ember Flats had benefited from a half decade to grow on those same humble foundations. There were tall buildings that were like ancient/contemporary hybrids: brown stone accented with chrome and glass, dozen-story constructions that resembled primitive, smooth-walled obelisks. There were buildings that looked like architectural whimsy beside squat, practical-looking stone structures fashioned from heavy pillars. The city was somewhere between ancient and new — a tight, tidy footprint meant for walking with some hints of public transportation (Cameron saw single rails embedded in the street and rows of green or red lights arcing upward) but without the quaint and overly narrow look of streets built before cars. And yet there wasn’t a single automobile. Shuttles, yes. But no cars. 
And Meyer was gone again, around a corner. 
Glancing back, Cameron saw most of his group. Lila was hand in hand with Clara behind him with Nocturne running beside them like an escort; Charlie looked like a hustling businessman with a filthy and highly unfashionable wardrobe; Jeanine trotted like a soldier, cradling her weapon as if it were a child, drawing frightened looks from all who saw it. But he couldn’t worry too much about them. They would follow. Catching Meyer and Kindred was what mattered. 
Around another corner, in time to see them vanish again, now down a narrow alleyway.
“Meyer!” Cameron hissed. It felt inappropriate to shout, though not for the reasons he’d originally imagined. They’d already passed hundreds of people and dozens of Titans, but there were no Reptars or armed police — no one out to get them. Nobody, it seemed, cared that Ember Flats had been invaded. But Cameron still hiss-shouted with a sense of social propriety: anyone who’d been raised to eat with a fork knew that you should never shout in public. 
“Meyer! Kindred!” 
He practically ran into them both at the next corner. They were coming toward Cameron rather than away, and looking farther on, Cameron saw why. There was a huge green shape made of what looked like either matte-finish metal or plastic blocking the path. It looked like a monolith — but then he noticed refuse poking up in a pile at one end and realized it must be the Astral version of a dumpster. 
“This way is blocked,” Kindred said. “Go around.”
“Are you talking to me?” Cameron looked at Kindred then at Meyer. They talked to each other plenty in addition to whatever it was they did inside their minds, and it wasn’t clear if this was one of those times.
“Yes, I’m talking to you. Go around.” 
Cameron pointedly blocked the way. Kindred and Meyer both tried to shove past him, but then Jeanine arrived and completed the blockade. 
“What the shit?” she said. “You’re going to get us caught.” 
“Look around you, Jeanine,” Kindred said. “Nobody cares that we’re here.” 
“That doesn’t make any sense. We all know what Ember Flats is like.” 
Cameron was still warring with what his senses were showing him. He’d heard the rumors same as anyone: Outside the Flats is hell, and inside is worse. Cameron had been picturing Heaven’s Veil’s police state, magnified by five years of fighting, distrust, and rebellion — along with the force required to quell it. In Heaven’s Veil, there had been Reptars and human collaborators, oppression and murder. Everyone knew Ember Flats was the real capital, what with the pyramids and the Sphinx and the new monoliths anyone with a crap-resolution feed could see they were building from space. The ancient Egyptians had needed many slaves to build their tributes to god-kings. It only made sense — and the tales confirmed — that modern Egypt would be the same. 
But the reality of Ember Flats was all around them.
“Obviously we were wrong,” Meyer said. 
“It’s just a city,” Kindred echoed. 
“You said they were waiting for us inside,” Cameron reminded them. 
“They are,” said Kindred.
“In the way a city used to expect the pope,” Meyer added.
“But not as celebrities.” 
“Just as in, They knew we’d be here.” 
“Though we are celebrities, in a way.” 
Jeanine was holding up a hand, trying to make sense of the rapid-fire shorthand streaming between the Meyers. “What are you talking about?” 
“They know we have the key, Jeanine,” said Meyer. “They know we can unlock the Ark.” 
Cameron slapped the satchel against himself. 
Kindred shook his head. “They could have taken it a long time ago if they’d wanted. They won’t steal it from us. They’re waiting for us to use it.” 
“Then fuck that,” Cameron said, unsure of why he was saying it. Any excuse to steer clear of the Ark was welcome, and avoiding something the Astrals wanted would do just fine.
Jeanine wheeled around. They were mostly concealed in the alley, but several of the passing humans saw her and scattered. Cameron spotted two Titans in the group, but neither paid the people milling in the alley any more attention than they paid those in the rest of the city.
“This is ridiculous,” she said. “I feel totally exposed.”
“Calm down, Jeanine.” 
“We need a plan.” 
“We have a plan,” said Meyer.
“Really? Then maybe you should share it with the rest of us.” She spun back to face him. At the alley’s end, another two people saw her and rushed on. It’s her gun, Cameron realized.
“Find the Ark,” Kindred said. “Open it up.”
“It’s the same plan,” Meyer added. “The same plan we had coming in, except that we won’t have to fight our way to it.” 
But Jeanine seemed totally out of sorts. She kept looking around, clearly uneasy. She was like a balloon flying into the upper atmosphere. Freedom was pure up there, but without the surface world’s usual pressure to crush her, Jeanine seemed lost. It wasn’t the threats inside the city, it was the total and complete lack of threats now throwing her for a loop.
“Now let us past,” Kindred said. “The archive building was over there on Peers’s images. We just need to go one block up.” 
“The crowd is one block up,” Jeanine argued. “Right in the thick of all those people and Titans.” 
“That’s how we know we can get through.”
“But you’re running right across the open! We’re defenseless!” 
“There’s nothing to defend against.” 
“Goddammit, Meyer, we … we …” But she didn’t seem capable of finishing the sentence. 
Kindred extended a hand. “Give me your weapon, Jeanine.” 
“Why?”
“You’re attracting attention.” 
“I’m not attracting attention!” 
Her elevated voice drew a few more eyes to the alley’s mouth. A Titan glanced at her gun but then moved on. 
“This is just a city.” 
“It’s an Astral capital!” 
“We can feel it, Jeanine. We thought it would be like Heaven’s Veil or Roman Sands here. But it’s not.” 
She gripped the carbine, holding it tight. Her body language clearly said that if anyone tried to take it away, they’d be in for a fight. 
“Then stay back, at least,” said Kindred. And before Cameron could think to stop them again, both men were past, now walking briskly. Cameron’s gaze drifted toward Piper, whose color was up from the rushing and running. Her big eyes were frightened, but they were following Meyer and Kindred, urging Cameron to follow. 
But instead of following, Cameron turned to Peers. 
“What’s going on here, Peers?” 
Peers no longer resembled a man with a plan. He’d come to kill the viceroy, but now he looked like another crazy person in dreadlocks and a desert robe — an oddity from the outlands come to the big city with his dog, a new breed of urban nut job for the respectable people of Ember Flats to avoid like New Yorkers once steered clear of beggars. 
“I … I don’t know.” 
“Are they right? Are we really just … allowed to be here? The gates were open. Both gates. Is there really no trap? Are they really going to let us walk right in and do what we came to do? For fuck’s sake, there are armies of cannibals outside, not even walled off! Have you heard anything about Ember Flats that … that … ?” 
Explains this? 
Justifies this?
Makes any fucking sense at all?
But in the end Cameron could only let the sentence hang. No one picked it up, so it dangled, unfinished and meaningless. 
“I … I have no idea,” Peers stammered. 
“We have to go,” Piper said. “We’ll lose them.”
Cameron followed Meyer and Kindred to the alleyway’s end then into the uncaring flow of the crowd going about its daily business, leaving Jeanine with her weapon and Peers to choke on his neutered presumptions.





Chapter Twenty-Five
THEY EDGED INTO THE CROWD. Everyone was looking at them. 
Piper could understand. She’d been a city girl once, a lifetime ago. When you lived in the city, there was a code about what you saw, what you accepted, what you ignored, and what you only pretended to disregard. She knew that the people of Ember Flats had noticed them plenty and were averting their eyes, sliding away to make room for the weirdoes among them. 
Piper, Lila, and Clara might pass for normal; the city’s dress code had settled somewhere between new and old, and the people wore a mishmash that wasn’t new-world modern or old-world modern, nor was it ancient like Piper always somehow expected Egypt to be. Piper’s worn and dirty jeans fit in, as did her still-intact button-up blouse. Meyer and Kindred, both of whom somehow kept clean and crisp even through all the grit, fit even better. Cameron was used to blending in anywhere and anonymous enough in appearance. Charlie was a sore thumb in the best of times but at least dressed normally. But Peers’s desert robes and the black dog at his knee were another story — and Jeanine, with her automatic weapon, was another world’s worth of story. The crowd was parting around her, saying nothing, murmuring once they were past. Piper felt a spotlight of attention while nobody intervened to stop them.
“This way,” said Meyer, at the group’s head. 
They followed. Down a broad street — all pedestrians save the occasional gliding platform that seemed to serve as open-air public transportation. Past parked Astral shuttles that didn’t flinch as they walked by. Down what might have passed for a New York boulevard in the 1900s, with shorter buildings, a distinctly eastern architectural style, and several enormous blue-glass pyramids visible on the pinched-down horizon — plus a few new monolithic sculptures Piper could barely see but that made her skin go cold. 
Heads turned to watch them. 
They passed a low gate that had been propped open, more ornamental than restrictive. The gate and its low stone wall let them into a courtyard surrounded by white buildings that reminded Piper of Washington, DC, which she’d visited as a girl but knew little about now. It had to be the government seat, and these had to be government buildings. This was a human place; Astrals didn’t make buildings like this. 
Meyer and Kindred stopped, seeking the next set of directions. Cameron came to join the small circle, glancing at the fewer milling pedestrians around them, Titan and human alike.
“I don’t understand this place. There aren’t any Reptars. None of the Titans have guns. No shuttles patrolling the sky.” 
“It’s almost like it’s just a city going about its business, isn’t it?” The way Kindred said it was almost insulting, as if that had been obvious from the start. But it hadn’t been; they’d all been there for Heaven’s Veil, and they’d all seen the other cities and capitals. Ember Flats had a reputation, just like everywhere else: It was supposed to be a hellhole, a prison without cells, a city living under martial law, ruled by the bloodthirsty viceroy. There were supposed to be legions of slaves building effigies like the ancients. Beatings, executions, and streets filled with nothing but Astral enforcers and human turncoats. There should be death squads. Bars and barriers, surveillance and chains. 
“There,” Meyer said, pointing. He and Kindred started to move off again, toward an open spot that looked like some sort of sculpture patio or memorial garden — a tourist spot if ever there was one — but Cameron grabbed Meyer by the sleeve. 
“I changed my mind.”
“Don’t be ridiculous,” said Peers, speaking up from the rear. “I’ve already explained.” 
“I don’t like this.” 
Peers looked at Kindred then Meyer. “We came here for a reason. Christopher died for that reason.” 
Cameron was ignoring Peers, appealing to Meyer. “You have to feel it. This isn’t right. Come on, Meyer, I know you can feel it.” 
Peers answered instead. “You’re just afraid.” 
As Cameron protested, Kindred inched forward. Meyer, guiding Cameron by his sleeve, casually followed. They were shifting around a semicircle, and now, as their perspective changed, Piper thought she spied something ahead. Something she’d seen before and naively hoped she’d never see again. They’d raised it up, built a cupola made of polished rock and a wide courtyard of flagstones. They’d put it in the spot of honor in this circle of buildings, easy to climb low steps and reach, easy to see, easy for anyone to walk up to and try their hand. It was the opposite of hidden — for the citizens of Ember Flats, but especially for them, the red carpet practically rolled out. 
“Charlie,” Cameron said, turning to the scientist. “Think for a second. They could have beat us to Sinai. They let us reach it first. Then when the crowds came to the mountain, they moved it here, put it out in the open, then practically advertised so the world would know where it was. Why do they want us to reach the Ark so badly? And should we really do what they want us to?” 
“We’ve talked about all of this,” Charlie deadpanned. “For years.” 
They could see the golden chest fully, maybe five feet off the surrounding ground, held high on its platform like something angelic. The Astrals had cleaned what was dull with dust when they’d found it the first time. The Mullah had guarded it in its old resting place but seemed to have done so through a closed door as if afraid to face or touch it, even without its activating key. Not that the Mullah had needed to worry when Cameron had come to open it, of course. They’d been dead when Piper and the others had arrived, killed as efficiently as if by an advance team of Astrals who’d come to clear a path for the crusading heroes — for King Arthur, by Peers’s analogy. 
“There’s something wrong about this. You feel it, don’t you?” Cameron turned to Piper, and she saw something that broke her heart: he was absolutely terrified. 
Jeanine held out a hand toward his satchel. “Oh, for fuck’s sake. Give me the plate. I’ll do it.” 
“It won’t work for you,” Peers said.
“That’s ridiculous.” She reached, but Cameron backed away. Then: “Just give me the key, Cameron.”
“It won’t work for you,” Peers repeated, his patience obviously thin.
“Then Clara,” Jeanine said. “Clara’s Lightborn. She can do it.” 
Lila pulled Clara close, holding the girl against her, eyes wide.
“It has to be Cameron,” Peers insisted. 
Cameron snapped toward Peers, his fear now something sharper. “You certainly know a lot about this, don’t you?” 
“I’m just agreeing with Charlie’s research. Your father’s research.” 
“They’re just making guesses. Even he’s guessing.” Cameron jabbed a finger toward Kindred, who up until now had seemed to be leading them. Piper could feel emotion rising from Cameron like heat, plenty loud enough to register on her increasingly empathic senses. He was a drowning man who’d pull anyone down to save himself. It might be ignoble, but it was intensely, horribly, irrevocably human. Even Jesus had wished for someone to take the cup from his lips, and Cameron was only a grown-up boy. 
“You, on the other hand,” Cameron continued, again indicating Peers, “seem so goddamn sure.” 
Peers blustered. “I’m just following the lore and what the Den’s equipment revealed about—”
“The Den. Right. That convenient place filled with Astral technology that nobody ever came to claim, or kicked you out of. Right in the middle of open land we were allowed to cross without interference.” 
Peers suddenly puffed up, seeing all the eyes on him as the group’s lone outsider. “Say it, Cameron. Just say what you need to.” 
Cameron jabbed a finger in Peers’s face, turning to Meyer, to Kindred, to Jeanine. 
“He’s with them. He’s with them, and we all know it.” 
“Bullshit!” 
“You might even be one of them for all we know.”
“He’s not Astral,” Kindred said. “And neither is his dog.” 
“Then you’re working with them.” He rounded on Peers, now very close. “What’s in it for you, Peers? What did the Astrals promise you? Will they let you kill the viceroy, so you can take her place?” 
 “Cameron …” Piper could feel him unraveling. He was too angry, deflecting, panicking. This wasn’t about Peers. He simply made the best target. 
“He showed up in Derinkuyu right as the Astrals pinned us down! Peers to the rescue! Doesn’t that strike you as convenient?”
“How dare you,” Peers said, his voice narrow and dangerous. “My good friend lost his life getting you here. To this place that you agreed you needed to reach, for a second chance after whatever cowardice stopped you the first time you found the Ark at—”
“Don’t you fucking talk that way to me! Don’t pretend for one fucking minute that you know what you’re talking about!” 
“Keep your voice down.” Meyer was looking around the courtyard, suddenly cleared. There were people at the periphery, beyond the buildings, looking in at them, wary. 
“Go on, Cameron,” Jeanine said, noticing the same wary faces. “If it has to be you, it has to be you. So man up, and do it.” 
Unbelievably, Cameron crossed his arms. 
“Cam …” Piper tried. 
“No. Just … no. Fuck this. Fuck all of it. He’s wrong. They’re all wrong. You saw what it did last time. You felt what it did. This isn’t what’s supposed to happen. My father died to get this key.” He patted the satchel. “They certainly didn’t want us unlocking anything back then. Now they’re waiting for us to? And that doesn’t strike anyone as suspicious?” 
“Goddammit, Cameron,” Charlie said. “If you don’t get up there soon, someone is going to show up and — !”
“What, Charlie? What will happen? Will they stop us from opening the Ark? No. I don’t think so. Because, look: it’s right there on a silver platter, like cheese in a trap!” 
Jeanine shoved Cameron back then shot her hand into his satchel. A second later she was marching toward the raised platform, stone key firmly in hand.
Piper heard shuffling sounds behind her then a blur from all around. Jeanine paused, seeing it as well. 
Human men and women with weapons, interspersed with Titan guards. Their leader appeared to be a thin black man who stepped forward and said to Jeanine, “Please, ma’am. Set that object down slowly, then raise your hands high where we can all see them.” 
Jeanine’s eyes darted around the circle. They were outnumbered three to one, and she held the only weapons. But she raised the key rather than lowering it, her eyes seeming to say, Let’s see what happens next.
“I’ll smash it,” she said.
“Go ahead. Just don’t touch your weapon.”
Titans and humans inched forward. Jeanine raised the key higher, but they didn’t hesitate.
Beside Piper, Kindred slowly shook his head. Then as the guards reached Jeanine and began to carefully confiscate her carbine and pistol, she simply lowered it, letting the ceramic plate hang at her side.
Piper went to her knees when asked then put her hands behind her head. The armed men and women produced rather ordinary handcuffs, and thirty seconds later everyone was wearing silver bracelets except Nocturne and Clara. The guards frisked the group, this time including Clara, and took a knife from Peers. 
They each received a pair of escorts and were led out of the courtyard onto a strangely stable levitating platform.
Except Nocturne, trotting behind Peers without escorts, his tongue out and tail wagging.





Chapter Twenty-Six
MEYER BLINKED HIMSELF AWAKE, suddenly aware of a strange sensation on his face. 
He was confused by everything: the room he found himself in, the scented tinge of the air, bearing the pleasant tang of cinnamon, and definitely the wet sandpaper stir on his cheek, accompanied by a dark cloud in his peripheral vision. But most of all Meyer was confused because he didn’t remember falling asleep.
He rolled his head on what seemed to be a pillow, fighting for clarity. He blinked again and realized that the big black cloud was Peers’s dog, licking his face.
Meyer raised a heavy arm to shoo the dog away, but Nocturne stopped on his own before he could. Then he turned and walked through an open door into a lit hallway, his errand apparently complete. 
“It’s a good thing Raj isn’t here,” said a thin, helium voice from behind him. 
Meyer rolled over. Heather was sitting on a padded armchair, her posture like a man. 
“If Raj were here, that dog would have been dinner a long time ago.” 
Meyer considered pointing out that Heather’s racism didn’t even make sense but didn’t bother once he remembered that you couldn’t talk Heather Hawthorne out of being Heather Hawthorne, no matter how inappropriate she was. And also, Heather was dead. 
“Don’t ask if this is a dream,” Heather said. “That’s like something Piper would say, not you.” 
Meyer opened his mouth. 
“Maybe we’re on drugs,” Heather said, preempting him. “Maybe the alien invasion never happened, and we’re lying on the ground, totally high, back at the LA house.”
Meyer rolled back to look at the hallway beyond the door. There was an elaborate sconce made of what looked like brushed aluminum. The top was blue glass like the Astral pyramids. He was in a king-sized bed with too much comforter amid a mountain of pillows. Lights were low, but the illuminated hallway gave him plenty to see by. The room was like something in a palace. Or like something in the mansion that Kindred had ruled in Heaven’s Veil while pretending to be Meyer. Not that Meyer had ever seen that particular mansion. 
“They told me you were dead,” Meyer said. 
“I never fucked him, you know. Either of them. The one that Raj killed or the one they sent in afterward. I’m sure all three of you fucked Piper, but isn’t it nice to know there’s still at least one thing you got that the other Meyers didn’t?”
“How did you survive? I thought you—”
“You want to know something interesting, Meyer? The last time the Astrals came here, they found people who were connected thanks to their societies, their natural human bonds. Each of the last times they came, actually. So they worked with us and made everything better. By the time they judged and left us behind, survivors mostly lost the trick of communicating without words. But the skill was always there. They trusted that we’d get it back — and that maybe the next time, when we did, we’d get it right. So as much as I laughed at your Mother Ayahuasca and the collective unconscious bullshit, maybe you were sort of right. I mean, the Astrals did manage to peek into our world through your eyes.” 
“What the hell are you talking about?”
“Of course I’m dead, Meyer. Did your Heather ever talk about ancient societies and the collective unconscious?” 
Meyer closed his eyes then rubbed them. He heard Heather laugh mockingly before he opened them again. 
“Next thing, you’ll ask me to pinch you. You’re acting li—”
There was a minute buzz, and Heather suddenly stopped talking as if she’d been cut off clean. Her lips kept moving, but no sound came out. She spoke mutely for another thirty seconds or so, words buzzing and popping like a broadcast trying to break through interference. And then Meyer had it. He was speaking to the Pall, except the Pall didn’t make sounds.  
“I thought you didn’t talk?” 
“Please,” the Heather/Pall said. “Did I ever stop talking?” 
“You know what I mean.” 
“I —’e —lways know wha—” Heather’s words buzzed in fragments. Then, her voice returning, she grimaced at what seemed to be leaving her mouth. “Well, that sounds like shit, doesn’t it?”
“Why are you here? Where have you been?” 
“Do you miss me?” Heather asked.
“Of course.” 
“Not Heather. Me.”
Meyer squinted, not understanding. 
“I’m not always a plume of multicolored smoke, Meyer. And I’m not ever really Heather, or Piper, or any of the other forms I take. I sample them all. From …” She made an all-encompassing circle in the air as if indicating the universe itself — or perhaps the collective unconscious the Astrals had trained ancient people into learning to use. “From here. But you know what I really am. Don’t you, Meyer?”
“Kindred calls you a remainder.”
“Hmm. A remainder of what?” 
“I don’t have a clue what that’s supposed to mean.” 
“Sigh,” she said, actually pronouncing the word instead of making the noise. “And you used to be such a smart man.” 
Meyer forced himself to sit up, if for no other reason than to clear his head. The thing talked like Heather, like it knew things only Heather would know — right down to whom she had slept with. But how could that be, if Heather was gone, or if the Pall was reflecting Meyer back at himself?
Heather was speaking, but her volume had again been switched off. Every third or fourth word she seemed to clip back into auditory range, giving a snippet followed or preceded by a crack or sizzle or buzz.
She shook her head. “Fuck, is that annoying.”
“Why is it happening?” 
“Used to be, I couldn’t speak. But now it’s like I’ve remembered what sounds are like. Because we’re closer.” 
“Closer to what?”
“Imagine a memory chest,” Heather said. “Except that you can put anything that’s ever existed inside it. This chest never fills up, and you can keep adding to it forever. It’s not a jumble. You can find anything you choose the second you look inside. Your past is in there. Your hopes and dreams. Your friends, and their hopes and dreams. But sometimes you lose track, when you’re away from the chest for a while. You forget what you’ve put inside. But then you take a peek to jog your memory and remember things you knew long ago, before letting them go.” 
“You mean the Ark. You’re somehow sensing the Ark.” 
Heather sputtered and buzzed then smacked her head like a faulty television. 
“But you don’t always want to remember everything, do you? Amnesia is the great gift, like the universe’s forgiveness. What’s in there that we’ve all tried so hard to collectively bury?”
Meyer rubbed his head. He felt like he should have a headache, but he didn’t. 
“I don’t even know where I am or how I got here.”
“Relax. You’ll find out when she gets here.” 
“The others. Where are the others?” He looked toward threshold and saw a broad white shoulder in the hallway: a Titan, keeping him inside despite the open door.
“You’ll find out when she gets here,” Heather repeated.
“Who?” 
“Not long now.” 
Meyer waited for more, but Heather only crossed her legs and met his eyes.
“Whose side are you on, anyway?” Meyer was trying to remember the last thing he’d experienced before falling asleep, but there was only a slowly dissolving block of white. He couldn’t recall details, only that there had been peril, and that they’d lost whatever had happened. He didn’t think the Pall had helped. Just like it hadn’t helped them through Hell’s Corridor, which was a bit more vivid in his foggy mind. Just like the Pall had gone missing, how it hadn’t raised a single smoky finger to assist them since the fall of Heaven’s Veil. 
“Yours. And the other side.” 
“Charlie says the Astrals aren’t on a side, either. He thinks that what’s inside the Ark will hang us or save us.” 
“The Astrals are neither side,” the Heather/Pall said. “I am on both.” 
“It’s splitting hairs.” 
“Is it? If it were, I wouldn’t have spoken to Christopher.” 
“You …” Meyer was remembering Hell’s Corridor more now, and that meant he (and presumably the others) were in Ember Flats. But he remembered Christopher, and what had happened. 
“You killed him.” 
Heather shook her head. “I encouraged him.”
“Why?”
“Because I’m not splitting hairs,” Heather said as if it were obvious. “The Astrals are on neither side. But I am on both.”
“That’s such bullshit.” 
“Is it?” 
Meyer looked down, shaking his head. Then he heard footsteps approaching in the hallway behind him, and within two seconds of looking up found himself looking up at the long, white-gowned figure of an incredibly beautiful black woman with lean, exotic features and large dark eyes.
“So,” she said. “The original Meyer Dempsey.” 
Meyer watched the woman for a beat then looked back at Heather. 
But of course, Heather was already gone.





Chapter Twenty-Seven
CAMERON WAS PACING, looking for weapons. 
Piper was sitting in a comfortable-looking chair behind him, deeper in the plush, ornately decorated room. The place would have been luxurious if Cameron had chosen it for them to share — a belated honeymoon, perhaps, in a world without Astrals. But this wasn’t a vacation even if Piper seemed ready to surrender and allow it to be one. The room was elegant, but Titans in the hallway made it politely clear that they weren’t permitted to leave. There seemed to be every amenity but mints on the pillows, but on closer inspection the room was oddly sparse. There was nothing in the dark-wood dresser’s decorative drawers; its mirror had a blue tint that suggested breaking it for shivs would be impossible. There were no toothbrushes in the private bathroom, bottles of caustic chemicals under the sink, or hairbrushes on the vanity. Lamps were secured to the tables. The only thing seemingly not bolted down were soft and squishy, like pillows and the comforter they’d woken beneath, expected to believe this was all so perfectly normal. 
“You’re working yourself up,” Piper said. 
“Is that a bad thing?” 
“Cam, we’ve been here for hours now. You’ll make yourself sick if you keep that up.” 
He turned, suddenly annoyed that Piper was sitting at all. Shouldn’t she be trying to pry the frames off the wall so they could split them at the corners to use as spears? Shouldn’t she be helping him find small items that could be made into keys to unlock the blue-tinted windows and run across the lawn beyond? It seemed as empty and innocuous as the room itself: a wide lawn of sandy, weedy grass that some clever landscaper had managed to make beautiful. Ember Flats was plenty irrigated; the taps all ran hot and cold. But whoever managed the grounds — those left behind after their courtyard arrest, along with the lawns and parks they’d passed on the levitating platform — had kept things native, using what the land provided rather than making things insultingly green. Perhaps it was a nod to where they were and where this place had been: outside the proper Nile delta, beside the ancient monoliths. 
But no matter the amenities, they were being held against their will. And Piper was sitting in a plush chair. Reading on a Vellum.
Cameron softened his edge. Piper wasn’t his enemy, even if she wasn’t suitably infuriated. The enemy was … well, he didn’t know who his enemy was, and that was the problem.
“So none of this bothers you? You’re content to stay here?” 
Piper met his eyes. Cameron could swear he heard her thoughts: What are you complaining about? Those police and guards got you out of opening the Ark.
Cameron wasn’t sure what else to say in Piper’s silence. They’d been discussing the same few topics since they’d opened their eyes in the enormous bed, and answers kept refusing to come. They both remembered being bound, loaded onto the platform, and led through part of the city. Then their memories ended until they’d woken in this room with no idea how much time was behind them.
Cameron could only gauge hours lost by the sun, but it seemed like maybe a quarter of a day gone since they’d regained consciousness. Their hosts seemed to have anticipated a wait and had taken pains to give the guests something to do in the interim. There were a pair of Vellum readers (too light to use as weapons) with access to some sort of a city network. Piper had found something to read easily and had shouted out several titles Cameron might enjoy before giving up. There was a screen recessed into the wall and a touchscreen control somehow integrated into the bolted-down coffee table. Piper had tried that, too, and for a while they’d watched some world news.
Building was underway in some capital or another in South America; Cameron had barely been paying attention. They were building monoliths, and the screen had shown a few. To Cameron, they looked like sphinxes but without the pharaoh’s cowl and more cat-like faces. They’d seen an update on some sort of summit, and that struck Piper as being business as usual, like the one scheduled in Heaven’s Veil right before she’d run away with secrets in her grip. This one was in a city called Haunshoo, which seemed to have been built on a vaguely remembered spot in the south sea islands — somewhere Cameron recalled in a mental mishmash of places Benjamin had once dragged him to. The reporters were all humans, though much of the footage was of Astrals: Titans, mainly, shaking hands with human dignitaries as if they were pals. It made Cameron feel sick. And after the second loop of an identical broadcast, he’d turned away. But the house — if, indeed, that was where they were — had a juke as surely as it had a Vellum server, and Piper had unearthed her old favorite shows. She’d settled on an episode of Friends Cameron had never seen, though his mother had always enjoyed streaming the show in days gone by. Piper was excited. “It’s the one with Ross’s couch,” she said then quoted a line Cameron didn’t know or care about — something about exchanging for a couch that hadn’t been cut in half, complete with verbal emphasis.
Cameron had many thoughts about Piper’s complacency but kept most to himself. He was especially bothered that although his thoughts were derogatory (Piper was deluded; Piper was gullible; Piper was too complacent and too easily pacified), he couldn’t stifle a growing certainty that her reaction was the sensible one. He was being foolish, banging his head against a courteously provided and comfortably appointed wall. 
The others were here, too. Or at least, most of them were. Jeanine’s shouts had been echoing down what seemed to be a common hallway and through the open, Titan-guarded door. Cameron had heard Charlie arguing logically for something or other, perhaps appealing to the Astrals’ analytical sides. Shortly after he’d woken, Cameron had thought he’d seen Meyer or Kindred (he wasn’t sure which) walk past the doorway with a group of escorts, apparently unhurt. Piper had been most worried about Lila, but although Cameron hadn’t heard her shout, Piper acted like she had. 
“She’s fine. They’re both fine.” 
Cameron assumed she meant “both” to include Clara, though he hadn’t heard Clara, either. 
They hadn’t heard from Peers — but Nocturne the dog had already come and gone three times. Their house arrest apparently didn’t apply to the big black lab, who circulated like a visiting chaplain, come to offer comfort and take confession. 
The second time Nocturne appeared, Cameron had scrawled a note and slipped it under the dog’s collar. But the Titans at the door had stopped the dog for long enough to pluck the note out before sending Nocturne on his way. 
There were feet coming down the hall. Cameron turned, and Piper looked up. After a few seconds of listening to the hypnotic plodding of shoes slapping tile, a dark-skinned man with a salt-and-pepper mustache appeared in the doorway beside a boy of maybe fifteen. Both entered the room, and the Titans moved from their guard posts, finally coming inside. 
The man gave a tidy little bow. 
“I am Kamal. This is Ravi.” He indicated the boy. “Would you come with us, please?” 
“Where are we going?” Cameron asked, unmoving.
“If you would please come this way?” he repeated, nodding toward the door.
“I’m not going anywhere until—”
Piper stopped Cameron with a gentle hand on his back. He looked over at her and was about to speak, but that same look on Piper’s face stopped him and made his feet move. Piper wasn’t just willing to go. Somehow, she knew that it was right to go, and Cameron — who felt none of the mental cache Piper seemed to have tapped into — was in no position to argue. 
“Please,” Kamal said, gesturing for Piper and Cameron to exit first.
They went. 
The Titans followed.





Chapter Twenty-Eight
AS LILA ENTERED the enormous room hand in hand with her daughter, she found herself facing every member of the party she’d last seen when they’d all been in captivity, levitating their way through Ember Flats under guard. None had been killed or even seemed to have been beaten. Clara had told her as much, but Lila, deep down, hadn’t believed it. She’d heard the others’ voices calling out — all but her father’s, or his duplicate’s — but hadn’t wanted to draw attention to her and Clara by doing the same. Maybe the Titans would forget her if she stayed quiet and pretended to watch the video screen’s empty entertainment. And maybe Lila would forget what she knew about Titans: namely, that they could become Reptars, or God knew what else. 
But no, they were all here. Waiting, all seated in posh chairs except for Kindred and a tall woman Lila didn’t know, both standing by a fireplace that was dancing with bright purple flame and — at least from where Lila was standing — didn’t seem to be generating any heat. Kindred seemed to be seeking command, making himself large and obvious, standing ramrod straight near the room’s front, but the woman’s presence dwarfed him. Her bearing was almost surreal, and effortlessly dominant. She was nearly as tall as Kindred and twice as magnetic. 
She was dressed, appropriately enough, like an Egyptian queen. Like Cleopatra but with a skin tone more authentic to the region than Angelina Jolie. Her long, mostly bare arms were ringed, both above and below the elbow, with gold and silver bracelets. On the right arm was a skintight adornment made to look like a snake, its tail facing down, its head up, toward her shoulder. Her face was smooth and mostly natural, but her eyes were fixed like a cat’s, dark black eyeliner wicking up at each outside end, lashes long. She had thin, delicate features and a chilly expression, her black hair swooped up and piled high, elaborately decorated with beads, jewels, maybe both. Even without the eyeliner, she seemed somehow feline, right down to the way she lithely moved her body in a flowing off-white gown.
“Lila Dempsey, I presume.” The woman nodded to dismiss Kamal, and he gave a small bow before turning to go. Ravi seemed eager to do the same — to take her hand in a strange parody of farewell, but when Piper ignored him, he turned to Clara. Then Kamal’s attention turned to Clara as well, and they both bowed again. It should have seemed absurd, but it wasn’t. Lila had seen many strange reactions to her daughter over the years, and awe for Lightborn was hardly the strangest among them. The boy left, and Kamal moved to stand respectfully back from the woman, but Lila knew a guard when she saw one. 
“Lila Green,” she corrected, looking back up at the woman. There’d been no way, after Astral Day, to make her name change official (although the Heaven’s Veil government had managed it when she’d become Lila Gupta), but she’d still taken Christopher’s name in mind and heart. And with that thought, a wall of sadness hit Lila with an almost crippling force. She’d been widowed twice, and was still closer to twenty than thirty. 
The tall black woman nodded slowly, came forward, and as every head turned, approached Lila and took her hand. 
“Your husband. Yes. I’m so sorry. I’d forgotten.” She gave a sympathetic smile. “My name is Mara Jabari. I’m viceroy of Ember Flats. We have an unsteady peace with the clans outside our gates. They know not to enter the city but usually serve a valuable purpose outside it. Security, so that we are not forced to divide our forces and send them on patrol. The arrangement works because we do not receive authorized visitors arriving by land. If we’d known you were coming …” Jabari trailed off, perhaps unwilling to deepen Lila’s wound by implying that Christopher and Aubrey’s deaths were her own group’s fault.
She’s lying, Lila told herself. But somehow she didn’t think so. She looked over at Clara, who gave her an almost imperceptible shake of the head. 
Lila smiled a polite but perfunctory thanks then slipped her hand from the viceroy’s smooth-skinned embrace. She reminded herself that this person wasn’t a person: a duplicate of a human woman, not a real one. But looking in the woman’s almond eyes, it was hard to believe. The Astral mimic had even taken on a strange, region-inappropriate accent that Lila could almost place: Australia, perhaps. 
“Your father and his friend, I’ve been speaking to for a while now,” Jabari said, verbally brushing her hands to clear the uncomfortable air. Both Meyer and Kindred locked eyes with Lila. “Everyone else has been resting, and we’ve only now gathered. You haven’t missed a thing.” 
Lila surveyed the room. Jeanine held her body rigid, as if she planned to spring up at her first opportunity. Peers was mostly by himself, the dog sitting beside him, his eyes unreadable as they darted between the viceroy and Cameron, staring back with distrust.
“Kamal you’ve met,” Jabari continued as if seeing none of this — none of the tension, none of the apparent murder lurking in Peers’s dark eyes. “Kamal assists me in my duties here. And the others will not be staying with us.” 
Lila turned to see whom Jabari meant, but three pairs of Titans, near the room’s trio of doors, were already leaving, shutting the doors as they left. Locking them in, Lila assumed. 
“It’s a great pleasure to meet you, Lila. Please. Be seated.” 
Lila looked to the others for a cue, got only uncomfortable stares, and finally moved to sit. Clara didn’t follow, and found herself alone in front of the viceroy where Lila had been standing.
Jabari knelt in her long gown. The simple movement was elegant and effortless, no tremor of muscle apparent as she balanced low, now eye to eye in front of Clara. “And you, Miss Clara. I’ve been very eager to meet you: born under the first of the motherships, kin to the famous Meyer Dempsey.”
Jabari took Clara’s hand the way she’d taken Lila’s. The minute skin touched skin, the strangest look crossed the girl’s face. Clara looked from the viceroy to Lila, to the viceroy, to Lila. Finally she looked at Meyer, whose eyes flicked toward his double before he nodded with a small frown.
“Go ahead,” Jabari said, seeing Clara’s look aimed at her mother. “You can tell her.” 
To Lila, Clara said, “She’s human.”





Chapter Twenty-Nine
PIPER WATCHED Mara Jabari as she stood, gave Clara’s hand a parting squeeze and smiled, then moved to sit in the throne-like chair near the cool fire. Only Meyer and Kindred seemed unsurprised by what Clara had said — but then again, when Kamal and Ravi had brought Cameron and Piper into the room, the two Meyers had been sitting with the viceroy and gave the feel of a long conversation already nearing its exhausting end. They must have been through this already. Piper could only wonder what Meyer thought about his being replaced by a Titan while Jabari hadn’t been.
Cameron looked like he was about to ask for more, but Jabari pulled a device from inside an end table cabinet before he spoke and set it on an ottoman in the room’s middle. Cameron’s eyes, seeing it, grew saucer wide. 
“Where did you get that?” he demanded. 
“I built it.”
“Bullshit, you built it!”
Meyer spoke up. “Cameron, calm down.” 
But Cameron was standing, his manner agitated. 
“I said sit down, Cameron!” His voice carried anger, but Piper thought he seemed more tired than anything. 
“I’ve seen it before. In — !”
Meyer cut him off. “Yes, and if you’ll stop and think for a second, you’ll know there’s no way that’s the one Terrence used to own.” 
“You didn’t even know Terrence,” Cameron said. 
“I did, though,” Kindred said, his voice carrying the same weary, will-you-shut-up-and-listen tone. “He tried to use it once with Heather so they could speak in private, inside a bubble like this one.” He ticked his head upward. Piper glanced up to the shimmering air and had to assume the thing on the ottoman was encasing them in some kind of a dampening field so they could speak without being overheard — though by whom Piper wasn’t sure. 
“And what? The Astrals took it? Gave it to her?” He glared at Jabari. 
“No,” Kindred said, still forcibly patient. “I wasn’t … ready yet when I first saw it. At the time things were all so confusing. I only knew I had to take it away, to separate them, to keep a closer eye on Terrence. This was before Canned Heat. So apparently I didn’t keep a close enough eye.” He glanced at Meyer. “Or maybe I was finally waking up after all.” 
“What’s your point?” 
“Astrals don’t have problems with privacy,” Kindred continued. “Terrence’s device was useless to them, so I destroyed it. Personally.” 
Cameron looked like he might challenge Kindred — maybe accuse him of lying — but it would be a stupid, rash thing to say. Kindred had been with the group for five long years. If he was going to stop being human in spirit and betray them, he’d have done it long ago. But at that thought, Piper had another: that the Kindred sitting with them might be a different duplicate. Wasn’t it possible that the Astrals had created a bunch of Meyer copies and had only now — just before this meeting — swapped Kindred out for another with different allegiances? 
“No,” a voice whispered. Piper looked over to see Clara two seats down, shaking her head, reading her mind.
“So … ?” Cameron began, but the question went nowhere. 
“I built it from Terrence’s plans,” Jabari said. “Which he sent to me.” 
“Why would Terrence send plans for a privacy jammer to—”
“Through the resistance,” Kindred said. “She’s on our side.” 
Peers said, “Bullshit.” 
Lila’s head turned. Peers stood from his chair. 
“Bullshit,” he repeated, taking a single step closer. “She’s not resistance. Or human.” 
“She’s human,” Kindred said. 
“And they just don’t know? We’re supposed to believe that?” 
“Sit down, Peers.” 
“They’d know! They’d know if she were human! I don’t care what your Lightborn says or what you say.” He glared at Kindred. “You’re a fool if you believe she’s just been able to trick the Astrals all along. What happened to you, Meyer? They abducted you, right? So who did they abduct if she’s human? How did she get back down to Earth from the mothership? And then, what … she just killed her copy?” 
Meyer answered with a heavy sigh, and Piper could see the effort it cost him. 
“There wasn’t a copy.” 
“What?” 
“They didn’t abduct me, Mr. Basara,” Jabari said. “They ran me through a battery of tests. When the tests were over, they gave me the office.” 
Peers looked like he might explode. His eyes were on fire. “More bullshit! We’ve studied every one of the nine capitals! We’ve studied all of the viceroys! They were all like Meyer, like you. A strange compulsion drew them to a place, and—”
“That’s exactly how it was for me,” Jabari said.
Peers jabbed a rock-solid finger her way, accusation heavy in the air. Jeanine and Charlie were between Peers and the viceroy. Neither seemed to know where they should look. But if Peers had a straight shot, Piper felt sure he’d already have leaped at her. 
“Shut your fucking mouth. I don’t know what you are, but this … this farce is insulting to every one of—”  
“Sit down, Peers!” Meyer bolted to his feet and moved toe to toe with the dreadlocked man, locking eyes until Peers finally returned to his chair, looking away. 
“We’ve been through all of this,” Meyer said, looking at Jabari and Kindred. “Five hours, at least. I’m convinced that what Mara says is true — and more importantly, so is Kindred. We’re both tapped into the Astral mind — its feel and intention more than its informational content, at least — than any of you. Kindred can sense the mothership here. I can feel the collective on both sides.” 
“Sensing. Feeling,” Peers mocked, but nobody paid him more than glance. 
“We’ve run through the logic. We have an Internet backup from Cairo before Astral Day, and we’ve been here forever now, comparing and figuring, plotting scenarios. I believe her, as does Kindred. And more important: Together, with our combined mind, we believe her. I’m too goddamn tired to engage in debate.” Meyer glared at Peers then briefly at Cameron. “What we say goes. Got it?” 
Nobody nodded, but Meyer met every eye in the group just the same. Watching him, Piper found herself transported effortlessly back in time, to when she’d met and married that dominant man. Nobody owned a room like Meyer Dempsey. It was his way or the highway — a lesson Raj had learned the hard way, again and again, on the road. 
“Piper,” he said. “Do you remember Astral Day? I called you at Yoga Bear as the news was breaking.” 
Piper nodded, still gobsmacked.
“I was watching a news program. The interview guest was a man named Bertrand Delacroix — I remember because I knew a Brian Delacroix and had this vertigo moment where I thought it was the same person. We also heard him on the radio a few miles outside Morristown. On the program, Delacroix was talking about government cover-ups. His whole thing was that if not for the Astral app, the public wouldn’t have known about the ships until they were visible to light telescopes, and even then the field would have been limited and the panic contained. Most people wouldn’t have known until they were visible to the naked eye.” 
“Benjamin and I saw that program,” Charlie said. Then he did a double take and stared directly at Jabari. “Wait. You’re—”
“What, Charlie?” Piper asked. 
“I never made the connection. You’re Dr. Jabari? Under Bertrand Delacroix?” He looked toward Cameron. “Jesus, I guess I just assumed you were a man. Did you know this, Cameron?”
“What the hell are you talking about?” 
“Benjamin used to joke. Don’t you remember? He’d say, ‘The da Vinci Initiate has a PhD your age. Why don’t you get your PhD, Cameron?’” 
“Sounds like my father’s idea of humor.” 
“Benjamin Bannister — Utah, Walker Ranch — he was fascinated with you,” Charlie said, now goggling at the viceroy. 
“I was the Initiate’s media contact,” Jabari said. “I should have been giving that interview on Astral Day, and I’d have said all the same things. It made sense, to urge disclosure. Governments are always killjoys, aren’t they? Bertrand only filled in because I was gone. I’d lined up all sorts of contingencies in place, just like Meyer said he did. A private jet on permanent standby at a tiny airstrip in Auckland. We had a refueling stop in India at a similarly remote airstrip. We ignored all the no-fly restrictions and took our chances. Fortunately, things went well.” She looked at Piper, and Piper wondered if Meyer had already told her how terribly their own cross-country trip had gone despite similarly well-laid plans. “Cairo was hell, but nobody was going into the area, and only a handful of excellent guessers — nuts, most of them, rather than informed — went to the monuments at Giza. I was ready when they came. But they didn’t take or replace me.” 
“If you’re on our side,” Jeanine piped in, “then why were we arrested?” 
“You were running around my city with a machine gun in plain sight,” Jabari said. “What did you think we were going to do?” 
“They thought …” Jeanine trailed off, but Kindred was nodding at her. “They thought we were supposed to go to the archive. That the … the Astrals, I guess, but the humans too … wanted us to reach it, and would let us walk right in.” 
“That’s correct. That’s what they want you to do. You particularly, Mr. Bannister. But we’re on a razor’s edge here. Ember Flats has been a peaceful city for years, but it’s a fragile balance. The Astrals provide all we need, acting as friends to the city and collaborators to the human government. They respect our administration and understand PR enough to let us be as long as we don’t cause them trouble. The people of Ember Flats live a fine existence. One might even call it privileged. All thanks to the Astrals’ help. But people have long memories, and most here remember how Giza was. They remember events like Moscow’s destruction, before our peace. It wouldn’t take much to hurl this city into chaos, and if we hadn’t acted, that might have triggered it. So we had to stop you — though make no illusion, I’ll let you unlock the Ark in time.” 
“But not now.” 
“Not yet,” Jabari agreed.
“That’s convenient,” Peers said. 
“Enough,” Meyer growled. 
Peers stared back. Jabari rose from her seat and approached him. 
“Mr. Basara,” she said. “I don’t believe you like me much.” 
Peers sputtered, suddenly at a loss for words. Nocturne licked his lips. 
“I don’t need to read minds like young Clara to read you. Meyer told me your story. And for it, I’m sorry. The city was not always so peaceful. There were days when harsher methods were required. I could not oversee every member of my security forces, and as you know, those were paranoid times. We all did our best. I would not have allowed what happened had you been brought to me rather than troops taking matters into their own hands. But it is not an excuse. I cannot and will not expect you to simply forgive me and my people. But I offer you my most heartfelt regrets nonetheless.” 
Peers looked smacked. He looked at Piper as if waiting for orders. 
Cameron cleared his throat. “You said, ‘Not yet.’ You want it opened … but later.” 
“My people — when they were in better touch with the resistance, before the Internet fell — believed what I’m told Charlie does: that the Ark is like a jury. That it’s still collecting evidence but already has a record of everything that’s happened since the Astrals were here last. When it’s unlocked, the information-gathering phase will stop, and the jury will take its recess. Then once the Astrals and the Ark are finished with their deliberations, judgment on humanity will be rendered.” 
“And if we’re found guilty?” Jeanine asked. 
“Then the human race will be eradicated,” Charlie answered. “They’ll save a representative group of survivors to start over and try again next time — plus a few new gods left to tell the stories,” Charlie answered. “Just like every other time the aliens have come to Earth.” 
Piper’s eyes went to Clara, but the girl seemed unfazed by Charlie’s casual description of armageddon. In the most important ways, she was more adult than all of them.
“Oh, well … let’s hurry and open it up, then,” Cameron said, sarcastic. 
Nobody answered. 
Piper finally broke the silence. “But you said, ‘Later.’”
“I need you do to something for me first,” said Mara Jabari. 
“What?”
“Ember Flats makes a monthly State of the City address that’s broadcast to all the capitals. The next one is in three days. I need Meyer to appear onstage during the event and introduce himself to the world.” 
“That’s it?” Peers chuckled. “Everyone already knows Meyer Dempsey. Even over here, we knew him before Astral Day.” 
“That’s true,” said Kindred. “But this time, there are two of us.”





Chapter Thirty
LILA FOUND her father still sitting beside the fire that wasn’t a fire. Mara Jabari and her attendants were gone, just like all of the Titan guards in the hallways. They were apparently free to mill about wherever they pleased now that stories had been told. Whether they were true, Lila didn’t know. And Clara, now asleep, wasn’t talking.
Meyer was alone. Kindred was back in his room, with Jabari, or strolling the place as she had been. Strangely, Lila realized she’d be formulating words differently if Kindred were present. Both men loved her like a daughter because Lila was a daughter to both minds. But Kindred had remained very Meyer Dempsey while the true Meyer had evolved into something else. Perhaps the way Lila felt more comfortable with the real thing these days was a betrayal. Was it a better expression of love to appreciate the man as he was or as he’d always been? For most people, the distinction was one of present versus past, both sides housed in the same body. But for Lila, the choice between her father’s two personalities was literal. 
“You’re still up,” he said as he saw her, his eyes flicking to the big clock on the mantel. “It’s almost midnight.” 
“I couldn’t sleep.” 
“What about Clara?” 
“She didn’t have the same problem.” 
Meyer smiled and patted the chair beside him. He seemed too near the fire for Lila’s taste, but it generated no heat. It was less an energy source than art on display. Would it ever burn out if it didn’t truly blaze? Lila had watched Kamal feed it ordinary logs when they’d been here with Jabari earlier, though where they went once swallowed by the purple flames seemed a mystery. 
“Has she told you anything?” Meyer asked. “Clara, I mean?”
“About … ?” 
“About what Mara said.” 
Lila looked around, but the jammer — apparently a bit of Terrence that survived past death — was still in place on the ottoman, apparently on and granting them privacy. 
If they believed Jabari. Or any of it. 
“No. I don’t think she knows much.” Lila didn’t go on and say the rest: But she definitely knows something about something. Lila was afraid that Clara knew more than she let on about the archive, or about what might be coming. But she didn’t want to ask, and face the answer. 
Meyer shook his head, looking toward the fire. 
“What is it?” Lila asked.
“We keep going back and forth on this thing. This appearance Mara wants us to make.” 
“You and Kindred, you mean?” 
Meyer nodded. “Usually, we can reach an agreement. This time, we can’t. Kindred thinks we should refuse, but I’m inclined to do what she says.” 
“Why?” 
“We both think she’s telling the truth about her intentions. Just like we know she’s telling the truth about who she is. They didn’t duplicate her. She’s not a Titan. There is no ‘Kindred’ for Ember Flats like there was for Heaven’s Veil.” 
Lila watched her father’s eyes. It was strange to think that not only did she have two equally valid fathers, she’d also lost one that everyone had forgotten. He’d been her father, too. In that first copy’s mind, he’d been Meyer Dempsey. He’d built an empire, raised two children, had twice been a husband. And yet he’d died without anyone knowing until later — swept under the rug until Kindred’s Astral memories could give them all the grizzly details. 
The newest shift in Meyer’s eyes was hard to pin down, but to Lila it resembled defeat. Was it crushing to know the Astrals had found him unfit to lead a capital as himself but had no such compunctions about letting Mara Jabari do the same? 
“If she’s telling the truth, why don’t you agree?” Lila asked. 
“You know how Kindred is. The first time we found the Ark, it barely fazed him. He and Charlie have been saying we made a mistake from the start. But you want to know what I think, princess?” 
Hearing him use the long-dormant term of endearment, Lila felt something shatter inside her. Whatever it was had been teetering on an internal shelf — a glass figurine, saved from her nearly forgotten childhood, when this man had been more dictator than father. 
“What, Dad?” 
“I’m starting to think that Cameron is onto something. Maybe we shouldn’t open the thing at all.” 
“And just delay things forever?” 
“Why not?” Meyer shrugged. “Forever is a very long time. The Astrals here aren’t like they were in Heaven’s Veil. I watched one of the Titans remove the key from Cameron’s satchel, inspect it, then return it to his bag. Kindred says they know what it is and what it’s meant to do, but they gave it right back. I think Peers is right. They stopped chasing us a long time ago. Now they only follow as if keeping tabs. Because they’re content to wait. Nobody knows how long the Astrals were around in previous epochs. Did they decide humanity’s fate right away or take decades? Centuries? Even Charlie can’t say. So is it terrible that I wonder if we should just never open it? The Astrals will wait, long past our deaths. Then it will be someone else’s problem.” 
Lila watched her father. This wasn’t the man she grew up with, and the beard wasn’t the only difference. Something had wormed under his skin. Meyer Dempsey, both before and after captivity, faced his problems. This fatalism was as disturbing as a confession.  
“The Astrals don’t care, princess. They don’t care if we keep going as a species or are wiped out. They don’t even care if we’re judged one way or the other. As far as they’re concerned, humanity’s case file can stay open forever.” 
“They killed Cameron’s dad to get the key. They destroyed Heaven’s Veil to find the Ark. So what’s changed that now they don’t even care?”
“They found the Ark. They know where the key is. Someone shuffled their deck, but now everything’s back where it belongs.” 
To Lila, the explanation tasted funny. They’d spent years fearing and running from the Astrals, certain that what kept them coming was a desire to steal the key and activate the archive. The notion that they’d wait an eternity for someone to decide whether or not to pop the thing’s top didn’t sit quite right. They’d been nudged along the way, always suspiciously guided into the right spots at the right times.
“What about the thing Mara Jabari wants you to do?” Lila asked.
“Same argument. Kindred wants to open the Ark, and I want to let it be. He wants to stir the world’s peace, and I’m inclined to let that be, too.” 
“What does she want, Dad? Specifically.” Jabari had been vague on the details. Kindred and Meyer would both be surprise guests at the State of the City address, and the fact that there were now two Meyer Dempseys would, seemingly, shock the world. But how, and why? Lila was unconvinced, and that was just one of a dozen topics on which Clara seemed suspiciously silent. 
“What is the Ark, Lila?” 
“An archive. Of humanity’s ups and downs while the Astrals have been away.” 
“What else?” 
Lila shrugged. 
“It’s a symbol,” Meyer said. “Everyone who’s ever been to church — or, hell, who’s ever seen Raiders — knows about the Ark. Charlie’s told me some whoppers as far as alternative theories, where the Ark was a weapon as we first thought, or a machine, or a source of unlimited power for humans to harness and use. But the fact that we think it’s so many things is what makes its mystery so compelling. Makes it fertile ground for new myths and the revitalizing of old ones. Nobody — except maybe the Astrals — knows the truth. Mara says they’ve deliberately said nothing, conveyed no messages about the Ark for Jabari or anyone else to reveal. They put it up on that platform in the middle of the courtyard and built a cupola around it. They’ve lined the walls of its enclosure with massive stone tablets written in an unknown script. Nobody’s ever seen writing like it, so no one knows what it says. We couldn’t tell from a distance, but Mara showed us close-up photos, and it’s obvious that the Ark is missing a piece — that key Cameron is carrying. So everyone in Ember Flats walks by, drawing their own conclusions based on all they’ve ever heard and learned, wondering at the keyhole without a key. The Astrals don’t need to say anything, Lila. That’s the trick. Humanity’s said it already, rumors and hearsay perpetuated over thousands of generations: the legend of the sword in the stone, the Ark of the Covenant, the Ten Commandments, you name it. And the flood, of course. The flood that wiped the world clean when God became angry, so Earth could try again.” 
“I don’t understand what you’re saying.”
“Mara doesn’t just want us to appear, Li. She wants us to tell our story.” 
“And?” 
“It’ll collapse all the myths. Think about it. Humanity knows there’s a golden object on display in Ember Flats, smack-dab among the pyramids. But nobody’s told them what it is or means. Which is fine because we all think we already know. Catholics think it’s one thing. Muslims think it’s something else. Atheists and agnostics have their opinions, just as steeped in myth as those of the religious folks even if they pretend they’re being objective. The ancient aliens people think it’s something else: maybe a nuclear weapon, displayed to quietly threaten us — or, conversely, as a display of the changed relationship between humans and Astral: a bomb turned into a monument as a gesture of peace. No matter who you are, you have an opinion as to what that object is and what it means. But everyone is guessing. Except for us.” 
Lila looked up, met her father’s eyes. 
“It’s been here for five years, Lila. They built their city around it. And because Ember Flats is the Capital of Capitals, where all the global broadcasts originate — the center of the new world, which the other cities look to for guidance — that means the entire world, in one way or another, has been built around that golden box. Even the wanderers, outposts, and gangs we’ve run across know about the Ark. Everyone’s formed their opinion, and those opinions — all different — are safe and stable until someone establishes a definitive truth. The Astrals aren’t talking about the Ark. But we can. And because of who we are — the viceroy much of the world assumed was dead and an apparent duplicate — they’ll be inclined to believe us. I’m sure the Astrals — or even the human city authorities — will kill the world feed the minute they see us on it, but Ember Flats will see us. It’ll start chaos, and the chaos will spread like a virus.”  
“And Kindred still wants to do it?”
“I think it’s more that he feels we need to.”  
“I thought he felt that we needed to open the Ark.” 
Meyer exhaled. “It’s complicated, Lila. That’s why it took us hours to talk it all out before Kamal and Ravi got the rest of you from your rooms, and hours after you all went back. I promise it makes sense in Kindred’s mind. Mine too, really. The trick is that although we agree on what’s being done, we disagree on the damage it will cause.”
“Or won’t,” Lila added. 
“Oh, it causes damage even in the best-case scenario.”
Lila didn’t know how to respond, so she simply stared into the purple fire. 
“So what are you going to do?” she finally asked.
“I don’t know.” 
“The viceroy needs both of you. So if you don’t want to do it …” 
“It’s not that simple. You know how it is with Kindred and me.” 
Lila didn’t, but she’d heard this before and had tried to understand. Her father wasn’t really one man anymore. His strange mind sharing with Kindred — the conjoining that turned them into a logical machine, neither Meyer or Kindred but instead a third thing — made him more like a consciousness with two bodies. It wasn’t literal, but that was as close as Lila’s mind could get to grasping the concept. Both men described the shared portion of their memories as being more “in the cloud” than on either brain’s hard drive.  It was a different breed of psychic, a process that turned two things into one. It meant that while they were separate men, they were sometimes like two projections of a single being. 
“If you don’t do it, will she let us go?” Lila asked.
“I don’t know. She may not feel she has a choice.” He gave a bitter chuckle. “Just one more way we can refuse to decide, and let a stalemate continue forever.”
“So we’re prisoners.” 
Meyer looked around the room then gestured at their posh surroundings for emphasis. “It’s not a bad way to be incarcerated, is it? Before Peers convinced us to come here, we’d been searching for a place to settle. Derinkuyu has nothing on Ember Flats.” He wagged a sarcastic finger at Lila. “Now get back to your cell with its king bed and private bathroom before the warden knows you’re gone. You’re just asking for the guards to catch you out then pin you down and give you a massage.”  
Lila tried to smile, but it just wasn’t funny. Prison was prison. Plots were plots. And as wrong as her father felt about what Jabari had in mind for him and Kindred in a few days, she was already reasonably certain he’d do it. 
There was a knock at the open door, across the large room. Lila and Meyer both turned to see Piper standing in the entranceway. Meyer tapped the privacy jammer, dropping the bubble — and for a half second a thought occurred to Lila: Were the Astrals so easily fooled? They were in the middle of a public room, discussing subversion. She thought of Cameron’s suspicions of Peers, suddenly sure this was all a setup: a double-cross inside a double-cross inside a plot inside a misleading assumption. Her brain spun with reversals too thick to track. 
“Piper. Come over, and join us,” Meyer said. 
Piper knotted her hands at her waist, not moving. She looked at no one in particular, then at Lila. 
“Have either of you seen Clara?” she asked. “I can’t find her anywhere.”





Chapter Thirty-One
NOCTURNE NUDGED PEERS’S HAND, waking him. He felt momentarily disoriented then looked at the bedside clock. It was 12:04 a.m. A hair after midnight. Had he really gone to sleep just two hours ago? But then, they’d all been exhausted after the day’s events, and sleep — for Peers, at least — had descended like a hammer. Jabari had said they could go wherever they wished within the viceroy’s mansion — and the Titan guards were gone — so at first, Peers had planned to use his new freedom to snoop. He’d find where Jabari was hiding the secrets he felt sure she had buried. He’d find evidence of her nefarious plans just as she’d urged Meyer and Kindred to reveal evidence of the Astrals’ iniquitous schemes. 
Was this truly about the Ark? 
Was it truly about Heaven’s Veil — about informing the populace of the real reason the old American capital stopped broadcasting just before the Astrals had miraculously found a way to track their lost archive?
Or was it about power? 
Peers had his doubts. He’d sat there all night, stewing, watching Ember Flats’s benevolent leader. He’d never met her, true. Nobody else had, either; according to Lila, there’d been an ambassador banquet in Heaven’s Veil, but it had been presided over by the first Meyer duplicate, now deceased. Had Jabari been at that banquet, or just her ambassador? Peers certainly didn’t know, and ultimately it didn’t matter. Any familiarity with this woman came secondhand at best.
The only things they knew about Mara Jabari came from two sources. 
The first, of course, was Jabari herself. 
But their bigger body of knowledge about Ember Flats and its viceroy came from common knowledge. Supposedly other capitals these days knew Ember Flats to be the peaceful, cooperative paradise it was, but that information hadn’t leaked into the outlands. To the non-capital cities — and to every wanderer they’d encountered outside of formal borders — Ember Flats was the pit that Peers had encountered all those years ago with Aubrey and James. And to that overwhelming majority of the population (the one Peers had encountered, anyway), the woman who ran such a hell could only be a demon herself. 
Bloody Mara, the outlanders called her. 
Sure, it was rumor. Sure, rumors always twisted out of control. And sure, Peers had heard the axiom about how when you assumed things, you made an ass out of u and me. But he’d also stood, helpless, while the Ember Flats guard executed his son in the viceroy’s name. 
Nocturne seemed to understand none of this. He’d licked Jabari’s hand when they’d been gathered around the fire and was licking his now. 
“Traitorous hound,” Peers said. 
The dog made a snuffling noise then rubbed his head and body against the bed’s side before flopping awkwardly onto the floor.
Peers rolled over, grunting with annoyance. He really was exhausted. 
Nocturne buried his nose in Peers’s armpit, nudging him. 
“G’way.” 
The nose vanished. It returned a moment later, feeling decidedly thicker between Peers’s upper and lower arms, spreading the angle of his elbow. He craned back to look and saw that the dog had retrieved a tennis ball, and that the larger object Peers felt was the dog’s muzzle with a fuzzy green thing in his mouth. There’d been a bin of dog toys when he’d woken in the room the first time just as there’d been a plate of cheese and fruit waiting for Peers on the dresser, high enough to be out of dog’s way. Someone had appointed the room for them both, but it’d been a big laugh between them (canine and human joking privately that the great viceroy apparently didn’t know everything) that the box had so many balls and pull-toys. Nocturne didn’t like tugging or fetching balls. He’d chase a stick, but he’d only enjoyed other toys while in Damascus, in the company of other animals. Then, he’d loved balls. A human throws; two dogs scramble to see who can reach it first. The game just wasn’t any fun when you were alone in the chasing. 
“Piss off,” Peers told Nocturne. 
The dog sat. He dropped the ball then stared at Peers with his mouth open and panting, tail wagging. 
“It’s bloody well after midnight,” Peers explained.
When Nocturne didn’t respond, Peers rolled back over and said, “Tosser.” 
The dog nudged him again. Peers felt the slobbered-up tennis ball drop onto his bare arm then roll onto the covers. Peers knocked it away. The dog patiently retrieved the ball (humans just don’t understand such things) and set it back by his elbow, wet and disgusting. 
“I’m not playing fetch right now, you fucking idiot.” 
Nocturne barked. 
“Go to sleep!”
He barked again. 
Rubbing his face, Peers sat up. He gave the dog a long, serious look, which Nocturne broke by licking his lips. Then he stood without further remonstrations, figuring that Nocturne had decided to be an asshole and wouldn’t be talked out of it now. Stupid artificial daylight. They’d spent most of the past five years in the wild, sleeping whenever the sun was down no matter what the clock might have said. Now they were in a place with electricity — with goddamned streetlights in the courtyard and roads past the drapes. If he were to go outside now, there’d be enough light in Ember Flats that he’d be unable to see the stars — just the mothership’s big, knobby belly hovering a mile or so away. The light was twisting their circadian rhythms. Damned dog’s internal clock thought it was daylight. 
Peers visited the restroom, relieved himself, and splashed some water (hot from the tap; Ember flats had everything) on his face. Then he removed the ball from the sheets, using only his index finger and thumb in deference to the slobber. The ball went back to the bin, and Peers traded it for a chew toy. Let the damned dog gnaw. It’d mean gross chomping sounds all night, but what the hell, Peers was plenty tired enough to sleep through it, and “chew” wasn’t a game that required a partner. 
Nocturne watched Peers set the toy on the floor. Then he ignored it, returning to the bin for the ball. He set it down and barked again. 
“You don’t even like balls.” Then, because it was late and he felt lightheaded, he added, “Just like my ex-wife.” 
Nocturne retrieved the ball again then ran out into the hallway. Which was good enough. Until he returned, left, then returned again, tail wagging, dropping the ball long enough to pant, retrieving it, dropping it to woof and play-growl and bark. 
“What the piss is wrong with you?” 
Nocturne barked. 
“There aren’t any other dogs here, shitbox.” 
Another bark, now wagging his tail while backing toward the open doorway.
So Peers left his bed again, wrapped himself in the soft, fragrant robe provided by the household, and plodded toward the doorway to see what the hell the dog had up his butt. Halfway there, he retraced his steps and put on a pair of big, puffy slippers. They were posh but black enough for Peers to consider them manly. 
He stuck his head out into the hallway, half expecting to find one of Jabari’s assistants walking some froufrou breed of terrier, possibly with a pink bow in its hair, around the house for late-night exercise. That would be funny; Nocturne was large even for a lab, and chances were he’d annihilate a little dog if they played the race-to-the-ball game together. 
But the hallway was empty. 
Nocturne looked up at Peers. Then, likely anticipating more profanity, the dog trotted away, glancing back over his haunches, begging his owner to follow and join in the fun.
“No,” Peers said. 
Nocturne barked halfway — a quieter noise than usual, perhaps in deference to the late hour, and the likelihood that others were sleeping. 
“I said no.” 
Another bark. 
“I’m going to have you skinned and made into a wallet, you shitter.” 
Nocturne had reached the short hallway’s end, where it met another perpendicular hallway. The dog ignored Peers, glancing off to the right, and barked in that direction. His big black head turned to Peers, ears flopping. His mouth dropped open, the ball falling to the floor with a disgusting smack. He dropped his front half down, elbows on the floor, elevated ass wagging feverishly: “downward dog” to human yoga aficionados; “play crouch” in dog parlance.  
Before Peers could shout more epithets, the dog sprang from the crouch and ran off down the other hallway. 
Peers mumbled to follow. There was nothing around the corner, but Nocturne kept going. Peers walked to the new hallway’s end and found himself facing another, also empty. The halls were like a hotel in Wonderland, endlessly lined with anonymous rooms, crisscrossing and intertwining in a configuration that Peers, exhausted, found impossible to follow. 
“Fine,” he said at the next intersection to nobody in particular, hearing the now-distant scraping of dog claws and what sounded like a quiet human voice too low to hear. “But you’re out for the night.” 
And that at least was something. He could close his door, and Nocturne wouldn’t be able to bug him again, unless of course he scratched at the door to be let in. Which he almost certainly would. 
He turned and took the first step back toward his room, but that was all he managed before hearing a new sound behind him. He peeked back around the corner and saw small feet, small swinging arms, a mass of little-girl hair.
“Clara?” Peers said, finding himself suddenly spooked by the uncertain sound of his voice.
But Clara was gone, marching on to more exciting places in the dead of night.
He was about to follow, but then something caught his eye and he squinted, bending forward at the waist. 
And said, again to no one in particular, “What’s this, then?”





Chapter Thirty-Two
THE BIG BLACK dog ran ahead then sat in front of the wall, waiting for Clara, his tail wagging.
Clara’s memories of the Heaven’s Veil viceroy’s mansion were clearer than her mother liked to believe, and it struck Clara now how similarly they’d been constructed — on the inside, if not out; in the details, if not the overall scheme. Heaven’s Veil had been like a Roman palace, and this place was a fittingly Ancient Egyptian one with a kooky modern interpretation, but both were stone and wood, and the wood was always elaborately carved, sconces on the wall distinct but similar enough to have been born from the same basic mind. The floor plans echoed each other (Clara sometimes still walked the Heaven’s Veil mansion in her mind; she’d read once about a memory technique called the “memory palace” and used their old home as her place to mentally place things she ought not forget), and the room sizes were too consistently repeated to feel like coincidence. To Clara, the echoes felt like two places designed by the same architect using distinctly different styles: an artist could change her mode but never hide her own, innate voice. 
Two mansions created by the same mind. 
Which, considering what Clara could see in the Astral collective (not much, but she caught a sense the way she did with most things), made perfect sense. They had many bodies, and one shared mind. 
It was different from the way humans had many bodies and one shared mind. But, like the mansions, similar at root. 
The wall where Nocturne had sat himself was wood-paneled, carved and polished, bookended by crown molding and a five-inch baseboard. The floor was hardwood, not tile like much of the rest of the house or carpeted like others. They’d descended a flight of stairs, and windows vanished from the walls. But even without looking out into the dark, Clara’s internal compass told her she was a breath below ground, in the part of the house facing the Ark’s courtyard, way across on the far end. Viceroy Jabari had given them that virtual tour, showing them around the local area without actually needing to show them around. Clara knew the others found this suspicious — being shown around while still inside. Clara could feel by probing at Ms. Jabari — it was true, they weren’t permitted to leave. But she also sensed conflict inside the viceroy, and it was ordinary, everyday discord like Clara felt coming from her mother. Mom sometimes forbade Clara things she wanted because it was best for her, not because she wanted to be mean. Viceroy Jabari’s feelings were like that. Clara liked the viceroy and believed even the parts of what she said that Clara, by tuning in, couldn’t objectively prove true or false. She wouldn’t lead them into danger no matter what Mr. Peers might think.
Nocturne was still sitting by the wooden wall, his tail slapping the floor. The hallway died at the wall, and Clara knew that when she reached it, she’d have to decide between right and left. This pretty much had to be an outside wall, with the courtyard beyond it. 
“Which way should we go, boy?” 
The dog barked, not moving. 
“You can pick,” Clara said. 
Clara liked following the dog. It was definitely more fun than aimless wandering. She’d lain in her bed for a long time, pretending to sleep because Clara sleeping would make Mom feel most comfortable. But she hadn’t been sleeping; Clara had been in her internal space, talking to any who came from outside, exploring her memory palace back in Heaven’s Veil’s echo, gathering objects that her mind (except for the deep-down parts) had forgotten she’d once put there. But the minute Mom had risen, sleepless herself, and wandered back to find Original Grandpa, Clara had popped out of bed. She could roam without worrying her mother if she kept tabs on Mom’s mind, just to make sure she didn’t return while Clara was gone. So she’d shut out the others she usually tried to hear — Kindred, Grandma Piper, Mr. Cameron — and focused. And with her mother’s emotional presence buzzing in the back of her mind like the fluorescents had buzzed in the bunker when she’d been inside Mom’s belly, Clara had set out, exploring, led wherever her guide chose to take her. 
But Nocturne wasn’t choosing a direction, so when Clara reached him, she ran a hand from his slick head and down his back, pausing to scratch under his ears. And then she pointed for him, spinning a little as she indicated right versus left. 
The dog faced the wall. 
“You can’t go that way, silly. There’s a wall.” 
Nocturne barked. 
Clara stepped off to the left. “How about this way? I think the kitchen is this way.” 
The dog didn’t move, staying where he’d sat. He looked at Clara, panting happily. 
“Maybe they have bacon in the kitchen.” 
No movement. 
“Come on.” Clara patted her leg. 
And still no movement. Until the dog stuck his butt in the air and rubbed against the baseboard moulding. 
“Hey, hey! You’ll scratch it!” 
She ran over to pull the dog away by his collar. Nocturne weighed more than Clara for sure, but he backed away willingly, panting at her with a dog-smile, as if he’d done well and she should praise him. 
“Look at this, you bad boy,” Clara said, running her fingers along a series of dull scratches in the hardwood. They were faint, but noticeable once you really got in there and looked close. And there were plenty now that she saw them. More than should have been caused by a few seconds of digging at a corner. The damage was barely there, not much more than the normal scuffs in the rest of the hallway. But it was strange because these scuffs ran right into the baseboard. 
Where, now that she looked, there appeared to be a recessed button. It looked like a little half-moon shape carved into the molding’s pattern, but there was clearly, on close inspection, a tiny gap around its edge. 
A secret door? Clara’s heart raced at the idea. She suddenly fancied herself inside Mr. Cameron’s most cherished memories — the ones he kept hidden deep, and even a few that he hadn’t given Clara permission to investigate. Mr. Cameron and his father had found secret passages when they’d been exploring together. Those old memories usually came with arguments — father saying one thing, son insisting another.
You’re absolutely sure you want to go in there? Clara heard in her head. 
But it was a ghost voice. Cameron’s dad from long ago — prelude to yet another boring lecture about how Cameron always insisted he knew things he didn’t because he was too proud. One of those memories Clara probably shouldn’t really go into because Cameron wouldn’t like her seeing, but to Clara it was all so mundane. He liked to be right. Was that really so bad? Clara liked to be right about things, too. 
She pushed the tiny button. The dog nosed the wall as something clicked, opening a passage. 
Clara’s internal compass had been right about one thing: this was an outer wall, and there really was just the courtyard beyond. 
That’s probably why, with a mere three feet of clearance, the passage descended on a ladder. 
Clara hesitated. She really shouldn’t go down there. It must be one of the passages Ms. Jeanine had said must be here somewhere, connecting the Ember Flats government buildings in case of emergency, but Clara wasn’t a viceroy running from bad guys. She was a bored little girl with an itch to explore. 
Nocturne had no such compunctions. He leaped down into the tunnel, dropping six feet and landing lighter than he should have, like a cat.
Well, she couldn’t exactly leave Nocturne down there alone, could she? He’d found the passage, but Clara had opened it for him to drop into. She could go back and get help, but was there any point in waking Mr. Peers? He’d had a rough day, with almost changing his mind about killing the viceroy. 
The tunnel had to come up somewhere. And if the only ways up were ladders that big black dogs were unable to climb? Well, that particular bridge could be crossed when she reached it. 
She sent her mind out to her mother. With the others shut out, seeing Mom was easy. She was still talking to Original Grandpa, discussing the aliens’ memory bank and whether opening it was smart. It was good that particular decision wasn’t hers — of course she’d open it without thinking twice. Who could resist the lure of a big, gold mystery box? It had freaked her out the first time, just like Mr. Cameron. But it was okay now. Little wounds never lasted long. 
Clara was fine. She could be gone from her bed for a bit longer, and Mom would never know. And if she had to leave Nocturne here and go for help getting him back up, she could do that later. The tunnel wasn’t all that scary-looking. There were at least a few small electric lights. The walls were concrete and tile.
Nocturne barked, and Clara climbed down to follow him as he walked off into the dim. 
Some time later, the passage through the wall automatically ratcheted closed behind her.





Chapter Thirty-Three
BELOW THE DOORKNOB, and a plate that read Utility Closet, three small triangles were carved into the wood. Peers probably wouldn’t have noticed them if he hadn’t been so tired — if the damned dog hadn’t dragged him out of bed. But he’d yawned at the right time; he’d let fatigue drag his footsteps down the hallway, and his lazy eye had grabbed the pattern. Even then, most people would have moved along, but not Peers. For him, the pattern of triangles was as instantly evocative as the scent of alcohol can be for those who’ve suffered a long hospital stay. Or, in the days before the Astrals’ arrival, the automatic alarm that screamed in people’s heads when a red-and-blue light flashes in their rearview. 
He felt his heart quicken. It took less than a second before he felt himself tumbling backward in time, to his boyhood. He wasn’t in a mansion hallway; Peers was in a room sifting dust from the vaulted ceiling pouring sand like pounding rain. A kid with his hand on an ancient trigger, realizing he was deeper than he’d thought, or feared, or arrogantly decided. He was a little boy knowing he’d done wrong and fearing his father’s wrath. Knowing the stories of exile, that his own days among family and friends were truly numbered. He was a kid who’d always done mischief but who’d finally managed to do something irredeemable. 
Peers blinked the torrent of emotions away. He’d buried all that. Long, long ago. He’d moved on. There’d been London. There’d been university. There’d been studies, always meant to replace what he’d once known in more intimate ways. There’d been the quest. He was a goddamned adult man now, with a Ph-fucking-D. Nobody was coming after him. He no longer needed to fear the belt, or the Tribunal. 
But the symbol was there, true as the moon. 
Peers looked down the hallway, toward where Nocturne had run off, then back the way he’d come. He was near enough to the last corner to step back and peek around it — the way was clear there, too. The house was quiet. He knew, based on what he’d heard after waking from his stupor, that the others’ rooms were near his own. But those rooms were now a full hallway back, not even visible. And during their brief tour, Kamal had told them most of the rooms were for visiting dignitaries, and thus were empty. 
Still feeling watched — by a hidden camera or Astral device, perhaps — Peers squatted. He ran his fingers along the pattern, which at first he’d taken as dirt in an otherwise immaculate hallway. The carving was perfect as if stamped into the wood. 
Three small triangles, upside down, arranged in a loose triangular pattern overall, with the tip pointing toward the floor. 
He hadn’t seen that pattern in more than twenty years. After his exile to London, he’d seen its cousin. Kids around the world would have said the symbol looked like an upside-down, stretched-out version of the Triforce: a symbol from video games Peers hadn’t known, seeing as he’d grown up in tombs and sand dunes, playing hide and seek in ancient ruins. Today he’d say the symbol on the door looked like the Triforce. But back then, he’d wondered if it was coincidence that the good folks at Nintendo had created a symbol so similar to that of the Mullah. Mullah were everywhere, so why couldn’t they be in Japan?
Peers stood, feeling vertigo. The door was wood, not stone. It looked fresh enough to have been carved yesterday, not thousands of years ago. The mansion wasn’t ancient, or cobbled from other ancient sites. 
No, whoever had carved that symbol had done it during the building — or perhaps the city’s — construction. 
Whoever had carved it was almost certainly still here. And knowing the Mullah’s infiltration and placement tactics (like those of all the world’s great secret societies), that person would be someone in a position of authority, someone with sway and access. Perhaps even Mara Jabari herself. It was possible. Peers had been a kid back then, more interested in causing trouble than networking. He’d known only his clan. 
It was too ironic. Peers had thought he was following Cameron Bannister, the way he’d followed his father. But maybe he was the one who’d been shadowed all along. 
He stood. Looked around again. And opened the door. 
The room, with the door closed behind him, was true to its word. It wasn’t a tiny broom closet with scant room to maneuver, nor was it palatial. There were some valves for water mounted to the concrete with half-round metal brackets, plus a mess of wires snaking in and out of network hubs. Even with the Internet dead, Ember Flats had its own little network. But like those in the other cities, Peers was willing to bet the system was deliberately antiquated, obsolete even by the standards of ten years before occupation. The Astrals could have wired Ember Flats to the nines, but that would defeat the purpose. This place had been built by human hands, possibly with Astral assistance. And so its tech capacity had been purposely retarded. You don’t strengthen a leg by offering a stronger crutch. 
Inspired, Peers closed his eyes and tried to think of the others in his group. But no, his brain was still just an old hunk of wet flesh. It’d take a lot more than slow web access to force his mind to consider the collective unconscious as a viable alternative, if there even was such a thing. 
But other than the pipes and valves and wires and a few mops, buckets, and brooms, the place was ordinary. Maybe the marks on the door had been a coincidence. Maybe someone had been trying to draw a Triforce, and the door had been mounted upside down. 
Swallowing, Peers scanned the room. The Mullah did nothing by accident. Someone had marked that door just as someone had authorized the marked door being discreetly set into place. Just as someone had laid all the bricks; just as Peers — if he knew his old fellows at all — was certain the house must have concealed passageways and tunnels. 
Don’t be stupid. The Astrals would know if tunnels were being put in. 
But according to the story Clara had told Peers that first day, the Astrals hadn’t known when the Templars and Mullah worked to relocate the Ark. Sure, it had been moved centuries ago while the Astrals were away, but it made no difference that the mansion had been built right under the Astral eye. The aliens stayed out of human political affairs; Kindred had confirmed as much from his time running Heaven’s Veil. Once the roof was on the building, the Mullah and their famously tight-lipped workers would have been able to do as they wished. The Astrals could have forced their way inside for inspections, sure, but that would have made for bad human-Astral public relations — an even trickier balancing act this visit than in their prior ones.
The feeling of being watched escalated, and sent a chill up his spine. 
Being watched by Mullah — who, being Mullah, would know exactly who Peers Basara was and had always been.  
But also being watched by Astrals, the way the aliens had (again, according to Clara’s story) seemed to allow Cameron’s group to reach Mount Sinai then watched them discover the Ark. 
Watched their approach. 
Then watched them leave without doing what they’d come to do, off to wander the desert for five years rather than ever return. 
What had happened that day? Why had they run? 
Curiosity dug at his insides, but Cameron’s latest bout of suspicion meant it would be a while before Peers could ask anything without Cameron suspecting ulterior motives. 
There was another Mullah symbol etched into the concrete block, just below a heavy-duty metal shelf bracket. 
Peers touched it. Pressed it. Rubbed it like Aladdin summoning the genie from his lamp. He was tempted to say, “Open sesame” but thought he’d heard something elsewhere in the house a moment ago — maybe someone stirring for a late-night snack. He hadn’t done anything but felt intensely guilty. Old guilt, like bile in his throat. 
I’m just standing around inside a utility room. Nothing wrong with that. 
But whatever was bugging Peers was deeper down, under his skin like a parasite. He couldn’t place the reason, but staring at the symbol in the bricks made it worse. The last time he’d seen that symbol was … 
Was … 
Peers remembered his father. He remembered the fury. He remembered a sinking sensation that not only had he angered his family and friends but that what he’d done — however unwittingly — went even deeper. Toward betrayal, like a traitor.  
He’d never understood what he’d done so wrong other than causing one hell of a mess out of (let’s face it) a bunch of stupid old rocks.
But then he remembered the blue disc. 
He remembered his father’s face when he’d realized what Peers had done. 
The hand — not the belt — had gone up to correct the disobedient boy. The flash of Father’s Mullah ring as the hand swung back for the strike had been indelibly engraved in Peers’s memory. 
The ring. 
There was a box of nails on one of the higher shelves. Peers reached in and retrieved three. Maybe he was wrong about this, and the strangely precise rings were merely symbols of membership in the secret society and nothing more. Or maybe the rings were keys, but the locks they opened couldn’t be fooled by picking tools as crude as nails. 
But Peers didn’t think so. The Mullah had always been more about symbolism than practicality, more about ritual than rationality. Twenty years ago, he’d managed to open a door he shouldn’t have been able to open, and with no ring to do it. 
He pressed the nails into the three triangular indentations, at precisely the same time. 
There was a hard click, and one of the cinderblocks jumped forward an inch — revealing not the back of a cinderblock but a small, concealed drawer. 
Inside the drawer was a perfectly round, perfectly smooth sphere of what looked like brushed aluminum. The size of a cricket ball covered with fine blue lines like a magnified circuit.
Feeling the same sense of I shouldn’t do this that he’d felt touching the blue disc two decades earlier, Peers took the sphere in both of his hands, finding a single pulsing tentacle-like wire protruding from its back, attached somewhere at the drawer’s rear.
“What are you, friend?” Peers whispered to the sphere, only half his mind noticing the rush of feet passing beyond the utility room door.
The lights went out. 
The sphere answered.





Chapter Thirty-Four
“CAMERON. COME ON, CAM, WAKE UP.” 
Cameron blinked. Piper was above him, dressed in a robe, her face flushed and bothered. 
“What?” 
“Get up. Grab your robe.” 
“Why?”
“Clara’s missing.” 
“Missing?” His eyes darted to the hallway past Piper. He spied Lila at the door, arms crossed, Meyer beside her. 
“We don’t know where she is.” 
“You don’t know where she is, or she’s missing?” 
“That’s the definition of missing, Cameron!” 
Cameron held up one hand, all at once seeing the depth of emotion around him. He sat on the bed, with a nod to Meyer and a meaningful look to Lila, then stood. The cobwebs were intense. It felt like he’d been sleeping deeper than he had in years, and swimming to the surface from a dead slumber now was like rising from the ocean’s floor, fighting narcosis. 
“Tell me what happened.” He said it to Meyer, knowing it was a sexist thing to do. But Piper had been thinly stretched for a while, and Lila, if she truly thought her daughter was in trouble, wouldn’t be sensible. Kindred, Jeanine, and Charlie would all have been rational and clear, but for now, the gentler-and-kinder Meyer would have to do. 
“Lila and I were in the main room, talking by the fire. Piper came in and asked if we’d seen Clara. She’d gone to peek in on Lila, next door. But she was with me, and Clara wasn’t in her bed.” 
“That doesn’t mean she’s missing,” Cameron said. 
“There’s something about this place I don’t like, Cam,” said Piper, again composed. She hugged her elbows, subconsciously mimicking Lila, and sent her eyes to the room’s corners. “I feel like we’re being followed. Or watched. I just got this itch. That’s why I peeked in. I even felt stupid doing it, like I was being ridiculous. But the door was ajar, with enough light from the hallway to see that Lila’s sheets had been thrown back. So I went in. You know how Clara sleeps: like a brick. So I went ahead and turned on the lights. I just wanted to tuck her in. I … I just kind of had the shivers.” She laughed to show the situation was all silly and stupid, but Cameron could tell from the laugh’s artifice that in Piper’s mind, at least, it was anything but. “I just wanted to run my hand through her hair, you know? The way you’d pet a dog or cat to feel better.” And she laughed again, this one decidedly manufactured. Cameron could see her fingers shaking and somehow felt sure they’d been shaking before she’d opened Lila’s door. 
“I left her in bed. I couldn’t sleep, but she was conked out.” Lila seemed ready to say more but merely hugged her elbows tighter. Cameron could see Lila trying to keep herself together, maintaining sensible tones and stifling her speech against a clearly creeping panic. 
“She’s probably just wandering,” Cameron said. 
Meyer nodded to indicate agreement, but even his mannerisms struck Cameron as phony. “We’ve already been up and down the big hallways. Pretty much everything on this side of the palace with the lights on. But yes, you know how Clara is.” He forced himself to add, with a tiny artificial smile, “Curious like George.”
In the beat after Meyer stopped speaking and before Cameron answered, the mansion’s stillness struck Cameron like a physical thing. They’d spent most of the past years either in ramshackle shelters, in small outpost towns, in co-opted vehicles, or out in the open. All of those places were full of sounds. But despite the way city light filled the windows of the bedroom, the night’s silence, inside these four rock-solid walls, was absolute. Cameron spoke because Meyer required a reply — but even more because without sound he felt suddenly deaf. 
No wonder Piper was so edgy. No wonder Lila seemed panicked despite a normal incident of childlike wandering off. It was the silent night forging the perfect slate for waking nightmares.
“Did you check with the others? Maybe Clara went into their rooms.” 
“Why would she go in with Charlie? Or Jeanine?”
“I don’t know; I’m just making suggestions,” Cameron replied, a trifle perturbed. Even his own annoyance came out of the blue. Piper was right: it was this strange place, this luxurious captivity. 
“The doors are all closed,” Meyer said. “I’m not even sure which rooms everyone is in.” 
Cameron wanted to roll his eyes. Kindred would have known. For the first time Cameron had ever seen, Meyer and Kindred had parted ways for the night with issues unsolved between them. Kindred had gone to bed with the others, clearly irritated with Meyer’s obstinance. If Kindred were here, they’d know which rooms were whose. And if Kindred and Meyer were firing on the same cylinders as the combined logical entity they often became, they’d know the whole damned palace’s layout, right down to having concocted an action plan for possible escape. 
Cameron sighed, seeing that he would have to be in charge. He didn’t like it but always ended up leading any group he joined. That was why he’d always preferred to travel alone — or, sometimes, with a trusted companion like Dan had been, who understood Cameron’s past and individual quirks. But there were only four of them awake right now, and the trio of Lila, Piper, and Meyer had felt sufficiently unable to solve things on their own that they’d woken Cameron. 
“Fine,” he snapped. 
Cameron pushed past Piper without warmth then between Lila and Meyer. He was still tired, logy, and missing his bed. Why did everyone have to ask him which way to go all the damned time? 
A cool finger seemed to press itself against his neck. Facing away from the others, he closed his eyes and breathed deeply. 
It’s this place. It’s Jabari. It’s our predicament. It’s what they keep telling me I have to do whether I want to or not. You can be calm. You don’t need to be on edge, or irritated. 
“Come on,” he said.





Chapter Thirty-Five
THE TOTALLY DARK, silent, and sensorily disconnected place Peers found himself should have been terrifying but wasn’t. He’d been here before. 
The Mullah elders called it “the vestibule.” They trained for immersion, knowing that its total absence of stimulation could cause panic — and that panic, in a mental space disconnected from a very real but unfelt physical reality — could quickly unravel even the sturdiest mind. So the elders took their vision quests into the desert alone, sometimes building sweat lodges and smoking psilocybin, often wandering with nowhere to go and no way out. There were places deep in old ruins and converted caves where the elders had built voluntary confinement chambers, constructing shallow pools to float for hours or days in solitude with their ears plugged and eyes covered, breathing through reeds. Peers had always been curious about those nether realms as a child, and after moving to Oxford had sought sensory deprivation chambers to feel what it must have been like. But word among the Mullah was firm, and the rule — like all tenets in the clan — was unbreakable: only the elders entered the vestibule, and only those elders who’d prepared their minds for the nothingness they found inside. 
The kids all had their secretly whispered beliefs, the way boys on the outside had covert theories about where adults hid porn. The children all talked about the practices and about the space and about what probably happened inside. You could go mad, they’d say, because the vestibule is nothing, and it’s what you think that controls what you see. 
And still they’d try to sneak in. Even when the secret box was heaved from place to place, they’d plot to find its new location and touch what should never be touched. It was the same feeling Young Peers had while standing over a nest of asps, knowing he should back away but still wanting to reach out and nudge the hissing mother with his foot. The same feeling he’d felt, years later, at the top of Dubai’s Burj Khalifa tower, looking down, thinking of how if there was no glass, the devil inside him might not be able to resist the urge to jump. 
We all have darkness inside, Jacob, the Mullah wise man, had said. Our need to destroy ourselves is the reason we are not yet ready. Although that time is coming. And in the day we reach the vestibule untempted, each of us will be ready to heed the Horsemen’s call. 
Well, if you were wise, Peers had always thought. If you were wise, you could face the vestibule and find out if you were ready — whether you were a man pure of heart or still a kid with reckless tendencies. Peers had once asked Jacob if he could ever enter the vestibule. If he’d ever be sufficiently controlled, adequately mature. It was a right of passage he’d never face, a test he’d never be allowed to attempt. 
And, he’d thought even as a ten-year-old, Fuck that.
But in the end, who’d had the last laugh? Peers, now a proper adult despite Jacob’s high-handed condescension, was back in the vestibule. It hadn’t destroyed him the first time and wouldn’t destroy him now. He hadn’t needed training after all, either time. His exile wasn’t so bad. Providence had given him another chance to prove himself, and now here he was again: in a Mullah place, seeing through the Horsemen’s eyes. What he thought, he’d receive. He knew what to do, no matter that Jacob had ultimately called him an unworthy disgrace. 
He floated in the black space, seeing, hearing, and sensing nothing. He couldn’t even feel the heavy brushed-metal sphere in his hands, in the real-world utility closet inside Mara Jabari’s palace. 
His mental eyes seemed to look down. He realized that he still had hands and that there was a silver sphere with blue lines across its surface nestled in them. There was a pulsing line leading from the sphere’s back, but in this place the thick wire vanished into nothing rather than being anchored in back of a hidden drawer. 
He wondered, Is this the same place? Is this the true vestibule, the way I visited it in the past? What is this object, and how did it come to be here? 
The sphere lit in his hands then vanished. The room changed around him, becoming a building under construction. Much of the surrounding landscape was arid nothing, and Peers found himself realizing that the sphere’s artificial reality had placed him very close to his body’s current position. He was seeing Jabari’s palace before it had become one, seeing Ember Flats when it had still been a speck in the desert.
Ahead, in hot sun that Peers seemed to feel on his skin, he saw a tall, muscular, bare-chested Titan. In the alien’s hands, the sphere looked tiny. The Titan handed the thing to a woman covered head to toe in black. She slipped it beneath the fabric, and it was gone. But then Peers saw a man very near where he seemed to be standing — someone he recognized: Akeem, whom Peers had known when they’d been children together. He’d changed as he’d grown, but Peers knew it was Akeem because the sphere knew it was Akeem, just as the sphere knew the Titan was being watched when he’d handed the memory sphere to the human. 
Understanding came, dripped into his cortex as if from above. 
The sphere holds Astral memories. Like the Ark, except that it records a subsection of alien experiences rather than human ones. 
It creates a space like the portal vestibule, but it is not the same as the portal.
It was given to the human leaders to facilitate understanding of what came before so they’d understand what must come next.
But the Mullah stole it. Connected it. Kept it hidden because they controlled construction. 
And that all made sense, Peers thought, considering that the relationship between Astrals and Mullah had always been complicated. The two sides of universal detente shook hands across distance then spent their time apart stabbing each other in the back. It had been the Mullah’s idea to hide the Ark, though only the elders knew Sinai had been its destination until Clara had divulged the secret to Peers. It had been the Mullah’s idea to remove the key and hide it in America. The Mullah had left the tablet under Vail, where the Ark had been last set by the Astrals. So double-dealing was nothing new, though they’d always had the small blue disc that nobody outside the elder circle even knew was a small blue disc — until Peers, of course. 
But something itched at Peers as he watched the scene — the answer the sphere had given to his last question — slowly dissolve and return to black. If the sphere held Astral memories, and if they included Akeem watching the Titan’s handoff, didn’t that mean the Astrals had known Akeem was watching and planned to steal the sphere? 
Peers felt an abiding sense of complacency surround him as if the air itself had smugly smiled.
The black vestibule seemed to nudge him, to ask what he most wanted to know from the sphere. 
Well, that was easy. 
What happened at Mount Sinai, when Cameron and his group went to find the Ark?
It felt like a question the sphere couldn’t answer, seeing as Cameron’s group wouldn’t have approached their quarry if they thought they’d been followed. But Peers felt himself slipping into a memory as if seen from above, and at a distance. A simple, no-nonsense understanding slipped into his mind, and Peers knew he was seeing from the eyes of Divinity. 
Events unspooled as Peers felt himself slip into the skin of experience — as if he’d been there, and this was happening now. Cool, wet air kissed his skin, and he felt hard rock underfoot. He was inside the mountain’s heart, down a corridor the Mullah had excavated and hidden. He must be inside a human mind (or at least steeped in the weak, underdeveloped mental network that had so surprised the Astrals on arrival) because somehow Peers, even now, five years removed from the events before him, felt certain that they were alone. There were no aliens here. They’d beaten the Astrals, and found the Ark first. 
“It’s this way,” said a voice. 
Peers looked over his shoulder. As the memory solidified, it was becoming impossible to tell reality from artifice. He was here, now. In a biblical mountain’s ancient cave. And now was two years after Astral Day, not the seven he’d so recently believed. 
It’s not real, Peers told himself. But the Cameron Bannister who’d spoken — a bit younger and less weathered by experience — looked plenty real. Peers was a member of his party. As solid, true, and in the moment as the others. Just like Cameron, the Meyers (one emaciated, half-dead), and Piper. Just like Lila, carrying a toddler because she’d chosen exploration over the more perilous option of staying behind in the shuttle. Just like Jeanine, Christopher, and Charlie. There was another girl, too: someone Cameron didn’t recognize — tall and athletic-looking, pretty despite her dirty face and hands, wearing plain shorts and an old tee, blonde hair pulled back into an unraveling ponytail. 
“Are you sure?” Piper asked. 
Cameron looked back at the group, and Peers could see false certainty climbing onto his lips. No, he wasn’t sure, but he was unwilling to admit it. 
Two-year-old Clara, shoving out of her mother’s arms to balance on chubby little toddler legs, answered in a curiously adult voice. 
“He’s sure.” 
Cameron nodded at the girl, and Peers felt some odd sense of understanding pass between them as if she were reading his mind as faithfully as (or more faithfully than) he was reading it himself. 
They found the Ark at the short passage’s end. It seemed to glow even in the gloom. Throbbing as if overfilled. Peers could sense electrical menace in the air as if someone, somewhere, was violently angry. 
“There,” Charlie said, pointing. “That’s where the key goes.” 
It seemed almost too obvious. Cameron was carrying a different satchel, but its purpose was the same. His hand slipped beneath the flap and removed the ceramic key, then he stood frozen with trembling hands. 
“Go ahead,” said the blonde, seeing him hesitate. 
“Something’s not right.” 
“This is what we came here to do,” she said. 
Cameron turned to Charlie, but Charlie only said, “Grace is right. Let’s get this over with.”
“So you feel it too,” Cameron said, interpreting Charlie’s Let’s get this over with as meaning they all felt the same odd sense of sickness that Peers felt in his gut. It was like stepping into a place that’s borne witness to murder. A horrible deed hung in the air like a corpse dangling unseen from a hook above, its tongue black, body bled dry, eyes desiccated so they dangle from their optic nerves like tiny piñatas.
Charlie said nothing. He looked at Christopher, who turned to Jeanine.
“Who brought this here?” Cameron said. “Why is it unguarded? The Astrals can fly so much faster than we can. Why aren’t they here yet?” 
“You remember what we talked about, Cameron,” Charlie said. “It’s not a bomb, but it’s still going to go off if you don’t turn that key.” 
“Why have they stopped chasing us now that they’re zeroing in on this archive? They could take the key. They could start it up themselves.” 
“It’s about choice. We decided it’s about choice.” 
Cameron’s face firmed. The key slipped back into the satchel. He licked his lips, bug-wide eyes staring at the golden chest. 
“Whatever this does, I don’t know that I want it unlocked. I can feel it.” 
Something slid from the Ark’s upper corner and dropped to the floor. It looked like a tiny drop of light, like a leak not entirely contained. The drop formed a tiny pool, and the pool shot into the group’s center, scattering them like roaches. They moved back, toward the small chamber’s edges. Peers lost track of some of the party as he himself, falling for the illusion, staggered back as well. And then in the room’s center, the tiny pool spread. Twin geysers seemed to spew upward, and the spray became the shimmering shape of a human. A moment later the shape became a solid man, dressed in black with coal-colored hair, a prominent nose, and hawklike eyes. In the middle of his forehead, a dripping red wound the size of a golf ball. 
Cameron staggered back, tripping over a protruding rock. The black-jacketed man came forward, his eyes hard, his face running red with seepage from the open wound. 
“What is it, Cameron?” The man had an accent that Peers, who’d spent most of his life in the UK, easily placed — Irish through and through but tempered by time away from the homeland. “Didn’t you hear what Charlie said? It’s about choice, isn’t it?” 
Cameron fumbled at his side, drawing a gun. 
“Oh, but you already did that, didn’t you?” The specter indicated his head wound. “You knew that Christopher was going to shoot me from behind, like a coward, didn’t you? And yet you chose to do nothing. Are you sure it was the right choice, Cameron?” 
Peers saw the absurdity yet wasn’t surprised when Cameron still raised his weapon. 
“You wouldn’t have gotten to these people if it weren’t for me,” the man said. “It was thanks to me that you accomplished your father’s little mission. Nobody cared who Cameron Bannister was; you could have shouted it from Dempsey’s roof, and nobody would have given a damn. No. But you were able to use me just fine, weren’t you? Because everyone, by then, cared who Morgan Matthews was.” 
“You’re not real,” Cameron said, crab-walking back to his feet, weapon still raised. 
“I’m not, am I?” the Irish man said with slow, almost drawling disbelief. “But I wouldn’t have been in there if I weren’t.” He ticked his thumb toward the Ark. “The fucking aliens just stuffed a bunch of other people into my box, and that after I’d taken the time to make myself known. But if you didn’t put me in there, who else would have?”
Cameron looked at Charlie, his skin paper-white. The ghost of Morgan advanced slowly in his strangely fine dress shoes, no hurry at all. 
“There are no surprises in there,” he said, again indicating the golden chest. “It’s not the unknown that bothers you. It’s the known.” He touched his nose thoughtfully then cocked his head. “You already know what’s in your past, boyo. The only question is whether you’re sure you rid the righteous cause of a threat … or if you let some fool shoot a man in the back of the fucking head who protected you and got what you needed to fulfill Daddy’s quest!”
“Ignore him, Cameron,” said Piper from halfway around the circle. But she, too, seemed drained of blood. 
“Yes, ignore me, Cameron. Just like you’ve been ignoring me. Just like you’ve been ignoring Dan and Vincent and the others dead by your indifferent hand. Just like you turned your back on your father, before your actions killed him, too. Just like you’ve been ignoring the truth that you took a woman who lost her husband into your bed. How after you thought he’d returned, you kept right on fucking her.” The dead man put a splayed hand on his chest and affected a serpent’s smile. “Now, I’m not judge and jury here. But if I were, I’m not so sure you come out clean and washed when the balance is tallied.” 
Jeanine Coffey was to one side, making frantic gestures. She seemed to want Cameron to circle the ghoul or at least slide the key in her direction. But Cameron could see only the man in black. He was swallowing, blinking, blind to everything else. His gun was still held up at the end of a trembling hand. Then the man walked forward and pressed the barrel of Cameron’s gun into the center of his chest.
“Come on, boyo. If you’re so sure you’ve done right, do it again — but be a man and do it yourself this time. I’m just a jack-in-the-box. You know I’m not actually here; I’m just something you put into the file for later consideration. You watched me drip from the corner like snot. So if I’m not a man, why not do it again? Why not remind yourself why you did what you did in the first place, like a couple renewing their vows?” 
Peers watched Jeanine gesture more wildly then start forward when Cameron’s foot kicked the satchel backward. It skidded two feet on the smooth floor, but there was no way Jeanine could reach it without moving into the open. Peers watched as the others started to creep forward: Christopher, Piper, even terrified Lila. But the blonde girl, Grace, was the closest, and Peers waited, knowing the key would be recovered, that they’d already been scared off. He kept his eyes on Cameron. Watched the dead man push him back farther. 
“Do it, Cameron! Your pathetic indifference was righteous the first time. You never act rashly, do you? You always think first. And you’re also so
good at admitting when you were wrong, or that you don’t know.” The man gave a sinister little grin. “If you’re so sure it was right to let Chris kill me in cold blood, prove it to yourself. This is your chance to do it all over again.”
Cameron backed up. The dead man matched him, pressing him against the wall. Bits of blood and gore from his head wound dripped on Cameron’s fist as the gun pressed into his belly. 
“Do it, Cameron! Show me that you’re a man! Show it to yourself!” 
Cameron’s mouth was working, his breath coming hard. The man reached for the weapon with both hands, cocked the hammer behind the slide, gripped Cameron’s hand as if meaning to squeeze it down on the trigger.
“Do it.”
“Fuck you,” Cameron muttered. 
“So you do have balls!” He laughed. “Then do it. Or are you second-guessing yourself? Do you have regrets? Because I’ll warn you, there’s a whole lot more where I came from … if, that is, you’re not quite as sure as you thought that you’ve always done right.” 
He nudged Cameron again. “Do it, Cameron.” 
“No.” 
“Do it!”
Peers jumped as the gunshot echoed through the tiny chamber. Blood spurted from the man’s back, but before he fell and burst back into light, he smiled. 
“One last regret for the road, then,” he said. 
The man was gone. 
Beyond him — between Cameron’s smoking gun and the Ark, which was beginning to leak light and shake on its platform — Peers could see what the man in black had meant when speaking of final regrets. 
Grace was clutching her chest, bleeding from the gunshot.
The air began to fill with mist leaking from the archive.
And an appetizer’s worth of judgment followed.





Chapter Thirty-Six
THEY WALKED THE HALLWAYS FIRST. Cameron took the lead while Lila stayed back a few steps with Piper and her father, keeping a respectable distance from her husband’s emotional balancing act. They were in a strange place, in someone else’s home, in the middle of the night. They didn’t know where anything was, or where people stayed or slept. Yet they were on the trail of something that a panicky voice inside Lila — more a knowing than the usual kind of meaningless worry — insisted more and more convincingly was worthy of panic. Cameron made sense, logically speaking: Clara liked to explore, and the girl, from a young age, had always shown a healthy disrespect for the rules. Of course she’d gone wandering, and of course it was no big deal. But Lila could tell it somehow was. And worse, she knew Cameron and the others could feel it, too. 
But Cameron was keeping his face straight and his steps reasonably paced. He wasn’t raising an alarm in deference to the hour and their status as guests. Still, tension hovered above their little troop like a storm cloud. If Cameron didn’t break his sensible mask and start panicking soon, Lila thought she might go ahead and do it for him, until someone tied her down. 
The hallways were empty. Clara might have ducked into a room, but none were open other than their own, which they double checked before leaving. They found the kitchen (one of them, anyway; Lila got the feeling there were several), but Clara wasn’t there, either. The kitchen was fully stocked with snacks — and yet no boxes were disturbed, no cabinets open, no crumbs on the floor. They passed four marked public bathrooms, paired in two sets of men/women, and they peeked into each, calling Clara’s name in urgent whispers. Lila thought she heard noises over and over, but each turned out to be only nerves, and once she thought she’d seen a blue light beneath a door that looked like a control room or a broom closet, but when she looked back it was gone and Cameron was still striding ahead, feigning confidence. Her mind was playing games. 
And worse, her usual ability to sense emotions was making the soup of sensation thicken around them. She could feel Cameron’s conflict: pushed into command of this excursion from a dead sleep, trying to keep fear at bay while doing his expected job. She could feel Piper’s wariness, and feel her father’s concern, touching in a most curious way. And she was sure, somehow, of what the others were feeling as her antennae raised: Charlie, studious as if he were asleep and dreaming of research; Jeanine, uncharacteristically surrendering in her unconsciousness — perhaps, Lila thought with embarrassment, to a sex dream she’d never admit upon waking. And Peers … 
And that part was curious. 
Lila kept looking at Cameron, Meyer, and Piper, shocked each time she made the circuit that Peers wasn’t with them. Because her mind kept becoming convinced that he was. She felt his absence in their quartet as if he’d been as stolen away as Clara.   
She looked back. No, Peers still wasn’t with them. And yet part of Lila had been so sure he’d been back there, looking over her shoulder.
Cameron stopped when they entered the fireplace room from its other end and realized they’d made a big circle. They couldn’t have toured the entire mansion; they hadn’t gone nearly that far. But they’d seen neither hide nor hair of Clara, and the panic in Lila’s throat had brimmed to a fever pitch. She couldn’t feel her daughter at all. 
“What now?” Piper asked Cameron. 
“I don’t know.” 
“We have to find her, Cam. Even if it’s nothing.” Piper turned to Lila and added, patronizingly, “I’m sure it’s nothing.” 
Cameron was looking around the dim, quiet room. He had no idea what to do, how to raise an alarm. Lila had something simple in mind: if nobody proposed an alternative in the next thirty seconds, she’d start screaming.
“Where’s Jabari’s room?” he asked. 
“I don’t know,” Piper said. 
“Meyer?” 
“How would I know?”  
“Kindred. Would Kindred know?” 
“Why would Kindred know?” 
“Can’t he talk to the Astrals? Can’t he sense things?” 
“Not like that, he can’t.” 
Lila felt her fist strike an end table. A crystal decanter clattered, its stopper jarred loose and almost hopping away. She wasn’t aware of moving her arm or her fist. It just happened, and everyone looked at her. 
“Do something.”
“What, Li?” Piper asked. 
“Cameron. Do something,” she answered. There was an acid taste in her mouth. Her vision was swimming. 
“I …” 
“He doesn’t know, Lila. Give him a minute.” 
“Kindred. That’s as good a place to start as any,” Cameron said, staring at Piper as if she’d said something offensive.
Lila turned back to bedroom-lined hallway. “Well? Let’s go!” 
“Which is his room?” Piper asked Meyer. 
“I have no idea.”
Lila marched to her father, grabbed his arm hard, and dragged. When Meyer resisted, Lila trotted off on her own, her face set and her composure barely held in check. She made it halfway down the hallway and was about to start yelling for Kindred, for Jabari, for guards that might come to put her in chains — it didn’t matter, as long as this stupid goddamned house woke up and found her little girl.
“Miss Dempsey?” said a voice. 
Lila turned. Kamal, Jabari’s attendant or assistant or whatever, was standing behind her. He’d popped up out of nothing, like a ghost, fully dressed as if for business as usual rather than a restful night, in a sober gray suit over an open-throated white shirt, his dark skin a deep contrast beneath. 
“Oh thank God. Mr. …” She didn’t know his last name. “Kamal, my daughter is missing.” 
“Missing? Oh, dear.” 
But he didn’t move. His hands were clasped behind his back as if waiting on her at a fancy restaurant rather than skulking the hallways in the dead of night. 
Meyer, Piper, and Cameron arrived from the rear. They were rushing, and piled up one against the other when they saw Kamal facing Lila. His dark, bushy eyebrows drew together. Seeing harried faces on four of the viceroy’s guests at once, he seemed confused. 
“Is everything okay?” 
“No, it’s not okay,” Lila spat, her impatience coming out as rudeness. “My daughter is missing!” 
“Please. Calm down. I’m sure she’s simply gone wandering. I assure you, the home is thoroughly monitored. We will find her.” 
“Monitored? I haven’t seen anyone!” Lila felt herself slipping into panic. The further she slid, the less she cared about her composure, about embarrassing herself. “Where are the guards? How could a little girl possibly just—”
Kamal raised a hand to stop her. “Please. Allow me to alert security.” He pulled a small device from his pocket, tapped something on its surface, then returned it. Banked lights flickered around them, and within seconds Lila heard stirrings knocking down the long hallways. 
Cameron moved beside Lila. “Did you know we were looking for her?” 
Kamal shook his head. “No, of course not.” 
“What are you doing out here, then?” 
Piper put a hand on his shoulder. “Cam …” 
“It’s all right, Mrs. Bannister. I’m not often out and about at night. I’m tracking down a power outage.” 
“I didn’t notice any power troubles,” Cameron said, looking around at the still-multiplying hallway lights. 
“No, of course you wouldn’t. It’s a contained circuit. I was alerted to a surge in this area, and just recently a … hub? … seems to have failed. But I don’t want to bore you.” 
Cameron looked like he was about to ask more, but Titans and human guards were arriving from both in front and behind, fully dressed and carrying sidearms, called from hidden bunkers like ants in concealed pockets. Kamal explained that Clara seemed to have “wandered off” but did so with a clear implication of urgency. Then he pointed and barked orders until the troops were off again. Kamal slipped the device from his pocket, glanced at its screen as if following his people’s movements, then stowed it again. 
“We will find her for you, Miss.” Kamal tipped his head slightly, almost a half bow. “The west wing is under construction, accessible past the kitchen. Nothing dangerous, you understand — no boards filled with screws lying around, no nail guns hooked to running compressors, nothing like that. I assure you it’s quite safe. But if I had to guess, she may have gone that way. The in-progress work is very … cool.” He said the word as if it were foreign to his lips. “Even Ravi isn’t immune to its charm.” He gave Lila a small, warm smile. 
“Thank you.” And as she said it, here in the light, Lila felt suddenly stupid. Of course Clara was investigating the construction. They hadn’t seen the passage off the kitchen; they’d looped back and ended up in the living room or sitting room or whichever room held the fireplace. But it made sense. Much more than Clara vanishing into thin air or being abducted by people who needed their group’s cooperation and trust, who hadn’t even bothered to lock their doors. 
“It’s no problem.” The device in Kamal’s pocket blipped, and he took it out to look. 
“Did they find her?” Piper asked. 
“No, this is an alert from the engineers. The power-surge incident I mentioned. I’ll send someone to your room to update you on the search for your daughter the minute we have one to give. Or you can retire to the grand room by the fire if you’d like.” He tipped a nod. “If you’ll excuse me.” 
He turned to go, leaving Lila still baffled but feeling calmer beside her father, Piper, and Cameron. But after five or six steps he turned and faced them again.
“Actually, if you’d like, there’s an access point for one of the house monitoring systems in the same room where I’m headed now. It’s an Astral design, quite ingenious. I can’t guarantee that anyone saw your daughter because this part of the system taps into Astral minds and none may have spotted her, in which case we have other means. But if you’re interested … ?” 
Lila was. Only once moving did she stop to wonder what the Astral record might show if something really had gone wrong … and the Astrals had been responsible. But the thought barely had teeth. For weeks now — and especially since they’d entered Ember Flats, where Titans and humans worked side by side like friends — she’d shed much of her fear. The Astrals hadn’t truly threatened their group for months, maybe years. During that time, the Mullah had been a much bigger threat — and thankfully, there’d be no Mullah here in the Capital of Capitals, let alone in the viceroy’s home. 
“This way.” Kamal turned one corner and then another, not stopping until they reached the door where Lila almost thought she’d seen light earlier, the one marked Utility Closet.





Chapter Thirty-Seven
THE ALERT BLIPPED on the big screen in Peers’s room, across from his bed. It could be used to watch videos or even that compelling news stream (some raw, some stylized and filtered), but in their half day in the palace, he’d seen alerts as well, like the one that had summoned him to the fireside discussion with Jabari. If the alerts were specific to a room’s occupant, you could tap the screen or speak your acknowledgement aloud. If you didn’t respond after a while, the alert would make itself more obvious with an audible reminder. 
But Peers wasn’t asleep. He wouldn’t need a chirp to wake him so he could read the alert. He was still breathing heavy, sweating, wondering if he’d actually got away clean. But he still didn’t acknowledge receipt of the message because the alert was summoning him back to where he’d just been. And if he appeared before Cameron, Meyer, Kindred, and the others with a sheen of nervous sweat, eyebrows would raise. Particularly Cameron’s. He already wondered how Peers had ended up with such clever devices and was able to understand Astral technology so well. Because I grew up studying it like my life depended on it probably wouldn’t dampen suspicions. 
He moved quickly into the bathroom, knowing he could blame some of the time required by a reluctance to wake. But if the alert were true — if Clara really had run off and the whole damned house was rising to search for her — he wouldn’t have long. Eventually, they’d knock on the door, if for no other reason than to see if the girl was in his room. 
Peers was in the bathroom when he heard a light scratching. 
He went to the hallway door, cocking his head, then recognized the sound and opened to Nocturne. The dog slipped inside, wagging his tail, panting up at his master. 
“Run yourself out, did you?” 
The dog sat. 
“Go to bed, idiot.” 
So he did. But as Nocturne made three small circles to knead the dog bed conveniently provided by the house, Peers remembered the flash of limbs and hair he’d seen just before entering the utility closet, just around the corner ahead, where the dog had gone. Had that been Clara? Almost for sure. So she was fine, and with any luck they’d find her before Peers even finished composing himself. Then they’d broadcast a retraction alert and he could get some sleep, his telltale flushed skin and gobsmacked eyes safely hidden under covers until morning. 
He returned to the bathroom, ran water, and splashed his face. With his eyes closed, he saw the cave in Sinai’s belly. It had all been so real. He’d smelled the gun smoke, heard the wheezing involuntary exhale as Grace died from Cameron’s gunshot — leaking lungs drowning in her own blood — and been as awed by what followed, he supposed, as the rest of them. 
The bursting energy from the Ark as it recorded a new deed in need of judgment: a man killing a girl — by accident, yes, but the shot had been fired in defense of a previous murder. 
The mental, timeless replay of events as Grace died: the Ark showing them all (not just Cameron, it seemed) the events in which they’d been complicit. Another nail in their coffins. The bullet entering the girl’s chest, exploding out the back. Her shocked, almost betrayed expression as she felt the kiss of lead. The panic in her eyes. The loss of focus as she expired. All of it played over and over on a loop, ten times at least, in the space of a second. Everyone in the cave that day carried those internal visions — and now Peers, thanks to the sphere’s immersive memory, would as well. 
And most of all there was the surety Peers had felt, seeing that vision within his own, that he was being watched from above by the icy eye of absolute impartiality. You couldn’t argue your case to that eye. You couldn’t say It wasn’t his fault or We’re all really good people, promise. Peers felt weighed, measured, assessed the way a butcher appraises meat. There’d been neither vindictiveness in that gaze nor rancor. Nor had there been a molecule of sympathy. 
Peers glanced at himself in the mirror. So what if it looked like he’d washed his face before joining the group? That was a sensible thing to do when knocked out of bed, bleary eyed and exhausted. 
The screen chirped. 
“Fine, fine,” he muttered. He left the bathroom, crossed to the screen, and tapped to acknowledge. The clock was ticking now. Officially, Peers Basara had been roused. If he took too long to show up, people would wonder. 
Something made him look up. Did they monitor the rooms? He’d seen it before — tiny BB-sized surveillance drones that could follow a person and hide just about anywhere. But he dismissed the thought upon arrival. The sphere was an Astral device, but whoever had assembled the room — and built the palace, it seemed — were his old brothers and sisters. It was still tapped into the Astral hive mind, recording their side of at least this part of the story. 
He thought of what he’d seen in his vision: Akeem preparing to steal the sphere, but seen from an Astral’s eye. If the aliens had known Akeem was there, how had he managed to steal — unless they’d allowed it? 
It didn’t really matter. The device had been hidden by Mullah, which meant it was being monitored by them as well. They had to be in the house, even now. If there was surveillance, it would be Mullah eyes upon him. 
And given that the Mullah, too, operated in secrecy, Peers didn’t think they’d chance overt observation. They’d probably built other secret rooms, secret systems, and secret drawers to hold who knows what. They’d probably designed tunnels from the start — or more likely, so they could do it on the sly, branched unknown tunnels off of legitimate ones, like those linking Ember Flats’s government buildings. 
And besides: If anyone had seen him yank the sphere from its tentacle-like tether and smuggle it back here, he was already fucked. No point in worrying further.
Before Peers left the room, he picked the sphere up from where he’d set it on the entrance table — careful not to activate the thing with his palms; he’d do that later — and tucked it into the back of a built-in dresser drawer. They’d know it was gone, but with any luck, since it was Astral, they’d only be able to use simple human investigation to try and find it. And because the Mullah couldn’t show their hand, Peers doubted they’d search in public or even admit anything had gone missing. 
He’d have time. 
After they found Clara, he’d have time to peruse all the sphere’s Astral memories and find what he needed to find. 
In the meantime, it was safe. And so was Peers. 
Because given all he’d done over the years, there must be evidence somewhere on the thing that Peers Basara had once been Mullah, and that his knowledge of things unknown had managed to grease many questionable wheels. Someone in the house knew how to access the thing even though Jabari might not even know it was there. 
Peers took one final look around the room, noting that Nocturne didn’t raise his head as he opened the door. Exhausted by searching for whatever, it seemed.
“Stay,” he said. The dog did not respond.
Then Peers left to join them, hoping his still-racing pulse wasn’t too visible in the hollow of his throat.





Chapter Thirty-Eight
THE UTILITY CLOSET’S screen remained blank, showing nothing of Clara. 
Piper watched Kamal with a strange certainty that he was agitated but unable or unwilling to articulate why. His actions were expected for a man in his station, facing something that had malfunctioned or broken: He tapped the touchscreen on the multipurpose room’s wall, more a by-the-way access point than a proper surveillance station. He touched the device in his pocket, which Piper couldn’t see properly but that seemed to be responding in unexpected ways. There were wires in one corner leading to a stack of human-tech computers on little racks. Kamal went to them too, wiggling wires the way her great-grandfather used to slap the side of his ancient television to improve its reception, even after everything had gone digital. Everyone was watching Kamal, assuming the man knew what he was doing, trusting that in minutes his ministrations would cause the dead screen to flicker and show the many rooms and hallways, Clara safe and playing somewhere she shouldn’t be. Piper scanned the room’s faces to see expectation and barely held patience. 
Piper wondered why her own expression was surely different. Because although Kamal was doing all the expected things, it struck Piper as kabuki.
He knows why it’s not working. He’s just putting on a show and will seek the real cause once we’re no longer watching. 
Piper closed her eyes. Opened them. She was so tired. 
But the feeling came stronger and stronger, radiating from Kamal, the way Piper sometimes swore she sensed Cameron’s moods better than she strictly should, the way she knew more often than not when someone was lying. The way, when Christopher had gone missing on the bus, she’d been momentarily inside his head, not seeing what he was seeing but hearing the intensity of his mood, feeling his fear and an overwhelming sense of grim, determined duty. And the way a pocket of strange emotion always seemed to orbit the group, disembodied, whenever the … 
She blinked away from Kamal, frowning. Where had the Pall gone to, anyway? 
“This station isn’t working; I’m sorry,” Kamal said. 
It certainly isn’t. And you don’t know why, but you haven’t checked what you think is actually the problem. Why haven’t you checked, Kamal?
“I’ve already sent someone over to the under-construction wing,” he said, looking sympathetically at Lila. “I’m sure that’s where your daughter is.” 
Lila gave a grim little smile that Piper didn’t buy at all. 
There was commotion from behind. Charlie had arrived and was standing like a statue. Jeanine and Kindred were still absent, but Piper saw Peers arriving, his face wet, looking intensely awake.
“What’s happened? I saw the alert in my room.” He stopped then added, “Heard it, I mean.” 
Cameron said, “Clara’s gone.” 
“Gone?”
“She’s just wandered off,” Meyer said, putting an arm around his daughter. Lila sniffed, burying her face against his arm. Her shoulders hitched. 
“No, no, I’m sure he’s right,” Peers said, watching Lila. “She’s just out in the hallways.”
Piper felt another of those strange, forceful emotions. She looked up to see Kamal looking directly at Peers. When Kamal looked away, Peers craned his neck in a way that was probably supposed to be subtle and eyed the wall beneath the screen, near the floor. There was nothing there, but Peers’s gaze lingered until he saw Kamal looking at him. He flinched and turned, swallowing again. 
With his eyes on Peers, Kamal said, “Mr. Cook — you haven’t seen Clara since last night, have you?”
“No,” Charlie said. 
The rest of Kamal’s attention turned to Peers. 
“What about you, Mr. Basara? Have you seen her?” 
“No. Of course not. I was sleeping.” 
“Hmm. I’m sorry. The alert woke you?” 
“It woke everyone. Wasn’t everyone sleeping?” He looked around the small group. Some nodded. Kamal did not. 
“Of course,” Kamal said. “I’m very sorry. And I’m sorry our systems are malfunctioning. I don’t suppose any of you knows anything about Astral technology? Many of the systems in Ember Flats are hybrids of our two worlds.” 
A few in the group mumbled. Kamal bit his cheek, still looking at Peers. His eyebrows reset, then he sighed and turned his hands palms up, again the eager assistant. 
“Well, it is what it is. I’m very sorry if this has caused you concern. We will need to wait for the teams to report in. But I can assure you, this house is very safe. I wanted to station Titans outside your doors to prevent …” He paused, searching for the right word. “Accidents. But Viceroy Jabari declined my suggestion. She said it would make you feel confined rather than like guests. And perhaps I shouldn’t have raised the general alarm. I tend toward overcautiousness. Those of you who wish to stay and search may, and the rest can return to bed. It will be fine. But before you go: You’re all positive that you haven’t seen Clara? Nothing at all? You haven’t heard anything that may have been a girl running past your door, seen shadows in the hallway in the gap under your threshold, anything at all that might help Lila find her daughter?”
Heads shook. Lila wiped her eyes. Peers stared at his feet.
“Please, then. Return to your rooms. All is well. We’ll summon you in the morning.” 
But nobody moved. 
“Really, it will be fine. We will handle what needs handling.” 
Still, nobody moved. 
“Very well.” Kamal sighed, tapped his device again, then extended a hand toward the great room. “I suppose we’ll have midnight tea while we wait.”
Lila wrenched herself from Meyer’s embrace and pushed back through the knot of people, past Cameron and Charlie. Piper watched a flash of motion beyond, then Charlie staggered back a step, now struck by Lila from the other side as if she were a pinball and he was a rebounder.
There were six Titans outside the room, blocking the hallway.





Chapter Thirty-Nine
MARA JABARI PUT a hand on Cameron’s shoulder. It was almost sensuous, not like the annoying tap of someone mining his attention. He turned to see her perfectly smooth dark skin and exotic facial features then watched her slowly nod and purse her lips, putting one finger of the other hand in front of them. 
Cameron nodded to acknowledge her request for quiet then tipped his head toward Piper and Lila, who’d finally fallen asleep — collapsed from nerves and exhaustion. 
What about them?
Jabari’s nod was equally simple, but Cameron heard her oath as if spoken: They will be fine.
It was a meaningless assurance, seeing as Cameron was easily as emotionally threadbare as Lila and Piper and only awake due to adrenaline and a sense of duty: If the girls must sleep, he must stay on guard. They were all in a strange place under decidedly strange circumstances, and Cameron trusted nothing. Ember Flats wasn’t the bloody, chaotic dictatorship they’d all been led to believe it would be, and Mara Jabari wasn’t the dictator portrayed. Even Peers had stories of the woman standing above him, and only providence or uncertainty seemed to have kept him from finding something sharp to slit her throat. But then again, he didn’t entirely trust Peers, either. 
Of all the people Cameron shouldn’t believe about who’d be fine under which circumstances, the Ember Flats viceroy was top of the list. But something in Jabari’s soft brown eyes swayed him. He did believe her even if he shouldn’t. And though he’d never admit it to anyone, her simple touch was reassuring in a way nothing else could have been. The woman had elegantly managed this fucked-up situation. Clara had been gone for hours, now certifiably missing. And yet Jabari’s hand on Cameron’s shoulder said, Clara will be fine. They will be fine. You will be fine. All of it, Cameron, will be fine. 
He looked up at her before finally rising, reminding himself that even if circumstances had changed with much time passed, this was a woman his father had admired. A prodigy. She’d studied the Astrals, same as Benjamin had, and Peers at his London institute. She claimed to be on their side. It was probably folly to believe her — but honestly, was believing Jabari any worse than any other option? 
Cameron stood and followed the viceroy, leaving Lila and Piper slouched in their side-by-side easy chairs by the cool fire, their hands on adjacent armrests, fingers touching. His eyes found the clock. It was after 5 a.m., and he’d barely slept.
The palace was graveyard quiet. Jabari’s feet were bare, and she made no sound on the plush rugs or hard wood. Cameron was in socks, padding behind, feeling chronically underdressed next to the elegant viceroy.
They entered a medium-sized room with a desk. Jabari closed the door. Kindred and Meyer were already seated in enormous plush chairs that made even the large men appear small. 
With the door shut, Jabari sat behind the big, dark-wood desk and spoke in her normal voice. It took several words before Cameron’s ears adjusted to what sounded like sacrilegious volume in the early hours. 
“I’m very sorry. I’d have come to you earlier, but Kamal decided to let me sleep. With the State of the City address coming up, I’ve been too thin. He promised that the situation was handled and that my presence would have added nothing. But I’m sorry nonetheless. We should have spoken hours ago.” 
Cameron looked at Kindred and Meyer. They seemed less disoriented than Cameron felt, but not by much. This wasn’t like last time, when she’d spoken to the pair at length before summoning anyone to join them. But they both looked beyond exhausted. They acted half-Astral sometimes, and Kindred often struck Cameron as void of emotion — not because he’d once been a Titan but because that’s how Meyer Dempsey, according to Piper, had always been. Without two years of wrenching captivity, the real Meyer would probably have still been the same way. 
“Spoken about what?” Cameron asked. 
Jabari’s eyes flicked around the room. She seemed to be deciding whether to speak frankly. Cameron noticed a shimmer when he followed her gaze then spied the privacy jammer already idling on the desktop. 
“I’m concerned about Clara’s disappearance.” 
“We are, too,” said Meyer. 
And Kindred added, “Obviously.” 
“It’s more than what you’re probably thinking. Kamal told me that guards have searched the house, and the grounds, though I can’t imagine how she’d have slipped out considering there are sensors on all the windows and guards at every door. I know he’s told you there was one left unattended by mistake, during a shift change.” 
“He said she may have been waiting and watching then run out into the city after they left,” Cameron said.
“It isn’t the truth,” Jabari said.
Meyer sat up. “What? Then why would he say it?” 
“Because you needed an answer. Lila needed an answer. Even if Clara wasn’t found right away, she had to have some idea of where the girl might have gone. But we know she didn’t leave the house, or the grounds.” 
“Because of surveillance?” 
“No,” Jabari said. “Because there are only so many ways out, and they were guarded at all times, completely accounted for. There are motion-sensing lights across the grounds, and none were triggered. Surveillance is suspiciously out. We have no record, and nobody has any answers.” 
“Then we’ll go to wherever the videos are recorded,” Meyer said. “We’ll check them even if we have to copy the raw logs over and watch them on a tablet, one at a time. How many cameras are there? I know it will take forever, but …” 
Jabari sighed. “That’s just it. There are no cameras. Only the tiny droids used by the Astrals, and I suspect the Astrals themselves.” 
“‘Suspect’?” said Cameron.  
“Ember Flats has an excellent facade. It seems like a place of harmony, and for the most part, it is. We do work hand in hand with the Astrals. The new monoliths, the terraforming and irrigation, even our Apex — all handled cooperatively. Everything but our government buildings, which they allowed us to construct ourselves, either to establish trust (proving they don’t want to peer over our shoulders into delicate affairs) or because they want to create the illusion that we remain in control. They let us have our government, and they stay out of it. But there are some matters they do not let us handle, and their position is absolute. Surveillance is one of those matters. Kamal and his people are usually able to operate everything fine despite not being entirely sure how it works or where their eyes are watching. So no, we don’t know what replaces the cameras, but Kamal has theories, and he says it seems almost like experience and memory — of the Titans, of our few Reptar guards, or maybe of those like you, Kindred, who’ve been transformed.” 
Meyer shifted in his seat. The topic of why he’d been replaced by a Titan while Jabari hadn’t didn’t seem to sit well with him, but so far he’d said nothing. 
“Any of this ringing true for you?” Cameron asked Kindred. 
“I don’t know. I only get a feeling, but it makes sense.” 
“And your combined mind? The two of you working together?” 
“It’s not a question we’ve asked,” Meyer answered, his arms crossed and eyes hard. 
Jabari waited for the Meyers to say more. When nothing came, she continued. 
“Now the system isn’t responding. It’s like trying to access a computer with a missing hard drive. Kamal can’t tell me more. I only know we have access to nothing. The house has gone dark, and we have no record of anything Clara may have done or where she might have gone. I’m sorry. But she could be anywhere.” 
“You said she didn’t leave the house,” Cameron said. 
Jabari nodded. 
“So …” 
“There are tunnels. They connect each of the buildings in our government center. These tunnels aren’t secret; you’ve seen their entrances on our tour. But it’s curious about the tunnels, and these buildings in general: I don’t know exactly who built them, how, or when.” 
“You said humans built them,” Cameron said. 
“Yes. But which humans? And when? I came to Ember Flats immediately, same as I understand you went to Vail, Meyer. I felt the same pull. Back then, it was Giza. Nothing but desert. Lawless. The only people who came — and more all the time — were apocalyptic types, appropriate given that the end times seemed to have arrived. The first year was hard. The first occupants required a firm hand. An iron fist, perhaps. And what your friend Peers describes having experienced was, I’m afraid, not terribly uncommon. I moved around a lot back then. I think the Astrals kept me in motion. Sometimes I wonder if they were deciding whether to abduct me or not then create a clone — no disrespect intended.” 
“None taken,” said Kindred. 
“Why didn’t they clone you?” Cameron asked. 
“I don’t know. As far as I can tell from meeting each in person, the other seven viceroys are all copies. There are subtle ways to tell, having to do with the way their memories handle emotion. I’m the only one they allow to assume the position as a human.”
She took a breath, glanced out the window, and continued. 
“By the time I was finally returned here, to the city’s center, the buildings had been erected, including the tunnels. But you hear things inside them. The echoes are a bit off. It makes me feel like there must be hidden branches.” 
“Why? The Astrals can move about wherever they want. They have their ships.” 
Jabari looked at Cameron. 
“Cameron. Your necklace?”
Cameron looked down. The coin and its lanyard were under his shirt, and even the lump was hard to see. “What about it?” 
“Would you mind telling me where you got it?” 
Cameron looked at the Meyers. There wasn’t a reason not to tell her given that Jabari’s pointed way of asking suggested she somehow already knew. Still he hesitated. 
“Then may I guess?” 
“Go ahead.” 
“Here. In Giza. From one of the pyramids. If my orientation is right, it’s that one right there.” She pointed, and Cameron could just make out the monolith’s sloping side in the city’s light. 
“My father gave it to me. We were … exploring.” 
“Do you know what it is?” 
“A coin?” 
“It’s called a mau, after the ancient Egyptian word for cat. If you hold it up so the square cut in the middle is like a diamond, it looks a little like a cat’s eye.” 
That sounded familiar; Cameron seemed to recall his father looking it up after their return to the States. But that had been the beginning of the end between father and son, and ancient objects hadn’t mattered much to Cameron at the time. 
“But they’re not Egyptian. They were used — though nobody’s sure what for — by a sect called the Mullah.” 
Cameron felt a chill. He looked at Meyer and Kindred, who seemed equally surprised. 
“As you know, we had a strong alien focus at the da Vinci Initiate. It’s fascinating to look back through the historical record and see that the times between alien epochs didn’t resemble invasions. It’s obviously impossible to know how it happened thousands of years ago, but we’ve always imagined it as arrival instead.” 
“It was an invasion this time around,” Cameron said. 
“Maybe. But maybe not. I have theories about that, too, but if you remember, all the panic in the first months came from humans reacting to the approaching ships and then taking up stations. Eventually they began their abductions, and narrowing the field to people like me and Meyer: the Nine. They destroyed Moscow, and the shuttles caused a lot of smaller destruction. But I don’t think that was them ‘invading.’ I think they expected something different, and what they found surprised them. They had to adjust on the fly.” 
Cameron thought of his long-ago trip to Heaven’s Veil. About the shuttles and BB devices responding to wires carrying bandwidth for the Internet. 
“Still,” Jabari went on. “An arrival required different steps, taken in advance, than an invasion. Invasions are about brute force and do not require more preparation than loading weapons and massing troops. It was our theory, at the Initiate, that the way was always paved. Earth had previously prepared for their arrival in advance.” 
“What does this have to do with my …” He touched his upper chest, felt the bump there. “My necklace?”  
“Do you mind if I ask when you got your mau?” 
Cameron shrugged. “Twenty-ish years ago?” 
“There was a cave-in about that time. We’ve excavated a chamber that—”
Cameron raised a hand. “I know. I was there.” 
Jabari paused. Then, deliberately: “You were there.” 
“We were looking for a chamber, too. My father and I. We didn’t find it. The …” He trailed off then decided there was no point in evasion given that Jabari had already said the word. “Mullah came when we were inside. Then the structure shook, and sand fell from above. I was sure we were about to be crushed. We got out fine, but the Mullah didn’t come out behind us. We counted ourselves lucky at the time, but they’ve been following us since Heaven’s Veil was destroyed.” 
“Do you know why?” 
Cameron shook his head. He assumed it had to do with the Templars, with the Ark, with some duty the Mullah had to defend against both. He’d chalked up meeting Mullah back when he was sixteen to coincidence, to a simple case of go to the same place, see the same faces.
“We theorized that the Mullah have always handled that advance preparation. They guard something — something we heard rumors about but never found anyone willing to divulge. They might be like emissaries. They could be with the Astrals, or they could be their enemies. We only felt sure that the Mullah had deep knowledge of the aliens and preserved some sort of records they passed down from endless generations. They were somehow in contact, however distantly. When we learned that the Ark had been stolen and hidden, the Mullah seemed the obvious culprits. That made us think they were trying to thwart the Astrals, seeing as the aliens apparently needed the Ark before they could do what had to be done. We knew a key had been removed, and it made sense that the Mullah would follow them, to try and recapture it. But we didn’t know why. Did they want to steal the key to open the Ark and help the Astrals, or keep it safe and assure that it was never opened?” 
Cameron thought back to their years-long game of cat and mouse. They’d spent as much time hiding from the Mullah as from the Astrals. He hadn’t stopped to ask why each was following or why. They only knew it was time to run whenever they saw either at the rear. 
“The Mullah are in everything, Cameron, the way food acquires the taste of the air around it. I was never a random woman chosen to head a city. I was a student of ancient aliens theory like your father, and Peers Basara. I knew all about alternative archaeology and the epochs and the Astrals. I knew about the Mullah. So when I returned and saw that someone had built me a palace, I knew whose hands were behind it. And most importantly, I am not so naive as to believe there are no Mullah here today.” 
“Here in Ember Flats?” 
“Here in my employ. In the house where I welcome friends, eat my meals, and lie down to sleep.” 
“Is that where you think Clara went? Into the tunnels? With the Mullah?” 
“They wouldn’t be so bold as to take her from bed, not with such a mix of humans and Astrals about. But if she went to them for some reason? Then yes. The Mullah would not look a gift horse in the mouth. They are not proud and will accept any advantage or point of leverage that offers a shortcut to the upper hand.” 
Cameron felt something off about what Jabari had just said but couldn’t quite place it. Meyer seemed to have no such trouble. 
“Shortcut? You make it sound like there’s something they wanted to do all along, and Clara is a shortcut.” 
Jabari nodded and met Cameron’s eye. 
“Tell me something, Cameron. Be as honest as you can possibly be.”
Cameron hesitated then said, “Okay.”
The Ark must be opened, by you. So if we hadn’t stopped you yesterday, would you have done it? Once finished with the errand I’ve asked of you—” She nodded to Kindred and Meyer. “Will you do it? Are you convinced it must be opened? Tell me, honestly, with your heart: Will you open it as the others have said you must?” 
In his mind, Cameron saw the ghost of Morgan Matthews, his hole punctured with the slug Cameron delivered in Vail. 
He saw the dark cave, heard the gunshot. 
He saw Grace gripping her chest, looking at him with eyes that pleaded, Why?
And he heard Morgan’s echoing voice, calling him to judgment: There’s a whole lot more where I came from … if, that is, you’re not quite as sure as you thought that you’ve always done right.
The visions that followed. The replay of Grace’s death. The heavy feeling of his hands and the slipping sensation of draining time, wishing he could rewind the clock. The iron sensation that gripped his chest. The Ark’s prying tentacles entering his heart, his soul, his mind — the very core of every one of them. The cold certainty — the absolute, total, bones-deep surety — that if he was judged, he’d be found guilty … and that the same would, of course, be true humanity. 
If he never turned the key, the jury would never go out for deliberation. The current epoch would never end, and they’d hang in the balance forever. The Astrals might stay, even if they had to enslave the planet. And if Cameron was truly this time’s King Arthur but died too soon? Well, the deed might never be done.
But if he did open the Ark? 
He’d live an unending nightmare, confronted by his every deed. And the race would be found as guilty as Cameron. The Astrals would shake the cosmic Etch A Sketch and start every clock over.
“Tell me the truth, Cameron,” Jabari said. “Would you open it?” 
He sighed. He shook his head then let it hang. 
“No.”
“That’s what I was afraid of,” Jabari said. “You won’t open it on your own. So if it’s to be done, you’d need a very good reason to do it.” 
Cameron looked up. Jabari was holding a piece of what looked like parchment, but its ink seemed fresh. Cameron saw only squiggles: some language he’d never learned but felt certain his father would instantly know. 
“I found this on the pillow beside me when I woke to the alert,” Jabari said. “Someone entered my room as I slept and laid it inches from my head.” 
Cameron blinked at Meyer and Kindred, saw no understanding on their faces, and returned to Jabari. 
“What does it say?” he asked. 
The viceroy drew a breath, then: “It says that if the Ark is not opened, the little Lightborn may never be found.”





Chapter Forty
“I DON’T UNDERSTAND,” Cameron said. But he seemed to be the only one; Meyer, Kindred, and Mara Jabari were all trading glances. “You’re saying Clara was … taken? By the Mullah?” 
Although maybe, contrary to his words, Cameron understood fine. He felt a chill as he spoke and had to suppress a shiver.
Jabari’s face seemed troubled. “I’ve studied the Mullah enough — in theory at the da Vinci Initiate and in real life ever since — to know their hand when I see it.” She tapped the parchment. “I have many enemies, as do you. But only the Mullah would have written such a note.” 
“But right here … in your mansion!” Cameron wasn’t sure anger won out against his agitation or alarm. His felt a helpless sort of rage — the kind that curses fate even though it changes nothing. Then, trying for a modicum of calm. “Your security …” 
“Was put mostly out of commission when surveillance inexplicably stopped working. I’ve sent word to our Divinity on the mothership, but there’s been no reply. If you watch Ember Flats for a while, you’ll believe that the city is a union between humans and Astrals, but that’s a lie. They work with us to the extent that it suits their needs and desires. They help us when it aids them. They are not our adversaries and do not repress or control the city as they did in Heaven’s Veil. But they are not our friends. We are permitted our government, and they do not interfere. But it’s always been clear — to me, at least — that the Astrals only allow what is of no consequence to them. They are neither on our side nor against us here. They are indifferent. So I do not expect a reply … but without Astral assistance, my people don’t even know how the system works or why it’s no longer functioning. I’ve already tripled human guards — those I feel I can trust. But as far as last night, my people are blind.” 
Cameron looked at Meyer and Kindred. They kept glancing meaningfully at each other, and he’d heard a few chatters in their strange private language while Jabari was talking. Even those few words probably paled compared to what the men were surely sharing in the privacy of their hybrid mind. 
Plotting.
Planning. 
Working the numbers, finding the logic, weighing the variables. 
It dawned on him: why the Meyers were here, with him, with Jabari. 
“This helps you,” Cameron said. 
“I want to find her as badly as you do.” 
“But it helps you.” He looked right at Meyer, who until now had wanted nothing to do with Jabari’s plan for a dual-Meyer public appearance. One had immediately warmed to the idea, while the other stayed reticent. There’d been a schism between them, but judging by their cooperative chatter now, that discord was gone. 
“It’s true that it makes the matter more urgent,” Jabari said. “The Mullah are slippery. They could be operating in the city, but they could also be people I trust. I can’t know and couldn’t do anything about it if I thought I did. The people of Ember Flats are used to how things are here, and that’s made them complacent. As the saying goes, people can get used to everything. Of course we heard about Heaven’s Veil when it happened. It was an unfortunate accident. Nobody considered what it might mean, or knows the connection between Heaven’s Veil and the Ark.” 
Cameron glanced at Meyer and Kindred. They’d apparently explained it all at some point: the city’s destruction, the way the Astrals had triangulated on the misery streaming into the hidden Ark and used that homing beacon to locate its resting place. 
“So?” 
“If Meyer and Kindred appear at the State of the City address, that balance will be upset. It’s the peace, more than anything, that allows the Mullah’s operation in silence. If we stir the pot, there’s a chance to flush them out.”
“There’s more to it, Cameron,” Kindred said. 
“Really?” Cameron felt his control slipping. He’d always been angry under the surface but thought he’d grown past the worst of it. But in recent days, that barely checked anger had reasserted itself, and now he felt it threatening to explode. “She laid out something she wanted you to do, and took us prisoner to do it.” He looked around, gesturing sarcastically. “Oh, sure. It’s a nice prison, but we’re not allowed to leave, are we? They bound our wrists. Knocked us out for the trip, and did God knows what while we were sleeping. Then we heard all about this plan, for you to upset the power balance in Ember Flats so the people turn against the Astrals. Who would benefit from something like that, Meyer? Kindred? You’ve got those big brains, don’t you?” 
“This isn’t about my power,” said Jabari. “I hold my position because at least as viceroy, I have some control over—”
“And what will you have control over if people have a new reason to hate the Astrals?” 
“Cameron,” said Meyer. 
“Let’s call Peers in here,” Cameron said. “What do you say, Mara? He’s the only one in our group who’s had any interaction with your people. Let’s ask him what he thinks of this plan. ‘Hey, Peers, the woman responsible for killing your son has a plan that would eliminate her competition and give her a civilian army. Sound like a good idea?’” 
“As I explained to Mr. Basara, that was a long time—”
“Meyer …” Cameron shifted his attention and cut Mara off. “Lila said you were unconvinced and were fighting Kindred on this whole ‘public appearance’ scheme.” He met Kindred’s eyes for a half second, meaning no animosity. His animus was for Jabari, the Astrals, and the universe for concocting this unreasonable brew. “Before Clara went missing, you didn’t want anything to do with this. But now, you’re on board? Think about it for a second — Clara vanishes into the hands of an enemy we’ve not seen for weeks, right out from under our noses, in the Capital of all Capitals, and nobody saw it happen or has any clue where to start looking? Oh, the Mullah are to blame. And yet she benefits.” Cameron concluded with a finger rigidly pointing in Jabari’s face.
Meyer drew a deep breath then ran a hand over his beard. His eyes took in the room for long, painful seconds. Then he exhaled and said, “We think it might be the only way.” 
“How convenient.”
But inside his mind, Cameron felt the tiniest of pushes — foreign at first then deeply familiar like a long-forgotten memory. Ever since he and Piper had begun hearing each other’s thoughts on their first journey from Vail to Moab, some sort of psychic itch had stayed just under the surface of his mind, dormant but present, able to be awakened by strong emotions and oddly powerful hunches. But this time it felt like Kindred had stuck an elbow deep into his mind from across the room and nudged him with it. 
Even if she’s behind this, it’s still the only way … so trust us, the nudge seemed to say. 
“It kills two birds with one stone,” said Kindred, his eyes on Cameron’s as if willing him into understanding. “I don’t know how to explain it without insulting my human half, but the Astral knowledge within me has always insisted that the Ark must be opened. The Astrals won’t force us — and in one sense, even Charlie thinks they don’t care if we do. They are impartial. The judge, not the opposition.” 
“Everything that’s pushed us toward or away from putting the key in the Ark has come from the outside. Never the Astrals.” And in Meyer’s downward glance Cameron thought he could see — or maybe sense, via that same dormant mental wavelength — additional context behind his words. “The Astrals have kept an eye on us, but they haven’t actually done anything since Cottonwood.” 
“Derinkuyu,” Cameron said. 
“They blocked us in at Derinkuyu. Nothing more.” 
“Why would they block us in?” 
“Ask Peers,” said Kindred. 
Meyer glanced at Kindred. “The Mullah have nudged us in one direction or another ever since Sinai. Peers talked us into coming here. And the Pall …” Meyer trailed off. In the second it took to resume, Cameron realized he hadn’t seen the Pall in what felt like forever. 
“Point is, it’s never been the Astrals. And still, it’s like the way has been greased. Not easy but obvious. We’ve never really had a choice. There’s always been one way to go: inexorably here. Most of you should never have escaped Heaven’s Veil, and yet somehow you did, even before we showed up with shuttles from the mothership. After Heaven’s Veil, we might have wandered forever — but then we ran into Peers, who turned us around. We’d never have made it through Hell’s Corridor if not for Christopher. You’d already refused to open the Ark by the time the capital guards appeared, and we’d have left if Jeanine hadn’t needed to be separated from her weapon, keeping us inside the city. Even if we were free to go now, there are literally barbarians at the gate. And now Clara’s been taken, and the demand for her ransom is that you … well, that you do what we came here to do in the first place.” 
“So this is all kismet? Are you telling me the unflappable Meyer Dempsey suddenly believes in fate?” 
“Fate, force, coercion,” said Kindred, his voice more like Meyer than Meyer. “He’s saying it doesn’t matter. You didn’t even know where the Ark was, Cameron. Look at the string of coincidences that led to our discovery. Your father gave you a vague hint. Then, after Benjamin was gone, the thought kept rising in your mind, of a place you’d seen once decades earlier. You powwowed with Clara and figured it out as if it were obvious. We homed right in on it without undue delay or opposition. Despite the Astrals causing the Heaven’s Veil scream and us knowing we were racing them to the finish line, we still managed to get there first at our oh-so-human sub-light speed. And where were the Astrals when we arrived? How about the Mullah?” 
“We saw dead Mullah guards,” Cameron said, thinking back. But he didn’t want to think of that day ever again. The emotions were too intense, still so raw after five long years. 
“Killed by who, Cameron?” said Meyer. “And where were the rest of them? The Mullah’s mission is supposedly to curate our connection to the Astrals. Together with the Knights Templar, their job was to shepherd the Ark. So wouldn’t you think there should have been more of them?” 
But none of this was making sense. “The Mullah have been chasing us for the key. My father and I first ran into them when …” Cameron glanced at Jabari then touched the mau under his shirt with tentative fingers. “Years ago. They’ve always been in the way. Always tried to stop or capture or kill us. Five years, Meyer! For five years, they’ve blocked us at every turn. They don’t want us to open the Ark. They want to keep us from it.”
Jabari picked up the paper then spoke once Cameron’s confused and angry glare seemed to grant permission. 
“At the Initiate,” she said, “we had a slightly different conception of the Mullah. They weren’t protectors of the Ark so much as custodians. Their purpose wasn’t to prevent Astral contact so much as facilitate it. So yes, they stole the archive. They tried, perhaps, to take the key from you at the beginning. But recently our feelers have the impression that the Mullah’s position has shifted — again from preventing to facilitating.”
“What does that mean?” Cameron asked.
“It means that once upon a time, I think the Mullah would have felt it was their duty to stop you. But now, they’ll do anything to help you turn that key — or, if you try and turn away, to force you.”
“But why now? What’s changed?” 
Jabari looked from Cameron to Kindred and Meyer. The two men subtly nodded, affirming Cameron’s impression that all of this had been discussed, and that once again he was late to the party. 
“If I had to guess, I think things may have gone past a point of no return,” she said, “and now, it’s too late to stop the inevitable.”





Chapter Forty-One
PEERS WAS on the dusty lawn, at night, with a great white light above, when the knock came. He could feel cool air on his scalp, where it was exposed by his dreadlocks. He could feel the grit of sand underfoot, though it was held mostly in place by stubborn desert grass. The light was blinding: a cone of brilliance in the middle of an otherwise black night. The grass beneath the light seemed bleached white. The woman entering the light wasn’t even covering her eyes, gazing up at the mothership as if spellbound. 
The knock repeated. From the house behind him? Peers wasn’t sure. But it broke the vision, and for a second he could feel something heavy in his hands even though he was looking down, at the nighttime ground, somewhere outdoors, and could plainly see that his hands were empty. The woman was still looking vacantly upward at the Astral mothership’s opening belly. And now there was a young man running toward her, panicked, his feet moving full out. He tripped and fell. The woman rose into the air, her arms stretched out like Christ on the cross. 
Piper Dempsey, back when she’d been using that name. 
And the man on the ground, looking in this particular memory like little more than a kid? That had to be Cameron Bannister — his body thinner and almost adolescent-looking, his hair long on top in a way that was probably once a hallmark style, his skin not as desiccated by arid wandering as it was today. 
Cameron yelled out for Piper as she ascended. The sound was raw, real, visceral down to the marrow. Peers was there. He watched Piper vanish, the mothership close its belly, the giant sphere move away. Then it was dark again, and on the open lawn between the house and a building bunkered inside a cliff, it was just Cameron and Peers. And the intrusive sound of knuckles rapping on wood, which didn’t even make sense. 
“Shit,” Peers muttered, his empty hands coming up, weight seeming to fill them. The sensory dissonance was baffling his brain, knocking it about like a violent kick. Finally he found the trick of perception that allowed him to see past what the memory sphere was showing him, and then again he was a man sitting cross-legged on the bedroom floor, cradling a metal ball in his open hands. 
“Peers?” a voice called from the door, knocking again. 
“Just a second!” 
He scrambled upright, wondering how long his visitor had been knocking while he’d been sitting, exploring the recorded past. He’d been trying to learn how to use the sphere as much as he’d been specifically snooping through its records. He had to pose a question before it could answer, but Peers didn’t know what he wanted to learn. So far, about two-thirds of the memories had shown himself, Cameron’s group, or both. The thing might hold a disproportionate number of Peers-or-Cameron scenes, but it seemed more likely that Peers could mostly only think in terms of his current group. He didn’t know what the Astrals may have done outside of what he already knew as touch points and didn’t seem to have total control of his mind. He kept unintentionally inserting people he knew into the inquiries, asking questions more specific than he’d intended. 
And the thing had definite limits. He’d asked a few of the obvious big questions: What happened when you visited the Ancient Egyptians? and Did you build Stonehenge? among them. 
But each time he asked something beyond the Astrals’ current visit, he came up empty. It was a record of this visit, and possibly only a subset of the total memories. Perhaps a sensory library that was common to other such spheres, Ember Flats history, and some random stuff that — at least as far as Peers’s inquiries had managed to plunge — seemed to revolve quite a lot around Cameron Bannister and his journey since Astral Day. 
Was it because Peers was incapable of thinking outside his own questions, on a subconscious level?
Or was it because Cameron Bannister was more important to the Astrals than most people? 
“Peers? We need to talk. Can I come in?” 
It was Jeanine Coffey. And of course she couldn’t come in. He’d locked the door so he could sphere-gaze in private. Now he was scrambling to stash the thing like a teen boy hiding porn with his mother at the door.
“Hang on! I’m … um … not dressed!” 
Peers scampered to his bed, where he’d used the spin rod for the blinds to pry back a bit of molding covering what seemed to be an unused electrical access. He crawled low and ducked under the bed. Fifteen seconds later the sphere was satisfactorily buried. He stood, his heart pounding and feeling exhausted. He hadn’t slept, other than the few minutes he’d managed before Nocturne nosed him awake to roam the hallways. The house had gone quiet a while after he’d excused himself from Clara’s vigil (after the Titans had made it clear that they could go to their own rooms but nowhere else), but instead of sleeping Peers had found a new hidey-hole for his prize and had memory-walked through the rest of his night. There was so much he needed to see. So much he wanted to uncover from within the sphere, and so little time. 
He glanced at the clock. 
Jesus, it was already after 8 a.m. 
Peers yawned, brushed nonexistent dust from his clothes, then shot into the bathroom, glanced in the mirror, and saw that he looked beat to hell. 
He opened the door. Jeanine was in a large blouse he’d never seen, immaculately clean and ill fitting. At first he thought she wasn’t wearing pants, then he saw a small pair of loose shorts when she moved, concealed below the dress-like tee. 
“Wow, you look like shit.” It wasn’t a judgment. Jeanine sounded almost concerned. 
Peers considered countering. Although he hadn’t slept by choice — feeling the sphere’s clarion call through all five of the minutes he’d considered drifting off — chances were that everyone would look haggard today. Lila had been nodding off when Peers left and Charlie had returned to his room minutes after the general call. But Piper and Cameron had looked almost caffeinated. The Meyers seemed to have reconciled and were running calculations. Pointing out how strange it was that Jeanine didn’t look as bad as he did was tantamount to Peers saying she was a cold, callous bitch who could sleep no matter the crisis — a perspective for which, Peers thought, an argument could surely be made. 
“Thanks,” he said instead.
“Rough night?”
“I’ve had better.”
“I was going to look myself. For Clara, I mean. Tell you the truth, I don’t entirely trust Jabari’s people to thoroughly search. They’re the ones who lost her, right? Inside the damned house. How does that even happen? Did you know they still haven’t found her?” 
Peers hadn’t, but he wasn’t surprised. The Mullah had Clara. He had no proof, but to him it was obvious. They had built the mansion; they had stolen and then repurposed the sphere, which seemed to have kept right on recording Astral thoughts even once in human possession. There were Mullah in the house right now. Peers was even reasonably sure he knew who one of them was. So yes, if Clara had gone missing and Jabari seemed honestly shocked, the Mullah had probably taken her. Of course even sincere searches were coming up empty. Peers knew better than most how well the Mullah could hide. 
But looking at Jeanine, Peers thought it was good that she was practicing this little update routine on him before delivering the news to anyone else. She was as delicate as a dull jigsaw. If she’d announced Clara’s still-missing status to Lila in the same dropping-a-rock way she’d announced it to Peers, the poor girl would be in hysterics.
“I didn’t know. That’s terrible.” 
Jeanine’s gaze moved to the right and left, as if she might spy Clara in the corner, where everyone had conveniently forgotten to look. Her tongue moved below her lower lip, exploring. 
“I just walked past Lila’s room. Doesn’t sound like she’s taking it well. So, can I come in?” 
Peers stepped back. 
“You don’t have any pants I could borrow, do you? Or shirts?” 
Peers eyed Jeanine up and down. She managed to look stunning despite her rat’s-nest bedhead and ill-fitting wardrobe. 
“I don’t know if they confiscated my backpack because they thought I had weapons hidden in my clothes or if they just wanted to do my laundry, but all I had was what I wore in … and then when I woke up, after sleeping in this stuff I found, even those clothes were gone.” 
“So you came to borrow pants?” 
Jeanine sat in a chair beside the dresser, where Peers had temporarily stored the sphere before running back out the night before. “I don’t know who to talk to.” 
“Piper and Lila, maybe? They both seem about your size.” 
“Not about pants, Peers.” 
“Oh.” Apparently that issue was closed without a solution. 
Jeanine seemed more agitated than usual: less distant and hard, more jittery. Maybe this was what she looked like in captivity. It sure wasn’t what she was usually like when nervous, as far as Peers had seen during their brief time together. But then again, she didn’t have her guns or her knives or anything with which she might fashion a shiv. Even the mirror and window glass couldn’t be broken into a blade — he knew; he’d tried, with thoughts of Jabari’s throat in mind. That left Jeanine mostly defenseless, with only feet and fists for protection in the face of an unseen, unacknowledged threat. 
“Look me in the eye, Peers. Will you just … here?” She pointed at her eyes. 
Peers looked. Her eyes were brown and surprisingly soft. 
“Can I trust you?” 
“Yes, of course.” 
“Are you lying to me?” 
“No.” 
“Promise?” 
“Would you like me to cross my heart? Or pinky swear?” 
“Don’t fuck with me. I’m serious.” 
“Of course. Yes, I promise.” 
She sharpened her gaze. Seemed to bore her glare through the back of his skull. 
“You and me. We’re going to be straight with each other.” 
“Certainly.”
She watched him for another few seconds then sighed as if he were an impossible buffoon who simply didn’t get her.
“What?” he asked.
“I hate this.” 
“What do you hate?” 
“You’re all I’ve got. You’re it. Or Charlie. Maybe Charlie. But I’ve allied with him before, and it’s like being on a softball team with one of the dugouts.” 
“I don’t understand that metaphor.” 
“Fine,” she said as if he’d begged her and she was finally relenting. “Cameron, Kindred, and Meyer are in on what’s being planned. Have to be. They kind of have a forced hand, or at least Cameron does. And Kindred and Meyer? Well, you know how they are when doing their Sherlock thing.” 
“No,” Peers said. 
“Lila’s messed up over her daughter, and Piper’s messed up over Lila. Normally I’d go to Piper. She’s had a real pulse on things lately, but right now it’s like she’s all Lila, all the time. Which I can respect, but it doesn’t exactly leave her head clear. So it’s you or Charlie or your dog.” She turned and raised her pitch an octave. “Hey, boy.”
Nocturne, in bed, raised his head and licked his lips. 
“What are you talking about, Jeanine?”
“Why are you here?”
“You came to my room.” 
“I meant here in Ember Flats. Why did you come here? Why did you want to come here?” 
“I reached the same conclusions as Benjamin’s group — about the Astrals and the Ark, even when we all thought it was Thor’s Hammer. I’ve been keeping tabs on you using the Astral equipment I found in the Den. Grabbing your group and redirecting you here, where you should have gone from the beginning, on the mission you should have undertaken all along, just made sense from my perspective — and Aubrey’s, God rest his soul.” 
“You knew we already went to Sinai?” 
Peers couldn’t parse his lies from truth. He tossed the dice. “Yes.” 
“And you followed us to Derinkuyu.” 
Maybe? Sure, why not.
“Yes.” 
“So this is all about the Ark for you. About the research because you’ve studied all this ancient aliens shit, too.” 
And now, a test. She pierced him with her stare. 
He sighed heavily. “I also wanted to kill Jabari.”
“Still do, or no?” 
“The jury is out.” He watched her stand, sit, then cross her legs in the space of ten seconds. “Why don’t you just tell me what’s on your mind?” 
“Do you believe Jabari?” 
“About what?” 
“That she’s on our side?” 
“Like I said — the jury is out.” 
“Or that she’s part of a resistance.” 
“She did build a privacy jammer. I suppose she could have lifted it from someone else, but my gut says no. And she’s human; I do believe that much. Kindred and Clara said the same. So if I have to answer …” He sighed, unwilling to give the woman he’d been so angry with for years any benefit of the doubt but finding himself unable to honestly do otherwise. “Then yes, I suppose I believe it. Why?” 
A final assessing stare: Jeanine trying to decide if she would take Peers into her confidence or keep whatever was bugging her private. Finally the last wall crumbled, and she sat still, wary, composing her words. 
“I just talked to Cameron, after he talked to Meyer and Kindred, along with Jabari. They have a plan in the works.” 
“To find Clara?” 
“Sort of.”
“What does that mean: Sort of?”
“It’s a roundabout thing. It’s ultimately for Clara, the way Cameron tells it. But … I don’t know, I just wonder if that’s the main thing or a side effect. I asked Cameron if he honestly thinks it’s wise. He said yes. He’s thought about it and is totally sure. He’s ‘convinced this is the right thing to do.’ But I don’t think he’s sure at all. I think he’s justifying because that’s what Cameron does. He’s ‘sure’ about everything even when he’s not. I think he’s trying to be strong, but it’s obnoxious because it closes him to other opinions. Like mine. But he didn’t ask me what I thought. He informed me and then got pissed when I tried to argue. 
“What’s the plan he’s so sure about? Or not, as the case may be?”
“Do you know about the Mullah?” 
Ice chips slid down his spine. Peers stiffened then forced himself to relax. “Somewhat. From my research.” 
“The Mullah have been after us since Sinai. They’ve been trying to get Cameron’s stone key, at what seems like any cost. Hell, since we left Heaven’s Veil, it’s been more about running from the Mullah than fleeing the Astrals. Although we managed to lose them a bit — or maybe they backed off — after we’d run far enough from Ember Flats and made it clear that we weren’t going back.” 
“Why Ember Flats?” 
“Cameron and Charlie say the Mullah guard the Ark, and the Ark was moved here shortly after we found it at Sinai.” 
That wasn’t entirely true, about the Mullah guarding the Ark. In Peers’s childhood, Mullah children had all talked about the mythical archive, and they’d all known how popular myth had distorted around the Ark the way it had warped around so much else: the great flood, the plagues, the reason for the pyramids’ shape. But the Ark wasn’t his old family’s major preoccupation. Much more pressing was the portal, the vestibule, and maintaining balance with the Horsemen. 
“Okay.” 
“But those knife-happy freaks are everywhere, Peers. Especially this close to the lion’s mouth, with the Ark right next door. I guess we made a mistake by coming back, and pissed them off. One of them must have been watching us all along. Here, on Jabari’s staff. Because Cameron says the Mullah took Clara, and that’s why this ‘plan’ is necessary.” 
Peers feigned shock. Now that the plan had been mentioned a second time, he wanted to ask about it, but expressing surprise about this Mullah “revelation” seemed more important. Pretending he hadn’t seen hints inside the alien sphere pointing to Clara’s abduction by the Mullah, Peers said, “What makes you so sure it was them?”
“They left a note. On Jabari’s pillow, while she was sleeping.” 
“Maybe it’s a hoax.” 
Jeanine shook her head. “I don’t think so. Cameron believes it, and so does Charlie. They both know a lot about stuff like that. Jabari apparently knows ancient aliens too, and she believes it. More importantly, Piper, who has a knack for assessing emotion, says that Jabari really does seem to believe it, meaning she’s not bullshitting about the note. The Mullah don’t fuck around, Peers. Count yourself lucky you’ve never run into them. They don’t give up. Or bluff. They have people everywhere, like a network of spies. Someone told them about us, or they’ve got an agent right in the goddamned middle of our group.”
Jeanine was watching Peers, but he saw nothing more accusatory than the severe expression she regularly wore.
“What would a spy tell them about our group to make them take Clara?”
“That Cameron has the key. And yes, I asked. He says he still has it, that Jabari’s people didn’t take it when they brought us in.” A sour look claimed her face. “Apparently a vital Astral doomsday artifact wasn’t worth confiscation like my pants.”
“I don’t get it. Why take Clara? Why not take the key if that’s what they care about?” This time, Peers wasn’t pretending, or hiding the truth. Only the elders knew why the Mullah did what it did. The group’s position on the Ark, its key, and so much else was a crapshoot even for a man raised in the secret society. 
“Charlie and Kindred say that Cameron needs to do it. No one else.” 
“Well, yes, of course, but …” Peers felt himself tripping over his words. Yes, Cameron probably needed to open the archive, but Jeanine’s assumptions were backward. In the absence of true elder insight, Peers had been operating for decades on the same body of evidence as Cameron and apparently Jabari. The conclusion was clear: The Mullah weren’t trying to open the Ark. It was their duty to make sure it stayed closed. 
But before he spoke, Peers thought of the portal. Of the secrets. And of what he’d often heard among the Mullah in whispers. The children could never understand the elders’ thoughts — even the most loyal adult knights couldn’t fully interpret them and would never question their conclusions no matter how strange they became. 
“But what?” 
“Well, when I talked to Charlie … I mean, Benjamin Bannister knew it!” 
“Knew what, Peers?” 
“Haven’t the Mullah been chasing you to get the key? To prevent the Ark from being opened?”
“I’m just telling you what I know. The note says that if we want Clara, we must open the Ark.” 
“So how are they planning to get her back?” 
“By opening the Ark.” 
Peers went cold. You didn’t open what the Astrals had sealed. You weren’t supposed to shake the wasp’s nest. He’d told the group that this was their mission in Ember Flats, but it was only a means to get inside and exact his revenge on the viceroy. But those old lessons and prejudices still orbited his brain; they’d been drilled in so deeply that they’d never come out. The children weren’t to respect what the Horsemen touched. They were to avoid those things at all times — look the other direction and never turn back unless duty called. 
“I know you told Cameron he had to open it,” Jeanine said, apparently missing what was surely a horrified expression. “But has anyone told you what happened when we found it the first time?”
“Sort of,” Peers said, figuring a vague answer offered plausible deniability. 
“Something … happened when we were there,” Jeanine said, suddenly seeming cold, arms crossing over her chest. A girl who used to travel with us … she was killed. Shot. There was an accident. But the thing is, the Ark? It …” She sighed, now pacing, clearly disturbed. “It showed it back to us. I saw her die in my head, over and over and over. And there was this clear feeling of someone poring over every detail. Weighing it. Like a judge looking over an accident’s details. It didn’t matter that there wasn’t any fault. Someone was dead, and thus someone had to pay, the way a police report is used to determine whose insurance should cover the damage. We were all at fault. I could feel it in my bones.” 
Peers looked at Jeanine, sympathetic. He’d felt something like that, once. 
“Whatever’s in the Ark … it doesn’t like us. Maybe the Astrals are more evolved than we are, and maybe that makes us animals to them. Maybe they think they’re being fair, if the point is to judge us. Maybe they even think this is all for our own good. But I know two things, Peers: We all felt the Ark’s advance verdict when we saw it at Mt. Sinai, and based on everything I’ve ever heard anyone say, whenever the Astrals have come to this planet in the past, there’s always been some sort of extinction. They come. They judge us. And we fail. Every time.” 
Peers watched Jeanine finally sit, no longer strong and bold, no longer the leader, no longer the angry grunt with a high wall around her. Now she was only a girl. One more human being in a sea of unworthy souls.
She’d come to him. The others were either committed or temporarily unfit. It came down to Peers — the one man who, if she truly knew him, Jeanine would trust least of all. 
“We can run,” he said. “We’ll let them open it. We’ll take Clara, and run. We can hide, deep in places like Derinkuyu. There have always been survivors. There must have been, if there’s to be a human race to judge again later.”
“There’s no way to run,” Jeanine said. “Nowhere to go and no time to do it even if there was.” 
Peers sat across from her. 
“All right. So what do you propose?”
“We don’t bow to the Mullah and open the Ark. Instead, we cut to the chase, and solve the problem at its source.” 
“How?” 
Jeanine fixed Peers with a dire stare. 
“We find out who the Mullah are,” she said, “and we kill them ourselves.”





Chapter Forty-Two
THE NEXT DAY PASSED. 
Then the day after that. 
Clara still hadn’t been found.
Piper stalked the halls, searching for remnants of emotion. Sometimes she took Meyer with her because he’d walked the fine line between Astral and human. Sometimes she took Kindred because he was even more plugged into the Astral collective (or at least, he felt it at times even if it defiantly barred him), and walking with Kindred awoke a different part of Piper than time with Meyer. It was odd: The men were identical in every measurable way besides temperament, and Piper had bedded down with and been married to both — individually at first, then in the strange but also strangely fitting three-way bigamist’s paradise they’d tried after she’d found herself with duplicates. And yet her relationship with each now felt distinct, like a before and after, though neither was better or worse. 
Sometimes, she walked the halls with Lila, and often felt the strongest clues. Even with Lila, what Piper felt of Clara was like little more than a scent left behind — cinnamon tea brewed long ago in one spot, with its aroma still lingering — but finding those clues was better than nothing. Better than lying around in bed all day; better than watching videos in her room or together with the others in one of the lounges; better than accepting the staff’s offers of massages and time in the hot tub to release tension. Better, even, than sex — though Cameron dealt differently than Piper, and she didn’t blame him. Their few tumbles had taken her mind from troubles for a few minutes even if she’d been too distracted for climax. 
There was a time when Piper would have sat back and accepted the situation: Clara was being held by unfriendly forces; those forces couldn’t be found or reasoned with, in part because everyone felt sure there was a traitor among them; the chance to fulfill the ransom and free Clara was still a day away, so there was, practically speaking, no point in fretting. But that was then, and this was now. Piper was no longer that woman. She’d been little more than baggage when Meyer had dragged the family across the country to his Axis Mundi, and she’d been a mostly complicit dishrag during her two years as queen of Heaven’s Veil. For five years after she’d faced lean living, deathly challenges, heartbreak, and horror. Some of the people once dearest to her were dead. And she’d reached her limit: no more would join them. 
Maybe Clara was unreachable. It certainly felt that way when she prowled the palace, entirely unimpeded by Jabari, her people, or the Astrals. But she wouldn’t just sit and wait to see what happened. She wouldn’t accept massages and mud-cake facials. She wouldn’t betray that little girl by giving up, or sighing and saying, “We’ll have to wait and see” like everyone else seemed to be. 
Piper seemed able to extend her emotional antennae — that curious sense of extended empathy she’d been growing while Kindred and Meyer were nurturing their hybrid mind — further out when she walked with others. But mostly, she walked alone. 
Piper stopped. Inhaled. There was nothing, literally, on the air, but she closed her eyes and allowed herself to feel the breath sliding inside her. She tried to empty her mind, to let the sense/scent come to her. And she thought, as Piper always did in the wing where they all stayed, that she could indeed feel a lingering trail of Clara’s essence. But it might also be all in her head; she might be fooling herself into believing something she desperately needed to.
But with her eyes closed and her mind on her breath, Piper could almost feel a sense of Clara passing, as if she were scampering by on silent feet. And a feeling of … 
Companionship?
Fellowship?
But no, it was subtly different. This was sort of like a game. Maybe like a game of leading and following. Like hide and seek.
But the feeling was already gone. 
Piper resumed walking. Through the kitchen. Through the second entrance to the kitchen and into the construction area. The project wing was very human. Piper saw boards and cinderblocks and bricks and compressors and buckets of cement and compounds. There was a large padlocked tool trailer just beyond the window, accessible through a closed door. The kind of thing she might have seen on any construction site before the world had ever heard of the Astrals. Before —
(It’s this way)
Piper stopped midstride, then slowly turned. The sense of something nearly heard or seen or felt, like an apparition’s whisper, called her back into and through the kitchen. Back to the hallway. But it wasn’t just Clara’s emotion — someone else had left something behind. 
Two people.
The first was at an angle, at a featureless wall. The feeling Piper seemed to sense was as flat as the wall and floor beneath it. If sensations had color, this one was black. Or white. Or perhaps colorless and clear like a glass of distilled water. She could almost feel it, and yet its vacancy offered presence. 
Confused, Piper followed the other, all too aware that she was probably full of shit and grasping at straws like an idiot. Meyer hadn’t even understood why Piper did yoga beyond its physical benefits, so she’d explained the sense of integration or spiritual calm it gave her. He’d definitely never have understood Piper’s preoccupation with her many New Age interests, so she’d kept them out of sight on her Vellum. But sometimes, at night, she used to swear she could rise above her body. It was mind-trick bullshit, but she’d always wanted to believe, and often chose to. The difference, Piper suspected, might be semantic. 
This felt like that. Like something the old Meyer would laugh at — something that was nothing. But still she walked, trying to calm her mind, reminding herself that she’d guessed correctly more often than not in recent months, about hidden emotions and motives. And hey, wasn’t that what all those New Age authors said? That we were all one, in a big energy collective? 
And if that was too hard to believe, hadn’t she and Cameron shared thoughts after passing through those twin lines of monolithic stones? Hadn’t Lila sworn she could hear unborn Clara speaking from the womb back at the Axis Mundi, and hadn’t Heather been sure she’d been able to hear Meyer — or possibly Kindred? Didn’t the Astrals communicate with their minds? And hadn’t Cameron and Charlie both said that ancient societies — of humans, not Astrals — were supposedly psychically connected?
If all of that could be true, Piper wasn’t about to beat herself up for trying to help — even if it meant hoping to find Clara using what amounted to Scooby Sense. 
But this wasn’t fear Piper thought she could feel. This was interest. Almost obsessive. And really, the intensity of that compulsive, shocked curiosity was a bit much for a seven-year-old girl, even as precocious as Clara was. So it was someone else. Someone adult, who’d felt something strong and compelling in this very same hallway. 
Was Clara the object of that obsession? A chilling thought. Piper could almost imagine some creep stalking the girl through the halls, mere feet behind her without the girl knowing, his arms finally reaching out in disturbing lust when she was most remote and vulnerable and … 
But no. She’d stopped in front of the utility closet. Where Kamal had taken them to peruse security footage, before he’d realized the surveillance system was down.
“Hello, Piper.”
Piper almost jumped. She turned around, heart racing, hand on chest, unable to hide the depth of her scare. She felt suddenly guilty and ashamed, as if caught masturbating. 
But the man behind her was unmoving, standing with his arms at his sides, a somehow-still-intact, somehow-still-unfashionable short-sleeve dress shirt tucked in over brown slacks. His hair had grown long during their wandering but now was freshly cut, trimmed back to something horridly boring. His glasses were perched in their normal place, bug eyes assessing her from beneath them. 
“Charlie. You scared me.”
“What are you doing out here?”
Charlie looked like he was trying to speak, but no words came out. Then there was a curious electronic sound — like an amplifier experiencing feedback issues — and Charlie started mid-sentence. 
“Really does know what she’s talking about.”
“What?” 
“You don’t trust her, do you?” 
“Who?” 
There was another of those curious noises. Charlie blinked, then said, “Jabari.” 
“I trust her enough.” 
“But not all the way.” 
“You’ve heard what she wants Kindred and Meyer to do. Do you really think that’s wise?” 
“I don’t honestly have an opinion,” Charlie said. “I’m impartial.” 
“Cameron told me the Mullah note said he needed to open the Ark. But what have we done? We’ve just been sitting around.” 
“Waiting for the State of the City address.” 
“One doesn’t have to do with another.” 
“They all feel that the best chance of opening the Ark without undue … interference? … is to make sure attention is focused elsewhere. All of Ember Flats turns out for the State of the City.” 
“But we’re wasting days.” 
“The Mullah will wait. They’d agree with Jabari’s thinking.” 
“How could you possibly know that?” 
Charlie touched his chin. “Funny thing. In the past, the amount of information the Ark has needed to collect must have been much less than it is now. Not just smaller populations but smaller minds. The way it’s had to work this time must be so inefficient, don’t you think? These days you keep so much of your brains out on the Internet.” 
“The Internet is gone.” 
“True. So where are your brains now?” 
Charlie was always strange, but this was particularly odd. Where did he keep his brain, if he was going to talk in second person?
“If I were the archive, I’d be confused,” said Charlie. 
“What’s that mean?” 
“I don’t know. I’m confused.” 
“Charlie …” 
“When you went to the Ark before, did it surprise you what came out?” 
“Did it surprise you?” Piper said, tiring of his posturing. He’d always been like this. Superior, putting himself one step ahead. 
“Actually, yes. I felt almost vindictive. Which is strange.” 
“What do you want, Charlie?” Piper wanted him to leave her alone so she could go into the utility closet and spend some time feeling its aura. Chances were excellent she’d simply leave ten minutes later feeling like an idiot and knowing nothing, but it beat double-talk with King Awkward.
“You’ve been to court, haven’t you? With Meyer.” 
“Once. Why?” 
“The judge. Was she … stoic?” 
“She was normal. She was a judge.” 
“Hmm. If you’d gone in and she’d been wildly emotional, do you think that would have mattered?” 
“What?” 
“Would you have pled your case differently if the judge was manic? If she was depressed?” 
“I think we’d have requested a new trial date if the judge had been unstable.” 
“Do you think she’d have made mistakes?” 
“You mean in the verdict? I don’t know, Charlie; it was an intellectual property thing with Quirky Q, and it took half the ‘trial’ just to explain what the hell my business was about, and even then—”
“I’ll bet,” Charlie said, finger to lips, “a judge who was used to being calm and impartial — but who suddenly found him- or herself dealing with too much emotion and too much confusing evidence … I’ll bet that judge would render a … sloppy judgment.” 
“Okay.” Now literally tapping her foot. “Did you need something?” 
Charlie’s eyes blinked back from thoughtful to present. He opened his mouth, but again nothing came out. 
She rotated to the utility closet. “We’ll talk later, Charlie. Go get a glass of water.” 
“Jabari wants Kindred and Meyer to make their appearance in front of Ember Flats while Cameron is sneaking over to open the Ark,” Charlie said, his voice forcing Piper to turn back toward him. “But if the archive reacted with anger before, maybe it’s best not to give it a big, loud background of emotion elsewhere in the city. She wants to create a distraction, but maybe instead all that commotion will be like a bunch of noisy kids screaming while you’re trying to think. And maybe …” He began losing his voice in spurts, like intermittent laryngitis. “Works so that … Meyer and Ki … tomorrow.” 
“What’s wrong with you?” 
Charlie said nothing, not smiling. Very like Charlie, but at least he was finally leaving her alone. 
“And yet the more riled up it is once Cameron opens … sure, it’ll be tense and furious, but maybe it’ll be like that judge having a bad day, and make unfortunate mistakes.” 
 Piper didn’t know what to say, so she turned back to the door as if to remind herself that it was still there. She touched it then decided she was no longer feeling all that woo-woo. Crusader or not — determined not to quit like the others or not — Piper still got plenty tired, and Charlie’s infuriating, obtuse presence had, as always, exasperated her into a puddle. She wanted to take a brief nap and come back later. 
She turned back to Charlie. 
“Charlie, I’m going to …” But then she stopped, her mouth still open. 
Although she was on an empty stretch of straight hall with no open doors, Charlie was gone.





Chapter Forty-Three
LILA WATCHED her fathers ready themselves, aware that she had two of them now more than ever. They’d both played that role; they both cared for her and her daughter; they’d both, in real time, loved her mother. Both had memories of Lila’s first steps, her first words, her childhood’s trials and tribulations. Right now, they were almost impossible to tell apart. 
With the State of the City address scheduled within the hour, Meyer had shaved his beard in order to look as much like Kindred as possible. If they planned to shock Ember Flats, they’d do it all the way. He was the old Meyer again, like Kindred beside him. The face mattered. Even before Astral Day, Meyer Dempsey (movie magnate, change maker, reluctant philanthropist) had graced the cover of international magazines. He’d been a breed of famous that Mara Jabari had never been, as she’d quietly built her reputation — first with a prodigious rise through prestigious universities then with the da Vinci Initiate — proving herself to be a prodigy and authority worthy of notice. And that, Lila thought as she watched them prepare, gave her father some small measure of comfort. Sure, Jabari had been allowed to rule her city as a human, whereas Meyer had been abducted, held captive for two years, and slyly replaced — twice. But at least she’d never been in GQ. 
“Hand me that tie, will you?” 
Lila followed the man’s fingers, honestly unsure which one he was. Only when he shifted enough for her to see a recent shaving nick did she know; Meyer had cut himself while trying to clear beard detritus on his own, having refused the palace barber. That and the wedding ring were all that gave him away. Meyer still wore the band from his marriage to Piper, whereas Kindred (just as stubborn, just a wifeless) had re-donned Heather’s ring, pulled from some hock Lila could only imagine after she was gone. 
She took the tie from the bedspread and handed it to him. It was blue. Kindred had grabbed the other tie on his own and was fashioning a full Windsor. Kindred’s was red. Lila found the colors fitting. The time Meyer spent starved, weak, and steeped in the thought collective had cooled his temperament, whereas Kindred’s personality was still piping hot. 
“Thanks,” he said, taking it.
Lila sat back, watching them primp, saying nothing. 
“It’ll be okay, you know,” said Kindred. Lila looked over, her equilibrium fighting to make sense of the room. If not for Kindred’s red tie, she’d have looked away from one thing to see the exact same thing somewhere else. Their suits, shoes, and haircuts were identical, all tailored for maximum shock value. 
“I know.” 
“I know you know. But I really mean it. I’m not just saying that to make you feel better.” 
“Have you run the scenarios?” she asked. 
“Of course we have,” Kindred replied. Lila had been kidding, but of course the answer wasn’t a joke. 
“It was probably always inevitable that we’d eventually clash with the Mullah,” Meyer said — and when Lila looked into his eyes, she could finally tell the difference between them. The two men had identical genetics, yet Meyer had taken additional scars that showed when you looked deep. “We even thought it likely—”
“Almost for sure,” Kindred interrupted. 
“That Mullah would be in the city. The great, ancient societies have always embedded themselves in positions of power. But this time we’ll give them what they want, and everything will be fine.” 
“Fine,” Lila repeated. 
“You don’t believe us,” Kindred said. 
“I’m just worried, Dad. It’s unreasonable if you actually expect me not to worry.” 
“Trust us.” 
“I do. It’s just that …” 
“What, Lila?” 
“Well, you didn’t know they’d take Clara, did you?” 
Kindred looked almost affronted, but Meyer sat on the bed beside her.
“No. We didn’t. But they shouldn’t have. We’re getting more data in Ember Flats than we’ve ever had. Kindred can sense the nearby mothership, which knows the citizens’ mood. Just walking around when we came in, I got a million little details. There’s Jabari, her staff, and simple common sense. Putting all that together, it seems ridiculous for them to have taken her. They want something from us, clearly, but showing their hand — exposing the entire Mullah operation inside the city — isn’t the solution. The only way they’d even consider taking Clara would have been if she’d walked right up and asked for it. At least that’s the way we figure it.” 
Lila considered a rebuttal. When Meyer and Kindred combined minds, they were right a lot more often than not. But she could think of many times they’d erred, and this struck her as a mistake. Logical or not, the Mullah had snatched her little girl. 
“It doesn’t even make sense. Charlie has always said the Mullah wanted to take the key away, not invite us to use it. Or force our hand.” 
“I guess Charlie was wrong.”
Meyer watched Lila for a long moment. Then, seeming to decide she was as okay as she was going to get, he stood. 
Lila recrossed her legs, running an idle finger along her knee, trying not to fret, failing miserably. 
“What are you going to tell them? When you get up to speak?” 
“The truth,” said Kindred. 
“Don’t you think that the Astrals will stop the broadcast to the other cities if they have a problem with what you’re saying?” 
“We’re sure they will. But Ember Flats will see and hear it.” 
“Unless they shoot you.” 
“Shooting us makes our case even stronger, don’t you think?” 
Lila didn’t like the way Kindred had put that. It implied that if both Meyers were shot and killed, it was a fair trade for their message. And all this while Jabari, who’d insisted they do it, sat clear of harm.
“They won’t stop us, Lila,” said Meyer. “Only in 4 percent of scenarios do they stop us. We will have our say.” 
“Then what?” 
“Unrest.” 
“That’s what Mara Jabari wants, you know.” 
“It’s fine. It’s what we want, too. It draws attention from the Ark. We have guesses as to what might happen when Cameron opens it, but of that, we’re the least certain. Fewer variables is better. There’s usually a lot of pedestrian traffic around it. This will make sure there’s none — not once word gets around that not only is Meyer Dempsey alive as rumors have claimed but that there are now two of him. So Cameron can open it quietly.” 
“And then?” 
“The clock starts.” 
“Cameron is afraid of what it will decide about us. The Ark, I mean.” She said it with eyebrows raised, waiting to see if either man would offer their calculations as to the Ark’s judgment. But neither spoke, either not hearing or knowing or wanting to say.
After a quiet, collar-straightening moment, she said, “Do you really just expect me to sit back here while all this happens? While you rile the city, Cameron opens that damned box, and my daughter stays missing?” Lila hadn’t realized she was angry, but now her cheeks were burning, and her eyes were starting to water. “Is that really what I’m supposed to do? Just sit on my ass and twiddle my thumbs. Wait and see?”
Meyer and Kindred shared a glance.
“Not at all, Lila,” Meyer said. 
“She doesn’t understand,” Kindred added. 
“Lila …” Meyer raised a hand as if preparing to make a very important, very precise point. “When we say what we must and the Ark opens, there’s an excellent chance that all hell will break loose. Perhaps literally. We can’t calculate what the archive will decide. We can only break the seal and see. To get Clara back and for a dozen other reasons, breaking that seal is something that needs to be done. But anything could happen, and we must be prepared.”
“Okay,” Lila said. 
“You’re staying back for only one reason. Same as Piper, and everyone who’s not us or Cameron: protection.”
“If today is judgment day,” Lila said, “I don’t think the viceroy’s palace will protect anyone.” 
“I’m not talking about the palace,” Meyer said. “It’s staying close to Jabari that matters.”
“I don’t care about her! I care about you!” 
And Kindred said to Meyer, “She still doesn’t understand.” 
There was a knock at the door. Kamal stuck his head inside and said, “It’s time.”





Chapter Forty-Four
CAMERON SAT on the carved stone bench in the western palace garden, not more than fifty feet from the gate. Beyond the open gate the courtyard was ringed, at comfortable, open distances, by the other gray stone Ember Flats government buildings. Somewhere in the middle, obscured, was the Ark’s place of honor, bordered by fountains, its soundtrack the chirping of birds and the bubbling of running water. It was as if someone were pretending the thing was in Eden, as if it promised only blessings to those who greeted it. 
Looking through the open gates (unguarded; the Titans had been called away and replaced by human guards, who’d already left on Jabari’s orders), Cameron felt his legs flexing and trying to make him rise. Only, he wouldn’t stand and dash toward the Ark to do his duty. He’d run out of the courtyard, out into the city — into the cannibal-strewn wastelands beyond if need be. Anything but face that cursed thing again. Anything to avoid its horror show and the wrath he felt certain it stood eager to unleash. 
“Are you listening to me?” 
Cameron’s attention snapped back to Charlie, looking at him like he was an irredeemable idiot. He was the opposite of drunk. Why Piper had thought he’d adopted a substance habit was beyond Cameron. He didn’t want to contradict her, but it seemed far more likely that she was lying for reasons unknown (or at least badly mistaken) than that Charlie had ever waxed philosophical with her. Yet she’d said he’d been strange and aloof, somehow disturbing when surprising her in the hall. When Cameron had asked him about it, Charlie said that he’d been sleeping at the time. He wasn’t sure whom to believe, but ultimately it didn’t matter. 
“Pay attention, Cameron. Honestly. You’re just like your father.” 
“Thanks.” 
“It’s not a compliment.” 
Yes, this was Charlie, all right: no drugs or booze required. Benjamin had been the closest thing Charlie had ever had to a best friend as far as Cameron knew, yet this was the plainspoken way he honored the man’s memory. Sure, Benjamin could be a pain in the ass; Cameron knew that better than anyone. But right now it felt like disrespecting the dead — and a jinx on the moment given what Cameron would be doing next.
“Jabari kept most of her da Vinci Initiate data. She seems to have been far better prepared than Meyer. Maybe that’s because her preparations were based on research while Dempsey’s were based on an acid trip. She—” 
“Ayahuasca. Not acid.” 
Charlie glared at Cameron, who suddenly felt like he should apologize. For everything throughout the history of time. Then he continued.
“She had a private plane on permanent standby. Right where she lived, down the road, not a state away. If she’d had to drive, Jabari wouldn’t have gone right the hell through Chicago like Meyer. The only thing that got him past doomsday was probably dumb luck and the fact that the Astrals seemed intent on making him one of the Nine. Regardless, she’d backed everything up remotely, in scads of locations and locally on an array of drives. The woman seems to do nothing that isn’t phenomenally thought out. Just one more reason I wish Benjamin had done more to poach her from Delacroix instead of admiring her work from afar.” 
Cameron thought there might be an insult lurking somewhere in Charlie’s words. Maybe another reminder of how Mara would have been a better offspring for Benjamin than Cameron. He said nothing. 
“Culling Jabari’s comprehensive Initiate research, I’d have to agree with what Peers has been saying all along: You have to do this. There’s a strange organic matrix that seems to be just below the surface of that key you’ve been carrying. I’d have to break it open to be sure — and without proper equipment, I can’t look inside the thing — but it fits some of what Delacroix found about biological imprinting. You touched the key, and it somehow mated itself to you. Carrying it for five years has likely only strengthened the bond. Maybe it would work if someone else used it, but I doubt it.” 
“Great.” At least this wasn’t something he didn’t already know. 
“What I don’t understand is that Delacroix’s and Jabari’s research on matrices like the ones I think your key uses shows that it should require a hell of a lot longer to imprint. Kind of like a waiting period. Like the Astrals figured a lot of humans would touch the thing, so it needed to wait a long time to ‘activate’ on one particular person. To be sure that person was its match.” 
“What, am I dating this thing now?” Cameron looked down, but the key in his satchel didn’t respond. 
“Be serious, Cameron. And just tell me. When you take the key out, does it almost seem to adjust to your fingertips?” 
Cameron shrugged. Though he’d never once come close to dropping the thing, as if his grip was infallible. 
“And when you used the key back in Heaven’s Veil to turn off the ‘spotlight’ inside the Apex pyramid …” 
“It worked, yes.”
Charlie assessed Cameron as if perhaps he was lying. 
“I’ve had it for five years,” Cameron said. “Isn’t that enough?”
“Delacroix was predicting it would take fifteen or twenty years for bonding to occur. It could be non-continuous exposure, but the math says the time required after first contact is nonnegotiable.” 
“I don’t know what to tell you, Charlie. I haven’t had it that long. Maybe I’m not the Chosen One after all.” 
“Neither here nor there, I guess. If you used it in Heaven’s Veil, there’s no reason you couldn’t use it now. You understand the importance of timing?”
“Just that I should open it when Meyer and Kindred are on stage. Not before or after.” 
“Correct. It will ensure you have privacy and minimize the chance that someone will interfere. Jabari says she’ll put a few people at the entrance points to the courtyard but that most of her guard will be across the square. After she’s done her bit and stepped down to let Kindred and Meyer take over, she’ll be coming back here, and those guards are required to keep her out of harm’s way.” 
“How brave of her,” Cameron said. Charlie eyed him, but Cameron knew he was deflecting. He was so terribly scared. He knew all the reasons for Jabari hightailing it back to the palace, and he did, in the end, mostly trust the viceroy and her plan. But he didn’t want to do this — not one tiny little bit — and all delays and distractions were welcome. 
“The square isn’t that far. You’ll hear Jabari’s address in the air, but you can also monitor it on that mobile she gave you.” 
Cameron patted his pocket. It was almost like the time before Astral Day, watching live entertainment on a phone.
“It’s not like the old cell networks or the Internet,” Charlie said. 
“I know. I understand.” 
“No, I don’t think you do. This is the Internet, Astral style. It’s what all the ancient societies used to do: mind-to-mind communication. Only, we’re so retarded and disconnected today that we can’t always tune into the thoughts of others, even with rock monoliths around all the capitals and the big statues set up as focal points, antennae, and repeaters. We need clunky devices like the one I gave you. It’s not a perfect system, it goes: thoughts, rebroadcast, reception … then the person ‘receiving the thoughts’ by watching them on one of those little screens has to take an extra step and process the information visually as if it were happening in front of them. That extra step leads to dissonance.” 
“Give me the short version, Charlie.” 
“What you see on that screen isn’t video from a videocamera. It’s an average of the way all of the eyes across town will see the event. If you could get the vision right inside your mind, it would make sense to your brain. But it doesn’t.” 
“Shorter,” Cameron insisted.
“Don’t trust what you see on the screen. Listen and trust your hearing instead, if you can. You’ll hear Jabari finish, there will be a lull, and then you’ll probably hear a collective gasp or commotion. You should be able to hear Meyer, but it’s possible the humans running the show will have already killed the amplifiers. So you’ll have to take a guess. Open the Ark then. Immediately. Don’t wait.” 
“I know what to do, Charlie.” 
“No,” Charlie insisted, his voice finding uncharacteristic anger, “you don’t. You thought you knew what to do when we went to Sinai, but you weren’t prepared when the Ark fought back. Now here we are again. You said you knew what you were doing when you took us into Damascus, and I’m sure you remember how that turned out.”
“You want to lead instead of me? Any time, Charlie.” 
“Stop acting so goddamn righteous,” Charlie snapped. “And most of all, stop acting so goddamn sure. You think it’s confidence, but it’s actually arrogance. I remember it from way back when I first met you, when you were a jackass kid with a chip on his shoulder. You had your problems with Benjamin, and I get it. My father and I weren’t the best of friends either. But if you presume this time and get it wrong because you’re still fighting daddy issues and feel the need to always be right and never admit when you aren’t certain, it won’t be someone getting shot by mistake. This time, the whole damned planet will suffer.” 
Cameron felt himself wanting to fight back — or at least to call Charlie on his cheap shots — but the most frightened part of him was sure Charlie was right. He wasn’t sure. He had no idea what was next, and the uncertainty was worse than any punishment. Maybe opening the Ark would free Clara like the Mullah promised, and maybe they’d welch. Maybe the Astrals would judge humanity as worthy even though Cameron felt that the verdict would swing the opposite way. Maybe, if armageddon came, some would be spared, and maybe Piper and Lila and the others would be among them. Or maybe not. 
Maybe by turning the key only he could turn, he’d be freeing humanity from bondage. 
Or maybe he’d be committing genocide. 
“All right,” Cameron said, his eyes watching the space beyond the gate, seeming to sense the Ark and its waiting keyhole somewhere beyond. “Tell me what to do.” 
Charlie did.





Chapter Forty-Five
PEERS PACED.
He’d left the silver sphere traced with glowing blue lines on the middle of his bedspread, right in plain sight. If anyone were watching this room, it’d be obvious what he’d done, and possibly reveal the true nature of his intentions. But if he understood the catch-22, nobody could be watching the room because he’d stolen the device that did the watching. Or was it really that simple? 
He stopped his feet. Stared at the sphere. Felt it calling to him like a compulsion. Just minutes ago, he’d watched Moscow getting annihilated during the first phase of the occupation, just after the motherships arrived. Peers, like everyone else, knew all about Moscow; it was the 9/11 and Paris terrorism of the Astral era. Moscow meant violence, intimidation, distrust, and an instinctual (if somewhat cowardly) impetus toward unconditional obedience. Moscow’s destruction had been the alpha dog asserting his dominance; it was the new guy in prison beating the shit out of the largest inmate in the yard. Moscow had steeped in every human psyche as a brutal, uncompromising lesson in paying attention and doing what humanity was told. 
And yet Peers had just watched Moscow’s destruction through Astral eyes. Seen that way, it hadn’t been so horrible. Somehow the sphere conveyed not just sensation but also thoughts and feelings. Peers, fully immersed, had felt shockingly blasé as he’d watched all those lives end. It’s just energy, he remembered thinking. Why fret the pieces when the whole lives on?
And really, Moscow had been firing rockets up at the mothership. 
And really — given the temperament of the strangely connected, technologically advanced, arrogant crop of humans the planet had grown during the last epoch — a statement had needed to be made. 
And honestly, considered rationally, killing the millions in Moscow had probably saved hundreds of millions of lives because without that statement others might have kept right on fighting the motherships. 
Peers had felt pretty reasonable about the whole thing by the time the vision ended, and then he’d shot up from the bed and dropped it, staring at the sphere like a clot of bloody mucus. Staring, he’d felt as if he’d done something awful. And he didn’t want to do such a hideous thing again. 
But then other questions had reasserted themselves.
Questions he’d never been given the answers to —answers he very much needed to know. 
Questions about the Mullah elders and the secrets they kept. If anyone would know the answers to those questions, it would be the Astrals — considering they were supposedly on the other end of all the secret Mullah business anyway. 
The Mullah called the Astrals “the Horsemen,” and now that Peers was staring at the sphere, feeling equal parts revulsion and desire to grab the thing and reimmerse, he understood why. Maybe the Horsemen would bring about the end of the world, and maybe they wouldn’t. Perhaps they’d already done it dozens of times, as both the elders and people like Benjamin Bannister believed. Either way, they felt like executioners. They felt like dark riders, once you’d been inside their minds. 
Only that wasn’t quite accurate. When he’d been inside the sphere, he’d felt content, reasonable, and objective. It was only laying human analysis over Astral actions that made them seem dark or evil. Only seeing those things through a human lens made them feel horrible — and that, Peers thought, made it all the more disturbing. 
He took two steps toward the sphere. He took one step back. 
“This is ridiculous,” he said aloud. Then, to Nocturne, “Isn’t this ridiculous?” 
The dog wagged his tail, still lying on his side, slapping the floor in rhythm. 
He went to the bed, wrapped the sphere in the comforter, then used his feet to kick the padded package off the bed, onto the floor, and ultimately under the box spring.
There was a knock on the door, but it was perfunctory: one solid rap, and then the door was swinging open. Jeanine entered looking like she was ready to go hiking. She’d found shorts, a sensible T-shirt, and a backpack. She paused with her hand on the doorknob, looking at Peers while he froze, guilty at a near-catch for the second time in an hour. He’d been sure he’d locked the door. But then again, Peers hadn’t thought he’d needed one. He was going to change the minute Jeanine left, and the rest amounted to tidying up and killing time. He hadn’t meant for the sphere to leap out from its hiding place and into his hands. He hadn’t meant to go memory-walking again. 
Jeanine looked him over. Peers was still in shorts and a sleep shirt — miles distant from his desert garb, but even further from clothing he’d want to wear in public. 
“What have you been doing in here?” Jeanine asked. “Are you even ready?” 
Peers felt a thin mist of sweat on his forehead. “I just need a minute.” 
“Want me to step out?” 
No, no, he didn’t want that at all. If she went into the hallway, he’d pick up the sphere again. His only evidence of self-control — and it was a small thing — was the way he’d shoved the sphere away before Jeanine knocked, not because she had. A good thing considering the nil delay between knock and entry. 
“I was just …” He looked toward the bed and the comforter-wrapped bounty beneath it. Then he grabbed a wad of clothes and ran into the bathroom. Before closing the door, he saw Jeanine meander forward, her curious eyes absorbing the contents of his room. Each room seemed to have been customized for its occupant: Peers had a dog bed and toys; Piper and Cameron had a king-sized bed instead of a queen because they roomed together; Lila, now heartbreakingly, had a second small bed with pink sheets. And while Peers was changing, Jeanine would be exploring what made his room unique — what defined Peers as a person, through Astral (or at least Jabari’s) eyes. 
As the gap closed, shutting Peers in the bathroom, he saw Jeanine bending to pet Nocturne, squatting while the dog rose in greeting. 
A board squeaked as she stood. Footsteps while she crossed the room. 
“I got the clothes from Piper,” she said, her voice clear through the door. “But of course, when I got back to my room, there were finally some clothes there for me, too. New stuff. But it was girly. What’s up with this place? In what world am I girlier than Piper?” 
Peers shuffled through his pile. A shirt peeked out; he dragged it on inside out. It came back off, a dreadlock snagging in the neck hole. 
“I just kept hers. The backpack was actually in a supply closet. Oh, and I got this.” Pause. “Oh, right. I guess you can’t see it from in there.” 
He heard fabric shuffle. Probably Jeanine setting the backpack aside, sorting its contents, showcasing whatever “this” was to show him once he came out.
Then he heard a muffled crump, followed by a series of material groans as padding and springs shifted. 
Dammit, now she’s sitting on the bed. 
“What were you doing while I was gone? Did you find anything at all?” 
“Just a second!” 
More shifting. More groans as she shifted on the mattress. 
Jeanine was probably leaning forward. Wondering why the bed didn’t have a comforter. Looking underneath, probably about to drag the thing from below, spreading the thing on top to be helpful. 
“Jeanine!” But it came out alarmed, not casual as intended. 
When she didn’t answer, he said, “Nocturne likes it when you throw the ball for him. It’s in the bin near the door.” 
“He looks tired to me,” said Jeanine’s voice. 
Peers straightened his shirt. Found pants, jeans, and succeeded in putting one leg in the wrong hole. The bed groaned again. 
“He’ll really appreciate it!” 
His heart was beating. The sheen of sweat was growing thicker, wetter, almost dripping. It had never, in history, taken longer to put on a pair of jeans. And meanwhile, Jeanine was out there, surely on all fours, dragging the comforter out and noticing something heavy inside it, taking the sphere, touching it, realizing that they wouldn’t have to search for Mullah because there was at least one of them closer than she’d thought. 
This would be a gun. And when he came out, she’d shoot him.
But there was a noise outside: the flat thunk of a tennis ball striking the floor, followed by a mad scrabble of paws and claws. 
Jeanine said to Nocturne, “Silly boy, look what you did. I don’t want to fish it out from under there.”
Peers got the other leg in his pants and knocked the door open, his fly still unbuttoned and unzipped. He saw Jeanine getting to her knees, moving toward the bed and the lump of fabric underneath, the green fuzzy shape of a tennis ball beside it. 
“I’ll get it.” 
And Peers did, flaps open and flying, his knee practically kicking Jeanine out of the way. He got the ball in his hand and nudged the comforter bundle back with his forearm, then came out with the ball held up like victory. Jeanine’s eyes went from the ball to his crotch. 
“You … um … missed something.” 
Peers set the ball on the bed. Nocturne craned his neck and took it, then squished it in his jaws. Peers had his hands on his waistband, on his zipper. The pants, like Jeanine’s explorer gear (a bit too Piper-short on Jeanine’s long frame), were new. But they fit him like a glove.
Jeanine looked him over. 
“You look strange.” 
“I’m just tired.” 
“I meant in jeans. I got used to the nomadic look.” 
“I used to wear jeans all the time in London.”
Jeanine squinted. “You okay, Peers?”
“Peachy.” 
She watched him for another few seconds then turned to the bed. The backpack was atop the untucked sheets, open. Beside it was what looked like an iron pipe, made of wood. 
“What is that?” Peers asked. 
“Middle part of a lamp. The base was bolted down, but that unscrewed from the base.” She hefted it. “Might break a skull, right?” Jeanine looked up, seemed to mistake his flush for concern. “Look, I don’t want to hurt the wrong people. But we need a gun, and the guards are the only ones packing. We knock one of them out. Just one.” 
“Then what?” 
“Leverage one gun into two.” 
“I meant, with whoever we cold-cock.” 
“I hadn’t thought of it. Drag them into a closet? Tie them up?” 
“This is a terrible idea.” 
“Look, we don’t need to fight our way past an army or get lucky. I don’t buy this surveillance is out bullshit. A house like this? They’re watching it somehow. So we find the surveillance room and watch the tapes for that night. Then we go where Clara went.”
Peers knew that wouldn’t work, but wasn’t sure how to explain why. He hadn’t been seduced into meaningless immersion; the second time the sphere had captivated him, finding Clara had been his excuse. But no matter how he’d asked the sphere where she’d gone, he’d come up empty. It didn’t feel to Peers like the footage wasn’t there; there were clearly droids flying around to record memories when Astrals weren’t present, and the other records seemed comprehensive. It was more like he didn’t know how to ask or secretly didn’t want to participate (where do a former Mullah’s loyalties lie?) or — and this was the strongest impression — the sphere simply didn’t want to show him. Maybe that meant this was something he was supposed to do, and maybe it didn’t. If Jeanine would leave, dammit, he could unwrap the sphere and immerse then maybe find out. That would be brilliant. 
“Peers?” Jeanine snapped her fingers. “You still with me?” 
“We’re not going to find anything.” 
“Like I said, this is the only way. Cameron is already gone, with Charlie. I think they’re waiting for Kindred and Meyer. I saw them preparing to head out with Jabari. This is the only chance. They’re going to do this, and it’s going to be … bad. I can feel it.”
“We don’t have time,” Peers said. 
“We have to try.” 
But Peers wasn’t so sure. He’d nudged Cameron to face his destiny, but half the reason he’d wanted to come was his now-on-hold desire to kill the viceroy — and once inside Ember Flats, the Ark’s sheer presence had triggered his second-guessing. Seeing what had happened to the group at Mount Sinai had increased it, and he’d seen hints, in his journeys into the sphere since, that only worsened those impressions. They’d feared the archive’s legend when they’d been kids even though nobody but the elders had seen it or knew where it was. Now he had experiences to back up those fears. 
He’d seen CliffsNotes from previous visitations, extending beyond the time frame the sphere’s main memories seemed to cover. Nothing detailed, only highlights, like a previously on reel at the start of a recurring show, to remind viewers what aired in the last episodes.
Floods.
Fires.
Plagues. 
Earthquakes, storms, dust, death, darkness. 
Extinction — for all but a few new gods and their disciples. 
Yes, what was coming, when Kindred and Meyer stirred the pot while Cameron broke the seal, would be bad. But what could he and Jeanine do? Peers himself held the only security record in the palace (the sphere had already suggested that much), and that record offered no help. They had one man, one woman, one lazy dog, and part of a lamp. They didn’t know where to find Clara, where she could have gone or where she’d been other than “in the hallways somewhere” (another thing Peers couldn’t admit to knowing), and no idea who could have taken her. No clue which loose ends to pursue, where to start searching, whom to —
But: Wait. 
Wait. 
“Maybe we could—” Jeanine began.
Peers held up a finger, thinking. Jeanine stopped at the raised finger as if afraid she might break it. 
Finally Peers lowered his finger and met Jeanine’s curious eyes. 
“What? Do you have an idea where we might find Clara?” 
“No,” he said, “but I know who we can ask.”





Chapter Forty-Six
KINDRED OPENED HIS EYES. Mara was in front of him, waiting expectantly. 
“Anything?” 
“No.” 
“You?” she turned to Meyer, who was also opening his eyes. 
“Nothing. I’m sorry.” 
Jabari stalked the tiny, curved chamber. Kindred recognized Astral fingerprints (if they had fingerprints, which he didn’t think they did) all over the place. It was a vehicle but floated so smoothly that it seemed more like a stationary room. Intellectually, Kindred knew they were moving through the Ember Flats avenues toward the stage in Town Center, but with the half-round walls turned opaque and the sound dampening on, his mostly human mind was fooled. If he couldn’t sense the nearby mothership or hadn’t piloted a shuttle with the same technologies, he wouldn’t have believed it. There’d certainly been nothing of the type in Heaven’s Veil, during his own viceroyship, just as there’d been no giant monuments inside the city walls or vague lumps of sandstone that, if the viceroy commanded, might easily be built into enormous idols in her image.
“I wish we knew if the Astrals had any idea you were here,” she said, uncharacteristically rattled.
“They know we’re here,” Kindred said. “But I thought that was obvious.” 
“I mean here. In this vehicle, headed to give a public address. I’d like to know if we’ll be catching everyone by surprise or if they’ll stop us the minute we arrive.”
Kindred had been pondering that as well — he and Meyer, in their mindshare space, had hybridized to consider it as a combined being. Odds kept coming up roughly even. On one hand, the Astrals had completely ignored them since Titans had stopped guarding their rooms and, supposedly, started searching for Clara. But on the other hand, Astrals didn’t always need eyes to see, and they only had the staff’s word that the security system, when outside a jammer bubble, was no longer able to watch them. Kindred could feel nothing inside his internal space. No Titans at the periphery, no Reptars sent out to quell a coming disturbance, no background hum from Divinity as it laid odds and played its game. If there was a feel to the Astral presence inside Ember Flats, it struck Kindred as detached observation. Anything went, so long as they were allowed to watch. 
That would change when a pair of Meyer Dempseys took to the airwaves and delivered their message. With the Internet mostly gone and satellites dead and jammed, the only real network left was the stone monoliths, jamming the round psychic peg into humanity’s square hole. Modern-day humans could be forced into a collective, sure, but given their ineptness, the broadcast could be broken from Ember Flats to the other capitals with Divinity’s flip of a metaphorical switch. 
Their message would stay in Ember Flats.
And inside the city, Kindred felt sure it wouldn’t be well received. But that was the point: a distraction and an instinctual psychic burst strong enough to shock the complacent human brain back into its ancient rhythms. If there was one way to get that collective humming — perhaps enough to prove humanity’s worthy, and bode better for judgment — then this, ironically, was it. 
“There’s really no way to know,” Kindred said. “We still come up indecisive.” 
“I thought you were calculating machines,” said Jabari. 
“Not with this many variables.” 
Jabari sat in an easy chair as the room’s gravity seemed to subtly shift: the vehicle taking a slow turn, nearing Town Center.
“It’s not too late,” Meyer said, watching her. “We can still change the plan.” 
“No. No. I’m fine.” 
“Maybe there are too many variables,” Meyer went on, looking at Jabari. “Cameron needs to open the Ark. The State of the City address will keep people’s attention off him. But you can give it alone. We can stay in here then handle this part of things later.” 
“It’s now or never,” Kindred said.  
“Don’t listen to him, Mara. It’s your city. We can wait until after—”
“It’s now or never,” Kindred repeated. “You know that, Meyer.” 
Slowly, Meyer shrugged then reluctantly nodded. “Fine. With the Ark opening today, it’s now or never. But it can be never. We don’t need to make this worse. We can return to the palace. You mentioned having some plans.” 
Jabari looked up, reluctantly decisive. “They deserve to know. If we’re about to be put on trial, they should be told what’s coming, and what they’re facing.” 
The room seemed to slow then hitch. On one wall, the view through a window began to change, no longer showing the view outside the mansion. Now they could see people, politely assembled beyond simple, civilized barricades. And they could hear subtle murmurs — the kind that unconcerned people make when going about their ordinary business, with no clue that doom is knocking.
There were no Titans guards. No Reptars. No signs of Astrals, save the moon-like gray bulk of the nearby mothership and Titan civilians milling among the humans: one big, happy family in the Capital of Capitals. 
Okay,” said Jabari, moving for the door. “Me first. And when I wave, you know what to do.” 
Kindred nodded and crossed his legs in the comfortable chair. Meyer sat in an identical posture beside him. Together they waited for it all to begin.





Chapter Forty-Seven
PEERS’S COMMENT that they were running out of time was intended as a general public service announcement, but Jeanine took it differently. 
He’d checked a clock, realized there were only ten minutes or so left until the State of the City was scheduled to start, and whispered that they’d have to hurry. Cameron was supposed to wait until the Meyers took the stage and said whatever before he opened the Ark. That meant ten minutes before the address began, maybe another five or ten until Jabari yielded the floor, and probably no more than another five until the shock of dueling Dempseys gave way to the big, uncomfortable announcement. That meant they had twenty minutes until the Ark’s top was popped at most, and Peers worried it might be less. And even if there were twenty minutes left, it’s not like they had twenty minutes. Somehow, if they meant to stop Cameron from opening the Ark, they’d have to get him word. Ideally, they’d also get word to Jabari because she might postpone or handle things differently if the Ark weren’t to be opened. And there was the matter of commitment: Even if they figured out where Clara was in time, and even if they could get word out, there was no guarantee that would stop things. Jabari would be on stage. Cameron might be holding the metaphorical handle, ready to crack the seal. 
Which all meant that they needed to hurry. 
But rather than simply internalizing this and moving quickly and making mental notes, Jeanine took Peers’s words as license to kick Kamal’s office door open the second he cracked it, then hit him hard enough to spatter his desk’s polished wood with blood droplets and pin him to the floor. 
“Jesus, Jeanine!” Peers said as she climbed atop the man’s moaning form, sitting on his chest, incapacitating his limply flailing arms with the weight of her knees. Kamal’s head rolled back and forth, groaning, blood running from a superficial but freely bleeding scalp wound. 
“Get his legs!” 
Peers did as he was told, Jeanine rising above him like a cowgirl, the lamp-birthed weapon held high as if Kamal might rise and strike. But holding the viceroy’s attendant’s legs was like gripping dead fish, and Peers’s biggest concern was that Jeanine would clout him again for spite, just because adrenaline had her intoxicated.
“You got him?” 
“I didn’t mean for you to—”
“Do you have him!” It came out as a command, not a question.  
“Yes! I have him!” Peers forced his panic down as blood surged into his head and blurred his vision. If this went on for long, he might tackle Jeanine himself because fight or flight commanded it. Calmer, fighting the sense that time was slipping away, he said, “Did you have to hit him?” 
“You said it yourself. We don’t have time to ask him nicely.” She slapped Kamal’s face, and Peers watched the man’s head slowly wag, his eyes trying to climb into his brain. “Kamal! Where is she? Where is Clara?” 
Kamal moaned. His eyelids fluttered, threatening to drift away. Knowing he was risking wrath, Peers moved up and abandoned the man’s motionless legs, grabbing the cloth skirt over an end table, pressing it to his bleeding head. It came away only moderately wet, the wound already slowing.
“You nearly killed him,” Peers said. 
“You said he was Mullah.” 
“I said I thought he was Mullah!” Now, with Kamal semiconscious due to Peers’s intel, the signs seemed suddenly dubious. Kamal had known about the sphere when it seemed even the viceroy didn’t know how the system worked, but did that mean he was Mullah? Kamal had also raised eyebrows at Peers when he’d come to the group late. But did that mean he knew what Peers had taken and why, or did it simply mean Peers had probably looked sketchy that particular day, his eyes bugged with guilt, face wet after the nervous sweat had been washed away?
“Well, what’s done is done.” She slapped his face again, but the man was fading. “Kamal. Kamal!”
“Great. That’s just great, Jeanine.” 
“What would you have done? Ask him to tea?” 
“I wouldn’t have tried to kill him!” 
“He’s not dead. He’s just out.” 
“Which is perfect. Because he’s sure as hell going to be a big help now.” 
“Maybe he has a key or something. If he’s Mullah, he’d have a secret key to a hidden door somewhere, right? A place where he’s stuffed Clara.” Jeanine’s face clouded in sudden concern, more practical than emotional. “Oh, wow, I hope she’s not dead.” 
“Jeanine!”
“Don’t just sit there playing nurse, Peers! Search his pockets! Search his desk!” Jeanine snapped her fingers in front of Kamal’s face, tapped his cheeks, called his name louder.
Peers scrambled along Kamal’s side as he rolled slightly on the floor, consciousness barely hanging on. Jeanine took the opposite side, moving to his other set of pockets. They searched pants, shirt, and suit jacket. But of course they found nothing. Because any keys he’d have, if the man was Mullah, would look like any other keys. Unless he had the ring key — which, come to think of it, he’d have to because there’d been a Mullah keyhole where Peers had found the sphere. The locks weren’t really locks and were simple to pick with nails or pins, but a true Mullah would still own and probably proudly wear a ring that … 
But there were no rings on Kamal’s hands. No necklace or bracelets. Nothing hard at the seams of his clothing, nothing obvious in or on his shoes. 
Peers moved to the man’s desk, glancing at the clock, seeing they’d already lost nearly five minutes. In another five or so, Jabari’s face would probably pop up on every quiet screen in the house, triggering the catastrophe that Meyer and Kindred would finish. A second scream of sorts — all that new emotion streaming across the plaza and into the Ark, distracting the thing as the speech sidetracked the people, urging the lid open as Cameron turned his key, the true clock ticking for the first time in thousands of years. 
“Keys. Notes. Anything at all,” Jeanine said, now standing above Kamal with her makeshift weapon raised. Kamal had mostly stopped bleeding below her, barely moving, his chest rising and falling in an almost empty rhythm. 
“There’s nothing.” 
“There has to be something. Look harder.” 
“There’s nothing, Jeanine!” And there wasn’t. The desk drawer was a study in minimalism. Peers saw a single pen, a pad of Post-Its, and a pair of paperclips. He yanked it out and held it up, furious, near panic, then threw it down near Jeanine’s feet. 
“You said he was Mullah.” 
“I said it made sense that he was Mullah! That’s why we were going to talk to him! That’s why I wanted to ask him questions!” 
“And he’d just admit it? Just come out and say, ‘Oh, you want to know if I’m Mullah? Why yes, sure.’” 
Peers practically growled his answer, feeling impotent. “I had a way I wanted to ask.” 
“A special way,” Jeanine mocked. 
“Yes. A special way.” 
“And in just a few minutes, you’d get the answer for us. No violence required.” 
That was the plan, yes. He’d have pushed Jeanine back and talked to Kamal in private. They each thought they knew what the other was, Peers had thought. He’d confirm it, say a few things that proved his membership. Then violence might be needed, but even then Peers doubted it. The Mullah had never responded to threats. But maybe he could trick him, suss out where the girl had gone. It was a thin chance at best, but at least it was a chance compared to whatever this had become. And given what the sphere had shown him about the last times the Ark had rendered judgment, it was a chance worth taking, no matter how thin. 
“Now we’re fucked.” His frustration broke. Peers took Kamal’s single pen from the desk and threw it hard at the polished wood surface. It bounced like a spring and rolled into a corner. “Thanks a lot. But in a way, it’s a relief. Now we don’t have to go through the effort of trying.” 
“Don’t you blame this on me!”  
“Oh, no. You’re fucking commando. I’d never blame you. It was stupid of Kamal, to run into your head-clubber like he did.” 
“You were just going to sit in your room. You think this is such a big problem, what were you going to do about it? You weren’t even ready when I came back! ‘We have to hurry,’ I said. ‘Get your shit and be quick about it.’ What did you do after I left? Lie down and rub one out to clear the dust?”
“Oh, that’s so mature. So helpful.” 
“You’re the one with the scary insights. How do you know who’s Mullah anyway, Peers? More of that luck that always goes your way, winning you the horde of Astral technology, spying on them from your suspiciously well-furnished Den, always in the right place when—”
“I took a guess. I thought he might be Mullah. But now we’ll never—”
A new voice interrupted Peers: Ravi, the kid. 
“Kamal isn’t Mullah.”
Peers turned. Jeanine turned. The kid was standing in the doorway with a pistol leveled. 
“But I am,” he said.





Chapter Forty-Eight
CAMERON CREPT CLOSER. He looked back once, saw Charlie squatting just inside the gate as if expecting something tall to come along and spot him, and decided not to look back again. Charlie’s posture was one of someone who could easily come forward but was deliberately staying back — the posture of a man who feels he could help but is glad he hasn’t been asked. The way the protected cower when the protector goes to see what went bump in the night. 
The way Charlie was squatting made Cameron feel more alone than if he had been truly here by himself. Charlie had told him what he knew, but it was Cameron who’d have to face it without so much as a hand on his shoulder. 
The courtyard was deserted. They’d watched this space through the windows during their stay in the palace; you couldn’t see the Ark from inside, but you could see the space it called home. Normally, as Ember Flats went about its civilized business, people crossed this space all day long. No particular reverence was given. It had become a mundane presence in the city: a symbol of triumph and history rather than anything that might ever be relevant again. Peers had compared the archive in the courtyard to the Sword in the Stone, but as far as Cameron had seen or heard, nobody had come to the Ark to try his or her hand. They simply walked by as if the Ark were a bus stop. 
The emptiness of this usually mundane, usually cheery space chilled Cameron to the bone. Evening was coming; light had mostly left the day, and the only sounds were coming from a few blocks away where the rest of the humans and Astrals had gathered in harmony. Everyone was invited to that party — everyone but Cameron. Even Piper, Lila, Charlie, Jeanine, and Peers, who’d spend the evening’s events behind mansion walls, were more involved in the city’s affairs. Screens would come on when Jabari took the stage; they’d watch events unfold as Meyer appeared, then Meyer, again, to follow. They’d be in wonder with the others, have their breath stolen again, feel the city’s shared shock and awe of the secret revealed. Their focus was unified — and though he had had his earlier doubts, Cameron could feel out here in the dark that Meyer was right: There was a mindshare network in this city. Epochs ago, the Astrals had arrived to find human minds joined — or at least joinable, with a bit of Astral teaching. In the days of cell networks and the Internet, the idea of a collective consciousness seemed strange — even to Cameron, who’d shared thoughts with Piper — surrogate grandfather to a Lightborn child. But he felt it now, the city’s attention on the stage, seeming to anticipate a big change coming. 
Keep moving. Clara is counting on you. 
Cameron looked down, saw his traitorous feet now frozen. He resisted the urge to look back at Charlie, knowing it’d only make him feel worse, and forced his feet to move again. To take another few steps. 
He’d wait to hear the crowd’s reaction. He even had the cell phone-like device in his pocket to help him time the opening. But the gadget was pointless. Cameron had to fight the urge to take it from his pocket, to throw it away and be free of its weight. He didn’t need to watch the broadcast to know what was happening.  
Cameron could feel it. 
The Ark was just ahead. It was lit at night, but Cameron could already see a sort of psychic glow: a light the Ark was generating rather than one shone upon it. The glow might be his imagination. But it was possible — likely, even — that it was something Cameron’s mind was seeing more than his eyes: the visible interpretation of the town’s ample attention, anticipation, foreboding. 
Would Ember Flats truly be surprised to see Meyer Dempsey? Would it truly be surprised to see the same man a second time? Or had the group mind already figured all of this out, and it was only human obstinance barring obvious knowledge from the top level of their minds? 
Cameron squinted at the golden box. The glow seemed to stretch out and climb out of the courtyard to arch above the surrounding government buildings, rising and falling toward the gathering like a monochrome rainbow.
Was it feeding something to the people or siphoning it from them? To the right viewer — one bonded with the key, if he believed Charlie — was this what it had looked like during Heaven’s Veil’s destruction? When the psychic echo of all its burning citizens had streamed back to the archive at Sinai, giving the Astrals a signal to home in on? 
Or had it been a thousand times brighter? A thousand times worse?
There seemed to be a swirling of smoke from Cameron’s right, and suddenly his father was standing in the shadows. 
“Not real,” Cameron muttered, forcing himself to keep walking. “It’s only an echo.” 
But Benjamin Bannister came closer. Into the light.
“I’m proud of you, kiddo.” 
“You’re not my father.” 
“That’s right. I’m not. But I’m not what you think I am, either.” 
“You’re from the Ark.” 
“I’ve been with you all along.” 
Cameron watched the specter — it wasn’t a phantasm leaked from the Ark. This was the Pall. It didn’t speak, and yet somehow, now it could. 
“You’re still not my father.” 
The Benjamin thing gave a little half shrug accompanied by a smile. Behind him, across town, Cameron heard a low voice that, at its source, he knew would be loud. It was Jabari, starting her address. Time was short — and if this were the Pall, its strength seemed to promise the same. It was somehow connected to the Ark, rising with its power. More intelligible as the Ark’s time to articulate grew near. It was of the Ark but not the Ark itself. A third thing, somewhere between the privacy of Cameron’s authentic mind and the shared mind he could feel the archive, even now, trying to touch. 
“I think you’re splitting hairs,” Benjamin said.
“You’re the Pall.” 
A tick-like nod. “I am.” 
“But what are you really?” 
He looked to the Ark. “I’m that.” Then he looked at Cameron, at his heart. “And I’m that, too.” 
“You abandoned us. You’ve tricked us. You made Christopher—”
“I made a suggestion. Christopher did what was required to get us all where we needed to be.” 
“You want me to open it.” 
Benjamin nodded. “But only if you choose to.” 
“I don’t have a choice. The Mullah—”
“There’s always a choice, Cam.”
“I can’t just let them keep her.” 
“Mmm. So your hand has been forced. There is only one option.” 
“Of course.”
“And it’s not right that Clara go to the Mullah. You have to get her back.” 
“Of course!”
“You’re saying there’s no benefit of her being with them. Things aren’t as they should be, so now you need … to fix it.”
Cameron took another few steps. The Pall paced him until he had to stop again, feeling the Ark’s power like an electrical field. Had it been like this before, the two times he’d been close? Cameron didn’t think so. The air was different. Something had changed. 
“Cam. Do you remember that day, in Giza? The first time we ran into the Mullah, when you read the map wrong?” 
“You’re trying to trick me. You’re not my father. My father is dead.” 
“In a sense. But isn’t he still alive in you? In your own box” — Benjamin nodded toward the Ark — “that your thoughts and emotions still hold open?” 
“Meaningless,” Cameron muttered. But it wasn’t. He could feel the difference. 
“Well,” Benjamin said, shifting his feet companionably as if this were an everyday bull session, “I remember that day. I gave you a reminder. Do you remember what it was a reminder of, Cam?” 
“How do you know all of this?” 
“I told you it was a souvenir of your stubbornness. Of the way you always insist you know everything, even when you’re only guessing.” 
“I’m not guessing about this. It’s the only way to help Clara.” 
“I see. Because Clara needs help.” 
“Of course she needs help!” 
“And you’re sure of that?” Benjamin put a thoughtful finger to his chin. “But of course you are. You’re Cameron Bannister.” 
Cameron took another step. Then another. He could feel the archive filling him up, surrounding him with raw, terrifying power. His hair wanted to stand on end; he felt as if his blood were imbued with a static charge. The courtyard felt electric. One spark could catch and blow it all to dust. 
“I said I was proud of you, and I meant it,” the Pall/Benjamin thing said in a lower, more earnest voice. “But it’s not because you’re doing what you feel must be done. It’s because you don’t have a clue. You might even think this is wrong. But still you’re surrendering, just a little. Having some trust. Willing to put the key in the slot and turn it even though you’re terrified it’s the wrong call and that extermination will follow.”
Cameron took his first step toward the Ark. Then a second. Three wide steps left. He’d never been this close. It was radiating something like heat, or wind, but actually neither. There was light in the air even though it was mostly dark. A thousand thoughts raced through his mind, all confusing. 
Countless souls seemed to scream. 
He looked over at his false father. And, feeling the words but unable to stop them, he asked, “Will extermination follow?” 
“I’m proud of you, Cameron, because you don’t know and are admitting your ignorance. Yet still, you’re doing it anyway.” 
The air changed. Cameron somehow knew that Meyer and Kindred were taking the stage. 
A flat compartment opened on the Ark’s top: a keyhole awaiting its key. 
The Pall was gone. Cameron was alone. 
This was the right choice, and he was about to do what had to be done.
This was the wrong choice, and he was seconds from killing a planet. 
The time was seconds away. 
Cameron opened his satchel. He removed the key, and though it may only have been his imagination, the cold ceramic seemed to mold itself to his fingers and give his hand a welcoming hug.
It’s the right choice. 
It’s the wrong choice. 
He held the key above the horizontal keyhole and waited for a sign.





Chapter Forty-Nine
MEYER ASSUMED that the monthly Ember Flats State of the City address was typically filled with platitudes and politics as usual: good-feeling but maybe not entirely accurate updates on the most important city issues, overly optimistic forecasts (“eliminating the cannibals outside our walls within six months!”), and vague positive statements that meant nothing. 
Meyer assumed that’s the way the address would normally unfold, but he wouldn’t ever know because Jabari didn’t waste time, or mince words. There was no business-as-usual run-up; there were no platitudes; there was no discussion of essential city issues. 
Jabari took the stage. She told them about how Ember Flats had thrived under its spirit of cooperation and how it had — for years now — served as a shining example not just for the other seven remaining capitals but for the entire planet. The world had changed when the ships had arrived, and there’d been a lot of panic, fighting, overthrow, rebellion and mayhem. But Ember Flats alone showed Earth how the two species could work together, as things were meant to be. The time of turmoil was over. Now came the time of rebuilding.
Or at least, that’s how things had been going until now. 
Meyer watched from backstage as Jabari’s tone changed. What she’d said until now was rhetoric. If Ember Flats had a department of commerce brochure, the viceroy just told the city something straight from its pages. 
Settle down in Ember Flats. Raise your children here. We promise, no aliens will eat them when they go out to play.
The shift in her body language was subtle, but Meyer — together with Kindred — could also feel its echoes in her mind. And what’s more, the people could feel it, too. There were monolith repeaters around Ember Flats, meant to capture and broadcast what was happening. Kindred said the system meant that humans weren’t quite as divorced from the group-mind communication common to our ancestors as we believed, but Meyer had his doubts. Now he could sense the shift in the crowd’s mind, knowing they could taste what was coming. 
Not something sunny. 
Not something bland. 
Something terribly, horribly dark. 
“Will they cut it off?” Meyer asked Kindred. “Will they stop the broadcast?” 
“I assume so. But not yet. And she only needs a few more sentences before even cutting her off will cause unrest, because of what that might mean.” 
The two men were side by side, Kindred now close enough to smell. They’d each chosen their own aftershave from the mansion’s surprisingly complete collection, and of course they’d chosen the same one. Meyer’s eyes were on Jabari, but seeing Kindred in the corner of his eye made him feel like he was sidelong to a mirror. 
“Ember Flats, ever since the arrival of our most precious artifact, has always stood as an example of what the new world is supposed to be,” Jabari said, as the crowd watched her with eager eyes. “The Ark meant different things to each of us in the past. There were many beliefs, many myths. But today it’s concrete; it’s real; it’s a true thing that you can walk up to and touch. Now it’s our symbol of unity. Now we know what it’s always been, through all the myths. What it represents. And what it represents, for us, is a promise from the past. The Astrals were here before. They left it behind. They’ve been watching us. It means we were never alone. All those years, we weren’t wandering children lost in the universe after all. We had mothers and fathers. And so we brought the Ark here to remember one thing: that they didn’t forget about us, and that our mothers and fathers would always return.”
Meyer hadn’t heard this particular bit of propaganda. He looked at Kindred but didn’t need to speak his question.
Do they really believe this? Even after all the destruction and fighting and wars?
They believe it because they need to.
“Ember Flats is the world’s shining example of what’s possible,” Jabari went on, solid enough, though even across the distance Meyer could feel nerves coming off her like heat. “We’ve shown the world how we can all move on together once we get past the walls of prejudice we’ve built in our arrogance. But demolishing those walls is not always easy. We’re stubborn and feel we know best. And that — as you all know, as you’ve duly been told — is why we’ve needed negative examples as well.” 
The crowd murmured. Inside his mind, a smooth continuity began to fragment. It felt like a domed ceiling flaking, threatening to crack, surrendering to pressure from above.
“When Heaven’s Veil fell, I took to this stage and told you why. You all know why.” 
No one spoke, but Meyer half expected shouted responses like the riling of a medieval mob. Inside, he felt the sense of continuity fragment further. He hadn’t heard any of this, either. He had no idea what Ember Flats or the rest of the world believed about Heaven’s Veil. He’d been too busy running for his life to know.
“Heaven’s Veil crumbled from the inside. It was rotten at its core. There was poisonous dissent. There was corruption. There was murder. The viceroy was crooked. Dempsey was only human, but in the worst possible way. Most of us, even if you’re originally from Giza, knew Meyer Dempsey. We knew how he was, how he did things his own way and damn what anyone else wanted. He was ruthless and ruled Heaven’s Veil the same way he ruled his businesses. He ignored and defied Astral leadership. He turned his nose at Astral help when things began falling apart. There was an insurrection. Rebels detonated a bomb, destroying their Apex.” She gestured to the left, toward Ember Flats’s own blue pyramid. “And that’s when Dempsey turned on the city. He commanded his people in, and they met with the peacemakers. You all know what happened next.” 
Meyer felt Kindred flinch inside his mind before he moved in the flesh. Meyer shot his hand out and grabbed Kindred’s arm. Still he tensed; still he tried Meyer’s grip: to break free, to take the stage, and do to Jabari what Peers had always wanted to do. 
It’s a double-cross! Kindred’s thought-shout screamed into Meyer’s consciousness. She brought us here as sacrifices!
And Meyer thought back: Wait. 
Jabari’s eyes found Meyer’s and Kindred’s, then she resumed speaking to the crowd. 
“For five years, we’ve lived in peace under the spotlight of those twin influences. On one side, we have the Ark: symbol of harmony, reassurance that the Astrals were here for us before and have now returned. And on the other, we have our memory of the failed experiment that was Heaven’s Veil: a reminder of the importance of trust and order. A reminder of humanity’s most base nature, and what happens when humans are given too much power — and hence why any arrangement like ours in Ember Flats, ruled in cooperation between my human government and Divinity in the mothership — deserves your absolute faith and obedience.”
Kindred had stopped struggling. Meyer met his eyes and slowly nodded, their shared mind collecting the undertones.
“For five years, we’ve lived in peace. And for five years, we’ve believed a lie.” 
Jabari raised her hand, beckoning at Meyer. Feeling the uncertainty and latent, assumed hostility in the crowd, he came. The crowd must have recognized him before he spoke because murmurs multiplied, a slow gasp permeating the group. 
“I’d like to introduce you all to Meyer Dempsey,” she said.
Noise increased. Heads turned, fear percolating to join the uncertainty, freshly stirred hatred for the past. 
Jabari raised her hand, now summoning Kindred. 
“And to the viceroy of Heaven’s Veil,” she said. 
The people looked from one man to the other as they approached the stage’s front edge. Images from close up were rebroadcast on screens around the square, same as to the other capitals — still with communications curiously uncut. 
One supposedly dead and deposed Meyer Dempsey.
And another supposedly dead and deposed Meyer Dempsey, standing right beside him.
Composure broke. The babble of a thousand simultaneous conversations was almost deafening, but it quieted in seconds as Meyer raised a hand and delivered the two sentences they’d rehearsed, exactly as written. 
“All you’ve been told about the capital governments and your Ark is a lie. The truth is much simpler.” Meyer held his eyes to the crowd, waiting for curiosity to force their quiet. Then he said, “The Astrals destroyed Heaven’s Veil just to hear you scream.”





Chapter Fifty
THE SCREEN MOUNTED to Kamal’s office wall came on, showing a blue background and a seal that Peers hadn’t seen around but that obviously represented Ember Flats. One eye ticked to the kid, Ravi, but he hadn’t flinched. If there was hesitation, Peers had already decided he’d try for the gun. 
“Sit,” Ravi said. “In those chairs there.” 
Peers looked down, decided that righting the spilled chairs before attempting to sit would be allowed, and did so. Jeanine sat first, but she was watching Ravi same as Peers, waiting for her moment. But Ravi would offer none. 
The kid came the rest of the way into the office, peeked out into the hallway, then closed the door. He watched the screen, gun still rock-steady leveled at his two prisoners. The room was plenty large enough for him to control them without restraints; if either came at him or threw something, he’d have more than enough time, from where he was standing, to pull the trigger. And if the boy was who he said, there would be no hesitation. The Mullah were usually peaceful, but when important matters were at stake, there was no latitude. And this little incident concerned the most important matter of all. 
Ravi watched the screen. Jabari approached a lectern and spoke. The volume was low, barely high enough to hear. Ravi didn’t turn it up. Instead, he looked past Jeanine to the window. But Kamal’s office faced the wrong way; he’d need to be in another room to see the Ark, and what Cameron would do when Meyer’s and Kindred’s faces took Jabari’s place. 
“Is she alive?”
Peers turned his head and saw a challenging stare on Jeanine Coffey’s smooth features. 
“The Lightborn?” Ravi asked, barely taking his eyes from the screen. 
“Her name is Clara.”
Now Ravi turned. He couldn’t be much older than Peers just after his exile, and possibly younger. 
“I imagine she’s fine.” 
“Just tell us,” Peers said. 
Ravi fixed his gaze on Peers, more curious than acrimonious. Perhaps he’d taken Peers for a potted plant, and was shocked he’d spoken. 
“Why would they hurt her? Like I said, I’m sure she’s fine.”
“Why?” Jeanine said. “You took her as ransom!” 
“I didn’t take her at all,” Ravi replied, speaking as precisely as an Oxford grad; the Mullah prided themselves on infiltration, and infiltration required education. “Maybe you should check your assumptions before casting accusations like dice.” 
“You — !” Jeanine began, but Ravi cut her off. 
“I,” he said, emphasizing the word by putting his free hand on his chest, “am merely keeping you here until this is over.” 
Peers looked at the screen then back at Ravi. 
“Then what?” 
“Then it will no longer matter what I do with you.”
“But Clara …” 
Ravi shifted, turning his affable (if gun-toting) manner on Jeanine. “The Mullah are very interested in the Lightborn. But there are none among us. All came from the sites of first encounters, though they’ve wandered since. Some among us say they are a kind of X factor: those who were affected from youth, with a new kind of mind. Past epochs created messiahs and seers, but this is different. With your girl in the house, wandering right into their midst, practically offering herself to the group without the need to so much as show our hand, it was too great an opportunity to deny. Believe me, harming her is the last thing they’d do.”
“But the note …” 
“I left the note.”
“Why?”
“As I said, it’s too great an opportunity to pass up.”
“You … you defied the others,” Peers said.
“‘Defied’ is so uncouth a word. I was decisive.” His big eyebrows rose then fell. He smiled like someone with a secret. “Come now, Peers. You of all people understand the impetuosness and arrogance of youth.” 
Jeanine looked between the two. “What’s he talking about?” 
Peers shook his head, brushing it away.
“It’s interesting,” Ravi said, watching Jabari speak to the crowd on the office screen. “We infiltrated Ember Flats to have our hands inside the human government. We took great pains. I was only ten when I came here with my father, and I remember the sense of it all: ‘We will hide in their underbelly. We will make them itch with things that need scratching.’ I’ve always considered the viceroy my enemy, or at least one to watch. But look at this.” He pointed at the screen. “Now her plan for subversion has meshed with ours. Sharing a side, in the end.” 
“You want the Ark opened.” 
“This epoch has run its course. It is time to rip off the bandage so we can try again from a new beginning. There are many among us who believe the Horsemen were called early. They say humanity might have had a chance if protocol had been observed, but it was not. Another hundred years, maybe three, perhaps a millennium … the species might have been worth saving then. But even among those who believe we might have been judged worthy if given more time, all agree that we are not worthy yet — and will be judged as such. For seven years we’ve been in limbo because those who can end it refuse to act. Half my life spent in waiting.” He shook his head, biting his cheek, watching the screen. “I’m tired of waiting. If my eternal reward is coming, I am prepared to meet it now.” 
“And the rest of the Mullah?” 
“You know how they are, Peers Basara,” Ravi said, his statement raising Jeanine’s eyebrows. “They’re like monks. They will fight terribly for what they feel is right or predestined, but it takes so long to decide on what those things are. They’d have taken the key from you, had you given them a chance, had the key not seemed so stubbornly determined to stay by Bannister’s side. But if they’d taken it, they’d have placed it on an altar. It’s all patience with them — seeing what will happen, and only forcing things so far. Eventually they decided to stop chasing you, to let Cameron decide for himself what to do with the key. That’s when I started to think I’d have to wait forever and that my own action might be required. Because without a nudge, he’d never have chosen to open the Ark and trigger the process of judgment.”
“Cameron kept his end of the deal,” Peers said. “Now take us to Clara.” 
“He hasn’t done it yet,” Ravi shook his head, his eyes on the subtle unease crossing the faces on-screen. 
“Please,” Jeanine said, and Peers realized he may never have heard the word on the woman’s lips. “If we get her now, maybe we can protect her.” 
“Nothing can protect her. Nothing can protect any of us.”
“You have to let us try.”
“You aren’t listening,” Ravi said, his tone suddenly sharp. “We’re on the eve of the apocalypse. On the eve of extermination. You cannot simply run. They will not follow us one by one, pointing guns as I’m doing now. The Horsemen have done this many times before, and they know how to do it well. When judgment is over, only a handful will remain. Our history will be eradicated. After a few generations, the marvels of these times will be lost to history and remain only as legends. Like the mythical flying machines from the ancient past, so they will talk of our airplanes. Like the lost desert cities, so will they speak of our New York, Beijing, and Berlin.” 
“We could be part of that handful!” Peers blurted. “Jesus, we were just trying to save a girl who’s been taken!”  
“You know the legends, Mr. Basara,” Ravi said, again drawing a confused look from Jeanine. “You know how it always unfolds. The end days come. The Seven reveal themselves: The Warrior. The King. The Fool. The Innocent. The Villain. The Magician. And the Sage. The followers are chosen at random, as if by lottery. You will not increase your odds of survival by taking her to flee now. If Clara has any chance, it’s here with the Mullah, who at least have reason to understand her. And maybe her kind is an X factor; it is for the elders and not one like me or you to know. So tell me: How does handing her off to you assist anything? How could you possibly escape the city, surrounded as it is by tribes?”
Peers looked up, a thought dawning. “The tunnels. There used to be tunnels all over, deep down. Far under the sand, restored by the Mullah.” 
“How do you know that?” Jeanine asked. 
Peers rushed on, ignoring her.
“I know, Ravi. The Mullah say they must be here when judgment comes, when the Ark is opened. But I can take her away. I of all people. I can take them all away, any who remain in the house. Even Dempsey if he returns. Especially Dempsey! You must see the signs; you know at least part of this has to be true. The King, Ravi! ‘Out of two, one.’ Meyer Dempsey and his clone, together, must be the King the scrolls speak of! The Mullah won’t show him the old tunnels, but they’re the only way out. He must escape. You know it! So how, if not with my help?” 
“What the fuck are you talking about, Peers?” Jeanine said.
Peers was shaking his head, walking forward, all the old Mullah legends coming back like he’d read them yesterday.
“Let me take them, Ravi. You’re serving destiny by forcing the Ark to open. So let me serve it next. Meyer and Kindred did all of this for Clara; they won’t leave without the girl, so we need to find her before he returns. The scrolls say the King survives! Put the puzzle together, will you?” 
Ravi looked uncertain. The gun lowered a little but not nearly far enough to leap for and grab. Jeanine was still staring as Peers let his Mullah all hang out. Still he pressed on, imploring the kid with hard eyes. 
On the screen, Jabari stepped down. Meyer, with his blue tie, appeared in her place, and in Peers’s higher mind, the entire human race seemed to sigh. 
“You can’t know he’ll be chosen as the King,” Ravi said. 
But Peers knew he had him; the kid was on the ropes. 
“I was young and stupid once. I did something nearly as dumb as you’re doing right now. It lost me my family and friends, all of whom turned away and cast me out. I know you think you’re doing what’s right, and that nobody else will do it if you don’t step in. What’s done is done, for better or worse. But don’t make it worse. Tell me where to find Clara. Tell me where the other Mullah have her.” 
“You …” Ravi stuttered. “The tunnels out of the city. You won’t be able to open them without an elder ring.”
“I’ve opened those locks before. You just need three points of conductive metal and …” 
“What locks? When? Where?” Now Ravi was unraveling. He was only a teenager, and now, as Peers kicked the bedrock out from under him, his panicked youth was showing. 
“Here! In the palace!” 
“The tunnel locks are ancient.” 
“And years ago! Twenty years ago, on the most ancient locks of all, in the temple!” 
Ravi’s frenzied expression gave way to one of study, of uncertainty. 
“You opened a lock in the temple? Beyond the elders?” 
“Yes! And I can get them through the tunnels if you’ll just make up your goddamned mind to—”
Ravi was shaking his head slowly, in disbelief. “No.” 
“Don’t be an idiot! Let us go, Ravi! It’s done!” He jabbed a finger at the screen, where one Meyer Dempsey had joined another. The feeling of anticipation and warning in the air was like static, raising the hair on his arms. “You feel it, don’t you? Cameron will put the key in the Ark any second. You won, okay? You got what you wanted. None of this matters anymore. Now let us go!” Peers nudged Kamal with his foot. With any luck, the man would die before he awoke, the lucky bastard.  
But Ravi was just repeating that one word, his eyes wide. He wasn’t denying Peers’s request. He was simply refusing to believe the dawning realization. 
“No. No.” 
“Ravi! Think!” 
He went to the door. He opened it. 
“The Fool,” he hissed. 
Then he ran, leaving Peers and Jeanine alone with a snoring Kamal.





Chapter Fifty-One
IT BEGAN AS A WHISPER. Then it came at him like a wave.
Cameron held the key above the round indentation, recalling his grandfather’s ancient record player. Time to drop a platter, put the needle in the groove — then dance until the world ended. 
But then he heard someone in the corner of his mind. It seemed to echo, doubled on itself as if shouted into a cavernous space, the reverberated shout then dialed down to barely audible. He remembered the monolith repeaters, remembered the way walking between lines of similar stones seven years ago had first connected Piper’s mind to his. 
It was the broadcast. Meyer and Kindred had told the city about Heaven’s Veil, and the Astrals hadn’t cut it off. They’d let it go out. 
It meant that the twin Dempseys hadn’t just told Ember Flats about the alien treachery, about the way viceroys had been replaced, about annihilating an entire capital to generate an emotional outcry that would let them triangulate on the Ark’s hidden location. 
It meant they’d told every capital all of those things.
The whispered shout doubled in Cameron’s mind. It tripled. It felt suddenly like his hair was being lifted by a gentle breeze, though no wind was stirring. And still he looked toward the square with the key still mostly steady and held high, squinting into that invisible wind. It wasn’t just a breeze. It was the sigh preceding a storm: a forecast of something much stronger on the way. 
Then it hit him: all the fear. All the anger. All the betrayal and grief and anguish. All the dredged-up memories. The breaking of trust, shattered like china on the floor. A million voices spoke at once, all in reaction, trying to make sense of something insensible, lost and floating, no longer able to find the ground below them. 
But the thoughts and whispers weren’t for Cameron. They were for the Ark. 
He could almost see it streaking past him now: faint veins of light soaring through the air — many in a gentle arc from the square; some from the sky itself, from half a planet away. They stirred Cameron’s hair in their passage and dove into the chest, building its energy. Building its indignation and fright and anger. 
Still the key hovered, held above the keyhole by Cameron’s hands. He’d begun to shake, but he didn’t pull the key away. Some deep part of himself held his limbs in place like an iron fist. He’d been here before; he’d run once, when things had gone bad, and yet here he was again. If he ran this time, a small part of him felt sure he’d spend more years wandering, chased and fleeing, only to end up in the same place a decade older, no more sure than he was now. 
Take a leap of faith. 
But it wasn’t really Cameron’s voice. It was his father’s. And not the voice of the Pall in masquerade but of Benjamin Bannister himself. 
It’s the wrong choice, Cameron thought, the key still unmoving, six inches from the platter-like keyhole. 
Maybe it’s neither right nor wrong. Maybe it is what it is. 
It’s the wrong choice!
A wave of incoming emotion jolted him. He almost dropped the key then nearly wished he had. But did it matter? If this was destiny, the key could never break. It’d grip his hands, holding on until the deed was done. 
The jolt rattled Cameron’s brain in his skull. Something clattered at his neck, and then there was a loose thing dangling just below his vision, tugging minutely at him. 
Cameron looked down. It was the coin on the lanyard his father had given him: the thing Mara Jabari had called a mau. 
And Benjamin’s voice inside his head — a voice from something above, something Cameron might have thought came from the realm of souls if he’d believed — said, Are you absolutely sure it’s the wrong choice?
He waited for something to happen as the world screamed around him. As the indignation and torment from the capital buzzed by, making the Ark glow and shake as if in fury. He waited for an unseen hand to grip the key, tug it into its slot, and force the unlocking. He waited for a blast of air to unseat him again, tossing the key away to shatter. But nothing happened. Cameron’s arms were sure as they held the thing, neither urging him to mate key and hole nor pressing him away. 
It was his decision alone. 
The Ark was practically vibrating, reminding Cameron of furious hornets. 
But he didn’t quite want to run. He didn’t want to leave. He was terrified out of his mind yet frozen in place, in the no man’s land between this and that.
“Tell me what to do,” he whispered. 
Nobody answered. 
Nothing answered.
He watched the keyhole. A circle with ridges at the edges to match the key. Turning it in Heaven’s Veil, Cameron often thought, had killed Heather. She’d sent him out, making his distraction. Then she’d stayed behind to die. Because of him. 
This time, turning the key might kill nearly all of humanity.  
And yet he couldn’t go. The stone’s faintly glowing circle shone up at his face, illuminating it, captivating him.
In his mind — this time as a memory — Cameron heard Benjamin’s voice. It had been the Pall speaking and yet somehow his father, too. 
I’m proud of you, kiddo. 
Cameron pressed the key into the keyhole.
A skim of metal slid from somewhere and covered it, locking his decision into place. 
The very walls of the buildings around the courtyard seemed to shriek as the world cried out, as the ground shook, as the air filled with an ominous hum. Cameron felt a new mind join the others, sifting data, weighing with a grudge, dealing through humanity’s past with gritted teeth and absolute fury in its every mental movement. 
He turned to run, but his hands seemed fixed to the Ark’s top corners. Nothing seemed to be holding them, except that he couldn’t pull them away. The glowing surface under his fingers felt like it was changing, molding itself to his touch in the same way the key had always felt so comfortable in his hands. His eyes saw no difference, but the feeling was that of new hands reaching out, intertwining its fingers with his own, holding tight.
It was the wrong choice, Cameron thought.
He could already feel the archive’s fury beginning to boil. He felt himself bleed into the Astral mind as the Ark held him, making him complicit, making him part of this. As his mind reached out, he realized something wasn’t right. The archive wasn’t supposed to have any anger. It wasn’t supposed to be Morgan Matthews; it wasn’t supposed to present in prejudgment at all. But it couldn’t help itself, not now, not as the thoughts of the people across Ember Flats streamed into the thing he and the archive had conjoined to become. Inside his mind he watched oil mix with water, acid with base, fire with ice, matter with antimatter. The brew’s percolations reached a fever pitch as Divinity seemed to watch it all from above, from over Cameron’s shoulder.
The Ark was a wild animal stalked by a predator, terrified of the dark. A startled rattlesnake, coiled to strike. A roused mother, protecting its young. Its entire lid had slid into its sides, leaving the top open and churning, swirling down into an unfathomable void of human experience. To Cameron it looked like a brewing storm. Like death on her way. 
Now run, the Pall seemed to whisper in Cameron’s ear, though he saw it nowhere. The voice was somehow inside the Ark now, from its guts. From the primal infection that human emotion had wrought on what was supposed to be a simple, objective process. Run back to Piper. 
But as Cameron held the Ark, snippets of truth kept flitting through his mind. 
The Astrals knew about Jabari’s exodus plan. They’d accounted for it. The Astrals knew whom they planned to spare and who would perish. There was no true future. There was only inevitability in Divinity’s mind. The balance of justice was weighted, and judgment — for most, at least — had been rendered while the archive’s guts choked on human poison, well before the top had been opened.
Guilty. 
Cameron would run to Piper and Lila. 
The Dark Rider, as the Astral mind knew the Mullah called it, would come.
Then they all would die.
There was no need for deliberation. No need for the jury to leave the room to deliberate. The equation was already solved. The way was already decided, already blocked. The Astrals knew about the Messiah. They knew about the Cradle. And three little people who’d already served their purpose meant nothing.
The Ark let Cameron go, the connection suddenly broken. He was just a man again, standing beside an ornate box with the world shrieking around him.
Run, Cameron!
But instead of running, Cameron put his hands back on the Ark. He looked into its hurricane of a soul.
The Astrals had all they needed. Every bit of evidence was in place, judgment rendered in advance. The Ark had been making its case for thousands of years, and by now it knew all it needed to know. 
Cameron looked down. The verdict couldn’t be argued. 
But all new evidence muddied waters and raised reasonable doubts.
Benjamin Bannister was standing beside him again. 
“Cameron,” he said. “Are you sure about this?” 
This time, for once, he truly was.





Chapter Fifty-Two
PIPER WAS REACHING for the doorknob, feeling a change in the air and watching light spill from around the corner of the otherwise dim courtyard, when her hand suddenly leaped to her chest. It happened involuntarily as if she’d been shot. 
Lila, behind her, worn beyond her breaking point, yelped when she saw Piper startle. 
“What? What is it?” She sounded panicked, almost out of her mind. Ever since the occupation, they’d all had a touch of extrasensory perception, and ever since the address had lit the screens, the psychic warble just under the world’s surface had set Piper’s heart to pounding. Unknown tension had ramped up on an exponential curve, each minute feeling twice as tense as the previous one. Now it felt like the room was packed with people, each holding a pistol with a hair trigger, cocked, aimed, eager to fire. Each step Piper took felt like it was on land mines. The very air around them felt like glass with jagged edges. 
Piper wanted to answer but couldn’t. She’d felt a low throb of fear for the past few minutes and recognized it as Cameron’s. Their bond had been mostly quiet, but in times of trouble she always seemed to feel him. And then there was this place. Maybe it was the monolith stones still around the Capital of Capitals that had made her so empathic lately, or perhaps the sheer harmonic convergence of all those hypersensitive citizens. Charlie had told her how the broadcasts worked: not over the air but through thought. Apparently modern humanity wasn’t as inept as they’d seemed, now able to do the tricks the Mayans, Ancient Egyptians, and countless other ancient societies had been able to do with their collective minds. 
But the thrum of Cameron’s fear had been growing increasingly intense, clearly more in her heart than in Lila’s — or Charlie’s, or Jeanine’s, or Peers’s, wherever they’d gone off to. His fear had joined hers, twisting around it like a terrified braid. The combination made Piper feel heavy as if her limbs didn’t want to work. She wanted to curl into a ball and wait for it to pass, like an animal in a hole. 
But now Cameron was gone. Just like that. She’d felt a sense of falling, and of having done something important. But he was gone, just the same. 
“Piper!” The word was drawn out, whiny, threadbare. Despite the pain, Piper felt her heart go out to Lila. Things were so much worse for her. Clara was gone, and they could only go on faith that what the note-leaver would hold up his or her end of the bargain. Piper knew Cameron had opened the Ark; she’d felt the air thicken before he’d vanished with that final noble thought. But she could already feel the world unraveling. Would the Mullah truly keep their word? Or really, by the note’s wording, had they even made a promise? They hadn’t really, and Lila knew it. 
She turned to Lila. 
“What is it?” Lila asked. “You looked like …”
“It’s Cameron.” 
“What about Cameron?” 
“He’s gone.” 
“Gone where?” 
But she wouldn’t say it. Couldn’t say it. Piper couldn’t let herself acknowledge that he was dead. Not yet. Not until this was over, until the minutes of horror were behind them.
“Do you feel the change?” Piper said, looking up as if the answer were above. 
Someone ran by outside the door. The footfalls were rushed, each striking the floor like a hammer. Some else ran after the first, a woman, shouting. Lila startled at the sounds like a bird, but Piper was still trying to feel the ephemeral thing she could almost sense. Relief among the doom. 
“Where do we go to get her, Piper? Where do we go to find Clara?” 
“I don’t know. But I think we will.” 
Something seemed to detonate outside. A human sound — one large thing colliding with another. Through the window, Piper could see shifting light. Her mind showed her villagers running hither and yon with pitchforks and torches, metaphorical images of disintegrating chaos. There was still something streaming from the Ark’s direction, but Piper didn’t need to look out to see it. She could feel the stream pulse and hitch, choking, changing, adjusting its previously inevitable path. It was all happening in the pit of her chest, where Cameron fell through an endless void, his whisper not entirely quiet, his will a tangible thing. 
“Come on,” Piper said, obeying a heavy itch inside. There was suddenly no question about what they needed to do.
“Come on where?” 
“We have to find your fathers.” 
“But they’re still at the—”
“They’ll be back in minutes,” Piper said. “With Jabari. And Jabari has a way out. She has a plan. And …” But she cut herself off. Because that wasn’t all of it; the Astrals knew about that particular escape plan; they’d already cut it off. The knowledge came from outside Piper but not from Jabari or the Astrals or anyone else. It had come from Cameron. 
But there was a way now. All over again, there was a way. Maybe not the same escape. Maybe not escape at all. But one way or another, she felt a dominant, pressing certainty that all of a sudden there was a way out that hadn’t existed before.  
A thought flashed through her mind in a half second: Charlie in the hallway behind her, yammering on about angry juries, distracted judges who made mistakes. 
And in one gestalt leap, she understood.
Charlie. 
Cameron. 
Jabari, Meyer, and Kindred. 
There was a way. 
“Take my hand,” Piper said, holding one toward Lila, the other reaching for the knob. “And don’t let go.”





Chapter Fifty-Three
JEANINE CHASED Peers through the hallways, frustrated by her inability to catch him or even narrow the distance. Reaction to Ravi’s flight had taken her a good ten seconds. She’d stood frozen, listening to Kamal’s snoring, unsure which damned end was up and which was down. By the time she’d taken off after Peers, he’d had a big head start, and adrenaline-fueled legs to match. 
“Peers!” 
She caught a glimpse of his limbs at the end of one hallway as she entered it from the opposite end. She turned on her afterburners, tightly cut the corner, and saw more of the running man before he vanished the next time. 
She had no idea what was happening. They’d gone to Kamal’s office to beat a Mullah confession out of him, been cornered by the real Mullah, and then Jeanine had lost the thread. By the end, Peers and the kid had been trading unintelligible sentences like baseball cards. Ravi seemed to know something about Peers, and Peers seemed to know a hell of a lot about the Mullah. But why had he run, and why was Peers chasing him? Didn’t the kid have a gun? Shouldn’t they be counting their blessings? They weren’t going to find Clara. Given all the noise that had erupted outside (not to mention the thickening of air, which felt too much like Sinai for comfort), this had to be the end. Meyer and Kindred had delivered their dual-Dempsey fuck-you to the world, Cameron had probably opened the Ark, and now shit was going down hard. It had been a while since the civilized parts of what remained of the world had seen anything worthy of true panic, but Jeanine remembered how the dread and terror spread on Astral Day and the week before.
She hoped Jabari wanted panic and widespread disorder in Ember Flats because the bitch was about to get exactly that. 
“Peers! Get back here, you asshole!” 
Peers was still hauling ass. Back toward the big room with the purple fireplace. But when they entered the big room, Ravi was nowhere in sight. Either he’d put a lot more distance between himself and Peers than was between Peers and herself, or the kid had vanished. And still Peers was hauling hard as if he could see his mark just ahead. 
“Where did he go?” she shouted. 
Peers ticked a chair with one of his legs, staggered as it dropped to the floor, and almost fell. Jeanine hurdled it five seconds later, now within yards of her quarry. But she still couldn’t see Ravi ahead. How was Peers hoping to catch someone he couldn’t see? And if he had seen him, Jeanine couldn’t be sure where. They were in the middle of the large room, its entrances and exits like a rotunda. Peers was only halfway across. He could be headed for any of three exits on the opposite side.
“If you’d just fucking tell me which one he went into—” She heaved, her breath beginning to fail her. “I could cut him off!” 
No response. No turned head. Peers barreled forward as if the Devil were on his heels. 
“Peers!”
Nothing.
“PEERS!” 
When he didn’t acknowledge her again, Jeanine went for broke. She leaped and missed Peers’s foot by inches. Then he was regaining his lead while she scrambled to right herself. On the way to standing, she caught a panorama of the city through the big room’s semicircle of windows. Mostly she saw palace grounds, but beyond the gates Jeanine could see low, dark, stalking shapes that could only be Reptars. Lots of Reptars. She saw wavering orange light, probably from fire. With her heartbeat pounding, it was hard to hear the world beyond the glass, but Jeanine was sure — even if it was inside her mind — she could hear screaming. 
Jeanine was up, off again, fighting the acid burn in her legs, feeling a perhaps-unreasonable need to catch Peers. Did it matter? He wasn’t going to catch Ravi, and without the kid, they’d never find Clara. Maybe the best course of action was to see what weapons she could find, hole up, and do what she’d done best since the world ended. How secure could the guns be, really? They’d taken them from her, but she hadn’t been thoroughly searched. Not enough to find the tiny grenade she’d faithfully strapped back between her boobs. They’d probably found her original when they’d taken her clothes, but the other had been between the seams of her pack, right where she’d left it. 
She startled. Jerked her head to the right, suddenly certain she’d see something. And she was right; a spherical Astral Shuttle was moving along outside the black iron fence, discharging its weapon at something she couldn’t see. There were already more fires. More Reptars. The world was sliding into shit with sickening ease.
With her attention distracted, Jeanine didn’t see the obstacle in her way until she hit it full on. The wind left her. She hit the ground, unable to tuck or roll, and barked her head hard on the leg of something large and heavy and made of wood. It took a few seconds to reorient, and when she did she saw Charlie Cook kneeling over her. 
“Are you all right?” he asked, reaching down. 
Jeanine’s frustration and fear came out as anger. Peers was gone, and she hadn’t seen which exit he’d taken. She was out of breath, had failed in her pursuit, had failed to find Clara, and frankly had no clue what to do next.
“Get your hands off me,” she snarled. 
Charlie looked back the way Jeanine had come. “What’s chasing you?” 
His hands were still too close. She slapped them away in a flurry of wild movements, knowing how ridiculous and unreasonable she must seem. She climbed upright, suddenly aware of how drained she was, unwilling to grip a chair for support. Charlie did the same. He stood patiently, awaiting an answer, as if the world weren’t ending.
“Nothing’s chasing me.” A heavy breath. “I was chasing Peers.” 
“Why?” 
“Where is Cameron?” she countered. 
Charlie’s face made a strange expression. It took seconds before Jeanine recognized the emotion as discomfort. She’d never seen Charlie uncomfortable. It took social awareness to be uncomfortable, or emotion in general. Charlie had always been light on both. 
“He’s gone.” 
“He ran off? Did he open the Ark first?” 
“He opened it.” A long sigh from Charlie. “Then he stood there for a long time, just looking at it. And then he jumped inside.”
“What?” 
Charlie’s expression firmed. “He did what he needed to, okay? I can …” He stopped, seeming to grapple with another moment of discomfort. “I can feel that it’s what he needed to do. So now it’s our turn.”
“To do what?”
“Get Clara back. Get out of here.” 
“What the fuck do you think I’ve been trying to do?”
“I have no idea what you’ve been trying to do. Where is Piper? Where is Lila?” 
“I don’t know! Why should I know?” 
“Perfect. Just perfect. We all head out to do a job, and you just stay back here playing tag.” 
Jeanine could tell Charlie was at his wit’s end. He wasn’t showing it, but the man was panicking, mourning, terrified, furious. It came out as stoic arrogance, like he alone knew things in the middle of a forest of idiots. Like Charlie always did because he was so damn superior. So Jeanine did what her own worn-thin impulses demanded she do by hauling back and punching him hard in the face.
He staggered, almost fell, and looked up, nose bleeding. 
“Well, that’s nice.” 
“I’ve got nothing better to do, Charlie. You have ideas? Let’s hear them. But if you say one goddamned thing I think sounds too superior, I swear I’ll—”
“Do you know what’s happening out there? It’s not just people looting because the State of the City made them a little short. The mothership is moving closer. It dropped about thirty shuttles while I watched, and they all flew over here and started making a mess. They didn’t cut the broadcast, Jeanine. Do you understand what that means? They don’t particularly care if the capitals all fall apart because they’re about to be swept under the rug anyway. What happened the last time we saw a mothership move into place over a city? Do you remember?” 
“Stop treating me like an idiot, Charlie. If this is armageddon, I don’t mind going out beating that look off your face.”
“Smart. Very smart. Don’t look for a solution. Don’t try to find the others so we can get out. Just use your fists. Is that how this goes?” 
“I am looking for a solution. If you’d just listen for a second instead of mouthing off, I could—”
Jeanine stopped when a dark, low purring sound split the air. 
Followed by a dozen or more. 
Reptars at every entrance, moving in from the outer walls. More spilled from behind, stalking forward like giant insects. 
“Shit,” Jeanine said. 
Charlie raised his hands. “We’re with the viceroy. We’re with Mara Jabari.” 
“I don’t think they care.” 
The Reptars circled. Moved closer. 
She didn’t have a weapon. There were too many to even attempt a fight. Every exit was blocked. 
So she looked down at her chest. She unbuttoned her shirt. 
“What are you doing?” Charlie asked. 
“I’m sorry I hit you, Charlie.” 
“Why … what?” He was staring at her exposed bra, distracted even from the presence of the Reptars, now only ten feet away. 
She pushed aside a flap of fabric between her breasts. Charlie’s eyes widened at the sight of the tiny grenade and its dangling pull-string. 
“Go ahead,” Jeanine said. “I’m sure you’ve never touched tits before anyway.”
The Reptars purred. 
Charlie looked at Jeanine’s face then at the little black cylinder with its short, dangling cord. Then he met her big brown eyes again, and she nodded grimly.
Charlie reached. 
He pulled the cord.





Chapter Fifty-Four
PEERS FELT the whiff of air as Jeanine jumped for his foot and missed, falling to the ground in a loud mess. She’d been shouting at him about catching Ravi, but the kid was no longer the problem. He’d lost him a few turns back. Now Peers had a different destination in mind, and a single, troubling refrain kept knocking around inside his head as his feet pumped, knowing he’d have to hurry if he meant to beat the furiously ticking clock.
The Fool. 
Peers knew all about the Seven. They had the same basic significance for Peers and his friends, back when he’d been part of the clan, as Saint Nicholas had for the kids he met after moving to London. Tales were told about all of the old legends, the ancient scrolls, the aura of prophecies. But the Seven, much like Santa, weren’t folks anyone ever expected to meet. At a certain point, they became myth. Until Astral Day came, and Peers — much as Cameron Bannister must have done, for different reasons — realized that all he’d been taught was actually true. With his eyes open, the pieces all fit. The elders hadn’t lost the thread of truth over time; the old stories fit the unfolding invasion shockingly well, nothing lost through telling and retelling of those legends. It was almost as if the elders did have an ongoing line to the Horsemen. As if the legends weren’t from a disconnected past, but as the inevitable consequence of a long, contiguous present.
Which, of course, made sense. Outside the Mullah elders, Peers might know that better than anyone. 
They’d all studied the scrolls like other kids study multiplication tables. Some were for elder eyes only, but there were things even the children should know. Legends made it into their bedtime stories and colored their world. And now Peers was beginning to see it. Like the coming of the ships, the emergence of the Seven would be a real thing, too.
There was the King. In the stories, he was a man with two heads. A man who could think as a pair, and as a single mind. The legend said of the King, Out of two, one. And to Peers, that spoke of the Meyers. Two bodies, not just two heads. But essentially the same. 
The Warrior. The Innocent. The Villain. The Magician. The Sage.
And of course, there was the Fool.
A noise came from ahead. Peers had heard it many times, but not for a long while: the deep-throated purr of Reptars. He and Aubrey had left London before the siege, and once he’d started his wandering the Astrals had stayed mostly away. They’d parted before him like the Red Sea before Moses, taking to the periphery. That had always been convenient, and finding the Den and its horde of technology had been ideal icing on the ultimate cake. But looking back, was there a reason for it?
Peers stormed past Piper and Cameron’s room. Then past Lila and Clara’s. He felt a pang of guilt thinking of the girl, and what might have become of her. But if Ravi left the note rather than the Mullah as a whole, what did it mean? It wasn’t the threat they’d taken it to be — the threat that had sent Cameron to the Ark, that had convinced Meyer and Kindred to go along with Jabari’s plan to rock the city’s complacency from its rut. And judging by the activity outside and the purrs ahead, they’d succeeded famously if unsettling people was the goal. Ravi had said the Mullah were interested in Clara. And considering that Peers had seen her in the hallway the night Nocturne had gone wandering, she must have somehow encountered their hidey-hole. Somewhere in the tunnels, apparently accessible near the place he’d seen Clara last, not far from the room in which he’d found the Astral memory sphere. But where?
Around a corner. And then there were two Reptars ahead, their large, black, insect/panther bodies entirely filling the hallway.
He turned. Another was behind him. 
The Reptars purred. They came forward. 
Peers backed against the wall, sweating, swallowing, his heartbeat like the thrum of a rapid-fire tympani. The single Reptar came closer, the blue spark in its throat churning as it exhaled, death on its breath. Peers pressed back harder as if he might go through the wall itself. 
He closed his eyes, waiting for the end. He felt the huge thing press into him, rubbing him with its scaly skin. He heard the clattering of its claws, too close. Then more claws, more breath, more purring. But different now. 
Peers opened his eyes. The single Reptar had squeezed by him, and now all three were moving away, toward greener pastures and more suitable victims.
He didn’t stop to wonder. His own room was a few doors down, so he rushed to it, turning the knob, practically falling inside. Nocturne, dutifully in his bed with a chew toy, barked a greeting. Peers closed the door then clicked the thumb lock as if a small bit of wood and thin metal might keep Reptars, Titans, or even human guards at bay. Nocturne started to come forward, tail wagging.
Peers took two steps before the explosion knocked him to his knees, shaking the dog on his four legs, confusion entering his deep brown eyes.
Jesus. Hurry. 
Whatever was happening out there was falling apart fast. It wouldn’t take hours or days for Ember Flats to eat itself alive; it would be done in clusters of minutes. He shouldn’t even be here. He should already be searching for the tunnels out of this place, ideally for Meyer and Kindred — who, he was now suspecting, were either his ticket out of here or his duty to shepherd safely away. But he could afford the diversion — or rather, he couldn’t afford not to take it. The diversion would take only a second. Then he could find Jeanine, apologize, maybe let her punch him in the face. He’d almost welcome it. She could be the muscle for what came next; the Meyers could be the leaders; Charlie could be the brain. Peers would be happy to coast. To try and find a way out then sit back and let others get them away. Which, of course, they would.
Because everyone knew the King survived. 
If a few Reptars ran into the King in a hallway, they wouldn’t attack. They’d just … squeeze by him or something. 
Same for any of the Seven. 
Peers shook off a creeping feeling he’d been trying to shed by pouring all of his focus into catching Ravi after he’d inexplicably become afraid and run away. The feeling was the reason Peers followed. An itch that needed scratching even though he wanted to leave it alone.
He pulled a bag from the corner and fumbled under the bed while Nocturne recovered his wits and came forward, tail still wagging, wet nose investigating Peers’s busy arms. The molding came away easily, and he had the sphere out in seconds. No point in covering his tracks; the device was now mobile, and if anyone learned he’d been hiding something under the bed, so be it. 
He hefted the sphere, moving it toward the bag’s open mouth.
He thought of Ravi. Of how he’d held them at gunpoint then turned and run. Why had that happened? Peers had been talking about locks, like the one he’d opened to get the sphere. It wasn’t hard to open them even though the elders all had those fancy key rings. Poke three points in the inverted-Triforce keyholes, and doors opened easy as pie. 
And sure, he’d been the only one of the kids who could do it, after he’d discovered how easy it was. He’d remained Mullah for two full weeks between realizing he could open those locks and being ejected, and during that time all the others he’d shown could never get the hang of it. Only Peers. But that was because he had the knack, not because there was something about Peers, in particular, that let him open locks that ought not be opened. 
Just like there was nothing about Peers, in particular, that would cause angry Reptars to pass him by while similar Reptars were out in the streets, ripping people to shreds. 
Ravi’s wide eyes. The change in his expression, after Peers had made a few nothing mentions of events long ago. 
Ravi’s words. His shock. His fleeing feet. 
Peers was setting the sphere in the bottom of the backpack as his mind wondered, What made Ravi run? What was he afraid of?
Peers felt a static charge rush through his fingertips, locking his muscles. He froze where he was, knowing he now couldn’t drop the sphere if he wanted to. Not now that he’d asked the right question.
The lights went out.
The sphere answered.





Chapter Fifty-Five
THEY HEARD and felt the explosion with Meyer, Kindred, and Jabari in sight. Lila barely knew where she was, but Piper seemed to have no such hesitation. After a few turns through the serpentine palace with her hand in Piper’s, Lila had asked her why she thought to find the others at all, considering they’d been across town minutes before, and now the town itself was burning. Piper had said, “I can hear them.” Funny thing was that Lila could almost hear them, too. But it wasn’t quite auditory. Like a voice behind a curtain, far away, calling her forward. Her fathers’ voices.  
The trio ahead shook with the explosion, Kindred foundering and grabbing a hallway accent table for support. Lila staggered wide, barely staying upright. But Piper barely trembled; her face showed no surprise. She’d stopped and grabbed a doorframe a half second earlier, braced, absorbed the shock as if she’d known it was coming. 
“They’re here already,” Mara said, looking toward the sound. “We may be too late.” 
Piper shook her head. “No. It was Jeanine and Charlie. They’re gone. Whatever they did, they chose to do it. Cameron’s gone, too.” 
Jabari looked like she might ask the most obvious questions, but there wasn’t any time for mourning or regret. Instead she said, “Do we know if he opened the Ark?”
Piper nodded. “Can’t you feel it?” 
Lila broke free of Piper and rushed to the red-tie Meyer, unsure in the moment which it was. It didn’t matter. She hugged him hard then switched to the other.
“Thank God you’re okay. I thought—” 
The man in the red tie — Kindred, Lila now saw — said, “Have you found Clara?”
Lila felt a second’s intense despair, but Piper interrupted her moment to answer. 
“Clara is fine.” 
“Did they let her go?” 
“No. But she’s fine.” 
“If they didn’t release her …” 
“It was a trick. The Mullah have her, but she’s not in danger.”
Jabari shook her head, eyes squinted. “Where are you getting this?” 
“I can hear her.” 
“Where?” 
“Everywhere.” 
To Lila: “What’s she talking about? Did something … ?” Then the viceroy kind of ticked her head sideways, an uncomfortable expression on her face — one meant to ask if Piper was losing her mind. 
“Cameron did something,” Piper said. “That’s all I know. Now, it’s like I can hear everything.” 
Lila looked to Meyer, who came forward. He took Piper’s hands, met her eyes, then nodded in a businesslike way and stepped back. He nodded to Kindred next, and Lila watched knowledge flow between them.
Jabari, observing the exchange, glared at each of the suited men in turn. “Don’t you two play coy on me now.” 
Kindred answered. “I think all of Ember Flats has been able to sense the Ark on some level for hours now, maybe days. Maybe the whole world has been able to. But now that it’s open, it’s like the light’s been flicked on.” 
“Meaning?”
“Every time in the past, the Astrals came expecting a planet that had learned to tap into its higher mind. This time, we surprised them. We hadn’t developed a higher mind at all, at least not consciously. So they used the rock lines. The henges around the capitals. And now there’s the Ark.” 
“I thought it was an archive.” 
“We gave Ember Flats something to be angry about. It’s feeding the Ark, and the Ark feeds that energy right back at us, repeated out into the other capital cities as a broadcast the Astrals haven’t bothered to kill. They’re letting us do this. Humanity gets angry, sad, full of despair, whatever. But instead of thoughtfully planning a response after learning about Heaven’s Veil, humanity chooses to fight and riot. You saw it. Hell, we barely escaped. It’s Astral Day all over.” 
“What does Astral Day have to do with it?” Lila asked. 
Meyer put a hand on her shoulder. It was almost condescending, but Lila let it be. 
“Every time they test us, we behave poorly. We trample each other to get where we need to go. We fight and kill and steal. It happened that first day, when the ships came, and it’s starting to happen again. If the Ark is meant to record our responses and weigh our fate, I don’t know that we’ll pass.” 
“Then why did you — ?” 
Kindred interrupted, his eyes scanning the room, his tone decidedly less placating and sentimental than Meyer’s. “Because it cuts both ways. Now that the tempest is out of the box, the stalemate is broken. Piper’s already changing. Maybe, once the dust settles and humans find they’re more connected than they thought, there will be something we can do. But I don’t think things went our way. I can feel it from both sides: human, like Piper, and Astral. If this was a trial, we’ve already been found guilty. The lit-up human network seems to be pouring minds into the archive, but we can see each other more than ever through that same network.”
“Come with me,” Jabari said, breaking the mood that threatened to freeze them in place as the city burned. “We thought this might be coming.” She waved at Piper, Lila, and both Meyers. “Come on. All of you.”
“But Clara!” Lila said. 
“She’s safer than we are, Lila,” Piper said.
Lila felt her arm yanked hard as they went back on the move, now running with Jabari leading in her long, formal viceroy gown. Through the windows, Lila could see groups of people swarming past, fires burning, Reptars on patrol, shuttles flying by like in the early days of Heaven’s Veil. And what Piper and Kindred had said was true, now that Lila tuned in to her own heavy-handed intuition: She could hear the others out there; she could sense the mood; she did feel that heavy sense of a judgment gone wrong. Not as deeply as Piper seemed to, but the feeling was there. And below it all, she feared for her daughter. Not as a logical being but as a mother. No matter how you sliced it, Clara had been taken from her, and nobody knew where she’d gone. 
They moved into an unknown hallway, through an unmarked door. The room was filled with screens and computers. It was like a tiny version of Peers’s Den, only in a room instead of a cave, using human technology instead of Astral.
Jabari was about to close the door when she paused, hand on the knob. Then, with the door still open, she walked slowly back into the hallway as if she’d spotted something and wanted to get a closer look. Across from the unmarked door was a gallery of windows. Outside, beyond a lush expanse of grass, Lila could see nothing but an outer wall and open sky beyond. There was nothing of the city from this vista. Were it not for the sounds all around and the murmurings in her head, this might be just another peaceful night in the Capital of Capitals. 
Beyond, Lila could see something moving. 
“Ms. Jabari?” Lila said, approaching her.
But Jabari was shaking her head. 
“It’s too late,” she said.





Chapter Fifty-Six
A TEEN BOY of about fourteen stood in front of Peers. It took a while to realize he was staring at himself. 
There was a grating, a grumbling from somewhere behind him. A sort of shifting sound, nothing to worry about. Peers remembered it well, from when he’d been the boy in this vision. One of the big doors closing, or possibly opening. Judging by where they (both adult and boy) were standing, Peers was sure he remembered the day, and why the doors might be moving, though some typically stayed open and others closed, all seldom moved. Today the Mullah was rallying defenses, aware of an intrusion. The adults were scurrying about the tunnels like busy bees rallying to rise and sting. 
And in so doing, they’d left the temple unguarded. 
Well, mostly unguarded. Sabah, one of the elders, had remained at his station when the others ran off. Peers had watched him for a while, hidden, and only recently, as Adult Peers understood the timeline, had he taken a short break to relieve his bladder. 
Watching now as full-grown Peers, he remembered his thoughts on that long-ago day, now around two decades behind him. He hadn’t meant to do anything, not really. But he’d been curious, as he’d always been, and you usually couldn’t even approach the temple, let alone enter. There were all sorts of pain-in-the ass adults milling about and telling nosy kids to get away, to mind their parents and whatever dumb tasks they were supposed to be doing. The kids had many chores. Peers had spoken to children from the outside world, who didn’t live in caves and holes in the ground, worshipping old scrolls and performing ancient rituals. He knew enough about the world beyond these stone walls to know that Peers was dealing with slavery, no more or less. Screw the adults and especially the elders. The soldier ants had to do all the grunt work, while those in the know held their secrets and chanted in circles, probably, laughing about how they ran things and could make others — most particularly Peers and his friends — do whatever they wanted.
All for the stupid temple. All for whatever was inside it. All because of the Horsemen — who, despite lots of rather over-the-top indoctrination, sounded like boogeymen. The kids were told that if they didn’t do their chores or listen to their parents, they’d be taken away when the Horsemen returned. 
It was all such crap.
It didn’t help that Peers’s father had been an envoy to Cairo, to Jerusalem, to Damascus. It didn’t help that Father was an infiltrator, occasionally placed in high positions, meant to pull invisible strings for the Mullah. Father, when he was home, brought back stories. Said insidious, even blasphemous things that came to him from the world beyond the caves. Peers absorbed it all. He began to see the Mullah’s way of life in terms of Haves and Have-Nots, the way Father sometimes spoke when he thought the children couldn’t hear. And Peers, always curious, resented the fact that if he had to slave his days away, he couldn’t even truly know what he was slaving for. 
Horsemen. Horsemen, indeed. 
So he’d gone to the temple entrance, just to see it. Just to be there without being bothered. And when Sabah stood and tottered his way off toward the latrine chamber, Young Peers had gone to the door. Touched it. Seen the way the stone had been perfectly milled so that door met jamb with no gap in between. Could you suffocate someone by locking them in the temple? Probably. But that was fine because as far as Father said, nobody ever went into the temple. Almost never. Once in a great while, one of the elders would go in to “consult the Horsemen.” Peers had his own thoughts. 
Seeing as the whole Horsemen thing smelled like bullshit, that had to be where the best stuff was kept. All the games the children weren’t allowed to have. All the money for use in traveling and acquiring things, perhaps. All the forbidden material, which the elders kept for themselves. Maybe there were loose women inside, kept alive by air holes. And the elders entered to screw them. 
Peers watched his young self creep forward, looking around for Sabah’s return. Despite knowing the outcome, Adult Peers couldn’t help a flutter of nerves. Sabah had stayed away long enough. Peers had got away with all of it — at least, for a while. 
The boy pushed on the rock. Glanced back, pushed again. He’d even smelled at the gap, as if the good stuff in the temple might be sweets he could sniff from a distance. Eventually, the boy decided he’d seen enough, that the temple’s guts had never been the goal and that the door and foyer themselves were boring. So he’d turned to go, then half tripped and smacked his back against the wall near the door. 
Peers watched it happen. Beside the boy, the door slid sideways. Not open like on a hinge but into the wall. It shouldn’t have been possible with stone. 
The boy looked at the door, deeply puzzled and slightly afraid. The door’s movement had been too quiet for stone on stone, and that meant he probably wouldn’t be discovered by sound. But on the other hand, here he was, on the threshold, the door wide open. He’d be beaten if caught. Maybe expelled. 
The boy looked at the open door, with nothing but darkness inside. 
Maybe killed, for all Young Peers knew. 
The boy turned, now noticing a small circular keyhole with a pattern that matched those rings worn by the elders. Then he looked at his belt, where he’d leaned against the wall. He’d tucked a cleaning pad into his waistband when the commotion started, when the outsiders had arrived and the Mullah stirred to find them, then either kill or force them to leave. He’d been scouring one of the tables using the pad, which was a big wad of twisted metal threads. 
Watching now, it was obvious to Adult Peers what had happened. Just as he’d done when he’d retrieved the sphere from its original home in the closet, the metal on the pad had pressed into the key indentations. You didn’t need a special key after all. You had to touch the points with something, maybe metal. 
Adult Peers felt his heart skip, mentally urging the boy back. But of course, this had happened. This was history, already written. 
He walked forward. 
The temple was small. Far too small to be called a temple, not much larger than a walk-in closet at the viceroy mansion. If this were real, it would have been a tight fit for two people. But in reality he’d been the boy in this place, looking at the temple’s sole feature: a blue disc on the far wall about the size of a large dinner plate, glowing in the dark, swirling like liquid. 
Peers touched the disc and found it semi-permeable. It gave a bit when he pressed it, like taffy.
A voice in his head (just in the boy’s head at the time, but now also echoed in Adult Peers’s head) said, Who are you?
Peers remembered how unsure he’d been about how to answer — or, really, whether he should even try. He wasn’t supposed to be near the temple. He definitely wasn’t supposed to be in the temple. And holy of all holies, he really, really wasn’t supposed to be in front of this disc thing, touching it, talking to who knew whom. Or what.
But the answer rose in Young Peers’s mind, now echoed in Adult Peers’s thoughts, without effort. A lie. 
I’m an elder of the Mullah.
You seem young. Even for a human. 
Young Peers stepped back. All the way to the doorway. Intellectually, he should be terrified. But curiosity was the stronger emotion. He’d never be here again. If he left now, too many questions would plague him. What was this thing? Who was the voice in his head? And how did this all work, anyway? He knew the voice wasn’t really speaking his language. It was an instantaneous translation of both words and concepts, happening mind to mind. 
This was too much. He had to leave. 
But instead, Peers watched his stupid younger self step forward again. 
We were not expecting contact, said the voice. 
Yeah, well. 
There seemed to be a pause as if the voice was waiting for something. Then it said, The archive has been disturbed.
And Peers, having no idea what that meant, said, Okay.
He saw a mental image, of a large gilt box in a cave. There was a cerebral relaxation, and he somehow knew that what the voice proposed — the thing he’d just agreed with — wasn’t actually true. Peers intuited this as good; the archive, whatever it was, hadn’t been touched. It was something else — related but different — that this little mind-meld felt was off. 
The the voice seemed to decide what that thing was. The key. It has found a bearer.
Sure.
Is this why you’ve broken the silence?
I thought someone should know. About the archive and the key, I mean.
Why has this happened?
Peers recalled one of the expressions his father had brought back from the outside world. It wasn’t appropriate, but seeing as this was a mental thing, he was unable to keep it from slipping out. 
Shit happens.
Is it time?
Um, I don’t know. 
It has been millennia since the last epoch. Your kind has rebuilt. You know the rules. We will not decide. Only you can decide. 
Now Peers was uneasy. Both Peerses were uneasy: Young Peers because he’d trespassed enough and was ready to leave, curiosity or no curiosity, and Adult Peers because a slow creeping was summiting his spine. 
Epoch. 
Rebuilt. 
Only you can decide. 
And on the heels of those thoughts, he recalled Ravi’s words, before he’d run off terrified: You opened a lock in the temple? Beyond the elders?
Because that definitely wasn’t supposed to be possible, not without a key, not even if you had steel wool on your belt. But then again, the way had always parted for Peers almost as if he had a role to play in destiny.
And Ravi’s parting whisper, before he’d run: The Fool. 
Aloud, even though he was inside a memory, Adult Peers said, “Oh, shit.” 
The key has found its bearer, said the voice. The portal has been activated. 
But the boy was becoming worried. Worried about what this place was, whom exactly he was talking to, and most pressingly, when the elder guard would return. He’d been here far too long, and was in too deep. But the voice held his attention like a clenched fist.
Are you ready?
Young Peers didn’t answer. He backed away. The voice held him, freezing his muscles. It wasn’t going to let him go. He’d be held here forever. They’d find him here, tethered. He’d die in this place, his mind held prisoner. 
Are you ready? the voice repeated, its tone calm and rational. 
Yes! Yes, just let me go!
And then, it did. Young Peers reeled backward, his momentum strong enough to propel his memory body back through Adult Peers’s own insubstantial presence. The boy emerged on his backside then stumbled out into the light. Clumsily, he pushed the steel wool pad against the lock, and of course the door closed. Peers remembered how easily it had shut, cutting the boy off from that strange, horrible blue disc and its resident voice. He’d been so relieved. For two weeks afterward, he was sure he’d gotten away with it. Only later had a kid named Fahim finked on him, reporting out of pious guilt that Peers Basara had gone to the area outside the temple door. He hadn’t even seen Peers enter; just going to the temple and touching its closed door was enough to earn his exile. 
Peers, shut in the dark chamber when the door closed, stepped through the wall and found his child self walking backward, afraid to move his eyes from the door. He remembered how terrified he’d been. How much he’d felt on the edge of a near-miss, almost having been caught, maybe trapped. But cogitation had been cut short when the floor trembled, its point of origin far in the other direction, where the intruders were being dealt with. 
The room changed like a jump cut in a film. Suddenly Adult Peers — alone now — found himself back in his room in the Ember Flats viceroy’s mansion. The room was still shaking, but now it wasn’t from the rocks shifting in what the Mullah called the Key Room. It wasn’t the sign of coming that he now realized it had always been. Now it was the sign of something else. 
Past knowledge stitched with the understanding gained since. All the things he’d studied, both on his own and in concert with data sent from Benjamin Bannister’s group, from other groups around the world, both before and after the Astrals’ arrival. Mullah legends meeting science, myth, and findings from sites across the globe. And all of a sudden, everything seemed to fit. 
Are you ready?
The Astrals viewed time differently than humans did. Even neglecting physics Peers knew nothing about, decades and even centuries simply didn’t mean much to beings who lived nearer to eternity. From their distant home, mentally accessible only through the portal, it would take them forever to reach Earth. Hell, it might take more than a decade. 
They’d arrive on their dark, spherical horses. En masse, to weigh humanity and lay judgment — but only once we were ready. That’s what the Mullah were for. They were the keepers. Those who mediated the way. Kept Pandora’s box closed until it was time to open it, when circumstances were finally right, and we’d had time to become what the keepers felt had a fair chance of succeeding. 
And again, Peers heard, Are you ready?
And his own answer, blurted in childish fear: Yes!
He backed away from the Astral sphere. He looked up, toward the invisible sky, hidden behind the palace roof.
He’d done this. 
He’d called them. 
It was Peers, all those years ago, who’d brought the Astrals to Earth far, far too early, as only a Fool could do. He’d gone where he wasn’t supposed to go. Touched what he oughtn’t have touched. Transgressed where nobody was supposed to transgress. And eleven years later, the Horsemen had arrived. 
Had the Mullah known? Peers wasn’t sure. They’d exiled him without ceremony, not bothering to detail what damage, if any, he’d caused. But Peers thought they might not have known at the time, though they surely figured it out later. When Peers had been exiled, the concern had been all about the incursion into the Key Room: the key finding its bearer; Cameron Bannister finding his place in destiny, dooming himself to finish off the choice that Peers, too young to know any better, had triggered the process of choosing. 
Coincidence? There was no such thing in the blessed, cursed life of Peers Basara, Fool of legend. 
He remembered the desert. The shove from his own uncles and cousins and mother, telling him to never return. The Mullah’s was a sacred duty, and Peers had threatened it. If only they’d known how badly. 
Sabah had said, When the day comes that the Horsemen arrive, may the Dark Rider himself take your soul. 
The Dark Rider.
In the old legends, the Dark Rider rode at the rear of the Horsemen’s pack. Lagging back, lying in wait. And given the way modern technological society had crumbled in the years since the occupation, that wouldn’t be hard. If there was a Dark Rider, he could hang back, just out of obvious sight. There were no strong telescopes anymore. No telemetry, no radar, no satellite feeds out of Astral hands, and even those pointed only at the ground.
He had to find the tunnels. He had to get away. 
Peers zipped the pack, slung it over his back, and rushed for the door, Nocturne at his heels. 
They both stopped when the door opened. In his fugue, Peers seemed to have missed a major event at the palace: one that had ripped the house wide open, leaving his room door opening into open yard, chaos, and rubble. 
But he barely saw the rubble, or the chaos beyond. 
An all-black ship, its bulk spanning to the edge of each visible horizon, was sliding into place above Ember Flats. 





Shit from brains…
Johnny told me I had to write this Author’s Note. 
I said, “But you always write the Author’s Notes — I haven’t written one since Unicorn Western!” 
And he said, “DUDE. I ALWAYS write the Author’s Notes! YOU haven’t written one since Unicorn Western.” 
It’s true, I haven’t. Because it seems natural for Johnny to spill his guts after finishing the first draft, then it’s my job to go in and mop it all up. But when he added, “And besides, I think our readers would really like hearing from you,” I think he’s at least partially right. I mean, it’s all math. Many readers don’t even get to the Author’s Notes, and then at least some of you reading this now are thinking, “DAMMIT! I CAME HERE FOR JOHNNY.” But there are probably at least a few of you who might be genuinely happy to hear from me. Sorry to everyone else — Johnny will be back for Extinction. Probably. 
As you likely know by now, Johnny writes the rough drafts for Realm & Sands. These nutty ideas usually start as some brain-fart-what-if that Johnny likes enough (or at least laughs at enough) for me to massage the concept into a more fleshed-out idea, and then eventually a fully realized outline. 
But Invasion was different. 
This series was born several years ago as a pitch that Dave (my partner at Collective Inkwell, where we write horror and sci-fi, and the children are always in jeopardy) and I gave to Amazon’s 47North, before they published our two series, Z2134 and Monstrous. The pitch then was reasonably close to what the book eventually turned out to be. 
What if we had some rich guy living in New York when news broke that alien ships were approaching Earth? So, like, he’d have to get his family from NYC to some bunker in Colorado. Then at the very end the aliens could come. Like, on the very last page. 
Dave didn’t hate the idea (like he hates most things), but he wasn’t too keen on writing an “on the run” book, nor did he have any interest in writing anything called Invasion if the narrative didn’t have any actual invasions. So yeah, he hated the two things I loved about the idea, which also happened to be the entire idea at the time.
But that right there is why I love the Realm & Sands audience so much. Writing books for you is FUN. R&S stories are like no others in the world. I know that the crazy concepts conjured up by Johnny and myself, from unicorn-riding gunslingers to robots who are more human than the humans who surround them, to a broken man who flees to a childhood refuge to keep himself from falling apart, only to have his world crumble around him, we’ll unflinchingly find the truth in every story we tell. 
We write inquisitive fiction. Johnny made that term up last year, and I LOVE it. Inquisitive Fiction is EXACTLY what Realm & Sands is all about. Johnny and I tell stories to answer questions about the world, how it works and hopefully why it works that way. We answer these questions for ourselves, using story as our fulcrum, and then we share those answers with you. 
We always, stubbornly, tell our story the way we want to tell it. We’re not obtuse, and we do know that the best way to gather an eager reading audience is to choose a single genre then repeatedly tell gripping stories in that genre, steadily gaining readership with every new release. But Realm & Sands isn’t, nor will it ever be, a single-genre imprint. And even within our chosen genres we’re always going to push ourselves, because you deserve nothing less as a reader. 
Just as there are countless robot revolution stories, but none like Robot Proletariat, sci-fi is cluttered with alien invasion stories, and we wanted ours to be different. So we told a slower, more methodical tale, as much about (missing) human history and who we are as a people as it was about motherships hovering over capitals and blasting the populace into submission. 
Invasion changed a lot from sketch to conception, mostly in the details. Meyer, his family, the Axis Mundi, Mother Ayahuasca, those were all particulars that weren’t born in the original pitch, and never would have made it into an Inkwell title. Invasion’s DNA ended up specific to Realm & Sands. Yet even within the basic framework we knew that there would be seven books in this series, and we always had a solid idea of where that seventh book would go. 
Until now. 
Through the end of Annihilation, everything went according to plan. Then during Judgment, everything started to change. Story direction that we’d taken for granted suddenly seemed like the opposite of where we wanted to go. And we had to keep things tidy because after Judgment, we only have another two books to close the saga. And in that time we need to answer every question while delivering an unforgettable yet unexpected ending. 
That’s a tall order, and we thought we had it. 
But as with most of our projects, our characters and the realities of their world led us in a different direction. 
So while the Invasion saga takes a sharp left about halfway through Judgment and will continue the twist and turn through the end of the series, we’re thrilled with where it’s now going, and think that you will be, too. One thing that hasn’t changed, staying right at the beating heart of this series as it’s been from word one, is all of the ancient aliens stuff. 
Because Johnny and I find this fascinating. 
Our human need for mystery and wonder runs marrow deep, which is one of the reasons that stories are so enduring, and why sci-fi and fantasy have remained at the tip of that interest. So adding intrigue to everyday history has a lot of appeal. 
This interest is naturally stoked by the reality that it’s all
technically possible. Likely? Maybe not. But mathematically, there’s an excellent chance that extraterrestrial life does exist. If scientists didn’t believe in that cosmic possibility, there would be no SETI or Kepler satellite-telescope. 
There’s so much in our collective amnesia that we don’t understand. Why were megalithic structures built using rocks weighing multiple tons, and what purpose could they have possibly served? What about the strange structures only fully visible from high in the air? Human civilization and technology seemed to be on a decidedly slow growth curve, until its sudden explosion in the final few moments on mankind’s clock. Humans are at least two hundred thousand years old, but for nearly two hundred millennia we lived as simple Neanderthals. Then, two thousand years ago, the Colosseum, and now the iPhone. 
Ancient aliens theory is like any religion — based on deductive reasoning and the interpretation of primitive drawings, texts, and objects, with no hard facts or testimony that hasn’t been diluted by millennia of constantly decaying oral and written tradition.
Getting all of this stuff into the Invasion series has been a blast. It’s a totally different type of writing, world building, and story construction than anything we’ve done thus far. Invasion was written as a page turner, and Contact, Colonization, and Annihilation all followed suit to varying degrees. Same with Judgment. But now things are getting … complicated. 
Now, a series that felt like it was perhaps the least Realm & Sands of everything we’ve written has caught up with the rest of our catalogue. Our questions are bigger, the answers more complex, and despite our best planning the story has decided to zig even after we were determined to make it zag. 
And we can’t fall short or leave our answers for the next book. My favorite among our sci-fi stories so far is The Beam, but we get to cheat with that series because we can always delay answers until the next book in our serial. We can’t do that with Invasion, especially not now with only two books to go. 
Judgment had the most surprises for us out of any entry in this series so far. We knew the book was about judgment (obviously), but didn’t know that Peers had called the Astrals early, how exactly the aliens were going to judge us, or what that would mean for Extinction or Resurrection. 
But now we know, and can’t wait to share that story with you. 
Because, dear reader, YOU are the reason we write. Thank you for being part of this journey and encouraging us to tell our stories in our unique way. We can’t wait to blow your mind with these final two books in the Invasion series. 
As always, thanks for reading. 
Sean (and Johnny)
P.S. Inquisitive fiction can go anywhere. If you have a question you’d like to see us explore through our stories, shoot us an email at help@sterlingandstone.net and let us know your thoughts! 
P.P.S. If you’re enjoying the Invasion series, please leave us a review. This makes a HUGE difference to us as indie authors and will enable us to write more of the books you love. Thanks for your support! 
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Chapter One
CLARA DIDN’T SEE the point of this.
The Den’s games were definitely interesting at first, but quickly lost their luster. After playing those first few times, she kept with it mainly because Sadeem seemed to enjoy watching her. She’d turn the simple wooden puzzle cubes through the now-obvious patterns and he’d grow giddy, or she’d move the lights around on the electronic games and he’d gape in pleased astonishment. Clara felt like she was somehow deceiving him: claiming credit for something anyone could have done. But she kept on, because it pleased him, and the others. Though bored, she pretended to enjoy it. And while she didn’t see why the others kept prompting her to play, there wasn’t much else to do down here anyway.
“You do not wish to turn it in that direction?” Sadeem was watching her with his earnest brown eyes, brows raised. If Clara had to guess, he was probably in his sixties, but something in his manner — or perhaps in his movement — reminded her of someone much younger. A surrogate parent instead of a grandparent, perhaps. He had curious eyes that Clara hadn’t seen in people his age. They said that Sadeem’s mind was hungry to learn anything new — that discovery of something contradicting his worldview would be welcome rather than threatening.
“Do you want me to turn it that way?” Clara asked in reply.
She looked over in the dim. The place she’d been staying for the past days had seemed frightening and claustrophobic at first, but was now almost homey. Mullah made the earthen tunnels comfortable. The robe-clad men and women had always seemed so serious when they’d been tailing her topside group, but Clara had never been as afraid as the others, and now it seemed like she’d been right. They were focused, not scary. 
“I do not want you to do anything,” Sadeem said in his metered, precise English. “I was merely inquiring.” 
“You’re sure?”
“Yes, of course. I only wish for you to play.” 
Clara looked down at the puzzle. The thing had been an almost indecipherable knot of small wooden shapes linked by threads when she’d started. It had struck her as being like the Christmas lights they’d strung for a few years in Heaven’s Veil: a mess of gnarled wires, refusing to be straightened. But after playing the game for a few minutes, Clara had seen that there was order to the tangled lines connecting the cubes. It didn’t take long to straighten them before she could reassemble them into a large wooden sphere, and already Clara was halfway there — where it always became worse before getting better. 
Clara looked back at Sadeem. She wanted to ask again, but there was no point. He wasn’t trying to guide her solution, but he obviously couldn’t see it himself. She couldn’t shake the feeling that her play meant something to the Mullah. They weren’t merely eager for the out-of-place little white girl to entertain herself in their midst; her actions somehow mattered. 
She looked down. Saw the next major phase in her mind but knew she’d need to backtrack. So, ignoring Sadeem’s confused expression, she unraveled the puzzle and then began to assemble it again once the constriction was passed. 
“Clara, what made you—” He paused as something boomed from the distance. It was a far-away sound, and his distraction only lasted a second. “What made you decide to approach it that way?” 
“I was just playing.” 
Sadeem looked disappointed. His eyes ticked to the side, and again the ground seemed to tremble. 
“Mr. Sadeem?”
“Just Sadeem.” 
“Sadeem?” Clara repeated. 
“Yes?” 
“Can I ask you a question?” 
“Of course.” 
“I’ve noticed that none of the other kids play these games.” 
“That is not a question.” 
Clara gave Sadeem a look she might have given her mother. She felt the familiar divide form inside. Mom missed her — but didn’t just miss her; was worried sick about her. Literally sick. Sometimes, Clara felt that illness through her mother’s mind. But she was safe here; she knew this was, somehow, where she was supposed to be. It just felt right. And besides, Piper knew she was okay. Clara had seen her wake up inside the darkness like a torch coming alight not too long ago. She could probably talk to Piper if she tried, the way Grandpa spoke to Kindred. She meant to try once this round of play finished. Because there were questions Clara wanted to ask, too — like why she’d felt punched right before Piper had appeared, and Mr. Cameron’s mind had suddenly changed, to become part of something Clara didn’t fully understand. 
“All right,” Sadeem said as Clara held her assessing look, “it is because they are not games for children.” 
“They’re for grown-ups?” 
Sadeem nodded. 
“Is it okay for kids to play them?” 
“It depends on the child.” 
“Me, I mean.” 
“Obviously,” Sadeem said.
“But why …” Clara trailed off, hearing an argument down one of the tunnels, in Arabic. She’d probably have been able to understand if the speaker came closer. She didn’t speak Arabic, but languages felt to Clara like these puzzles. You just needed to see how the parts fit together.
“What is it?” Clara asked of the commotion.
“Nothing to worry about. You were asking about the toys.”
“Why do you want me to play with them?” 
“Because you wanted to play with them.” 
Clara watched him, considering. It was chicken and egg. She liked to play with them because the Mullah, for some reason, took such joy in her doing so. But without their interest, they barely held her attention. Not the games made of physical things, not the games on the tablets and the computer in what the Mullah (jokingly, Clara thought) called the Nerve Center. The Nerve Center was an interesting place, filled with screens of places both seen and unseen. Clara saw views of the palace (including the occasional shot of her family and friends), but also cities she’d never been to. A place of lush green, of ancient ruins so different from Egypt’s and yet so similar. There was one man, Quaid, who monitored the Nerve Center. Once she’d heard him mention Ravi, the boy she’d met up top and who, Clara gathered, had broken contact with the others. And in that conversation — too whispered to be helpful — she’d heard Quaid mention Peers.
Clara, watching Sadeem, called him on his crap. “C’mon.” 
“What? You do not believe me?” 
Another booming from above, much larger than the last, came rolling down one of the longest tunnels. If Clara’s sense of direction was intact, it was coming from the palace. In the other direction, Mullah tunnels seemed to yawn far into the desert beyond the wall. She’d considered following them the way she’d once followed what she’d thought was Peers Basara’s dog, but there were always polite guards barring her in the central area. Keeping her with the toys, playing with apparent purpose.
Shouts — urgent but distant enough to dismiss — followed the boom. A big one, enough to sift dust from the tunnel ceiling. 
“What’s going on?” Clara asked. 
“Nothing unanticipated.” 
“They sound like something’s really wrong.” 
“The fact that it was anticipated does not mean it is pleasant. Or that it will be.” 
“What is it?” 
“Tell me about the games.”
Behind Sadeem, someone ran by, shouting. A woman, yelling as if giving commands, gone before Clara could try and translate. 
“I think I’m done for now.” 
“Then just explain. How do you see the solutions?” 
“What’s going on, Sadeem?”
“Let the others worry about that. We will be moving, but nothing should concern you.” 
Quaid rushed into the room, white robes rustling, shouting at Sadeem in Arabic. Clara focused. Saw the words in her head. Rewound her memory, hearing the syllables that had eluded her. She played forward, listening to Quaid at different speeds. She turned the words like blocks. A cypher formed. Unlocked a corner of the language — enough for Clara to get an alarming glimpse. 
“Explode? What exploded?” 
“It’s not your concern,” Sadeem said. 
“You said, ‘Charles.’ Are you talking about Charlie?” 
Quaid ignored her. This time Clara heard “Coffey.” A word with no translation, said in English. 
“Mr. Sadeem?” Clara said, her voice closer to demanding than concerned. Almost righteous. She heard it herself, and wondered. 
“Return to your games, Clara.” 
But this irritated Quaid further. He raised his voice, and with a greater sample of the language to twist and turn, Clara found herself able to understand even more. She disengaged part of her mind and allowed herself to drift — toward her mother, toward Piper, toward Mr. Cameron. And when she pulled back and spoke again, her objection came in a shout. 
“What happened to Cameron?” 
“Calm yourself,” Quaid snapped. “We said nothing of Mr. Bannister.” 
But Clara hadn’t drawn only from their discussion. She’d plucked that right from Piper’s distraught mind, from Cameron’s absent — or distantly altered — one. 
Quaid continued. Clara didn’t bother to try understanding; his clipped Arabic came out in a string of rapid-fire nonsense. At the end, Quaid’s eyes were huge and waiting. Sadeem’s were wide and worried. Almost frightened. 
“Clara. Gather your belongings. Hurry.” 
“I don’t have any belongings down here.” 
“All the games. Anything you’ve touched. Anything there.” He gestured toward the collection in front of her then kicked a bag , his message clear. “Hurry. Please.” 
Clara wanted to ask but did as instructed. Thirty seconds later she had a bag full of Mullah puzzles plus a cup she’d been drinking from, now drained. Sadeem was behind her, practically shoving, his urgency clear. 
“What is it?” Clara demanded. 
“They cannot see your mind. It is important that they do not see your body down here, either.” 
“Who?” 
Sadeem’s hand was on her back, shoving Clara into a small, cunningly concealed door. He’d shown it to her before with a wink — a man conveying something he wasn’t supposed to. Behind the door was a closet beneath a subterranean set of stairs, but without a special key, you’d never know the closet was there. The place was full of secrets. Mullah tunnels reminded Clara of Derinkuyu. No wonder the Mullah had pursued their group so handily there. They were treading familiar turf. 
“Stay inside until someone comes for you. Do you understand me?”
Clara nodded. He pushed the door, but she spoke again before it was fully seated. 
“Sadeem?” 
“We must hurry, Clara.” 
“I’m scared.” 
He looked for a moment like he might shut the door in his rush, but Sadeem paused long enough to meet her eyes. His look was soft. Sympathetic. 
“Now is not the time for fear,” he said. “That comes later.” 
The door shut. Clara was suddenly in full dark, the obsidian curtain pierced only by a tiny sliver of light at the short door’s upper corner.
She heard a growing hum. She put her eye to the slit, squinting, trying to see through the minuscule crack as the sound mounted, buzzing like a massive swarm of angry hornets.
She saw Sadeem. She saw Quaid. 
She saw them pause their rushing about then turn to face something unseen, hands raised as if facing policemen. 
Then Clara saw nothing more as the chamber filled with tiny buckshot-sized metal balls, the entire mass surging like a swarm — buzzing, frenzied, and furious.





Chapter Two
CHAOS REIGNED beyond the glass as Ember Flats tore itself apart. 
The Ark was open. Every human soul could feel the psychic buzz as judgment began and ended, as the Astral verdict was decided, as humanity failed its biggest test. Reptars prowled the streets. Shuttles obliterated any who crossed their path. There was a hum in the air, resonating between every human mind and the stone repeaters beyond the city: citizens all looking inward, seeing their faults, realizing the betrayal of Heaven’s Veil with its phony viceroy and the city’s ensuing destruction. Knowing they would die betrayed and could do nothing to stop it. Gulping each breath in fear and outright panic. Seeing, finally, that the time had come for the human race to be decimated so the few who remained could start all over again. 
It had happened in the past, and it was happening now: an extinction-level event, unfolding before them. Kindred, standing beside Mara Jabari, gazed furiously up at the massive ship hovering above Ember Flats, hands balled into fists at his sides. 
How hadn’t he known the Deathbringer was on its way? He must have seen it at some point, before the change. But more and more, Kindred found it hard to tap into his Astral side. Ever since he’d woken to his true identity back in Heaven’s Veil (an Astral in human form, somewhere between the Titan he’d once been and the man Meyer Dempsey still was), he’d been an intruder in an odd middle ground, able to touch the planet’s human and alien halves. He’d sensed nearby motherships; he’d felt the collective and Divinity inside it; he’d always been able to operate his old species’ technologies when he encountered them. Yet at the same time, he’d been as human as Meyer, complete with all his old memories. 
But over the past months, Kindred had begun to feel his two halves like water and dye. The two wouldn’t stay separate; eventually, the dye claimed everything. Humanity’s imperfections had swirled throughout Kindred until there was no Astral left within him. And so now, standing before the big window, Kindred could still sense the Ember Flats mothership — but he couldn’t feel the colossus. Whatever the huge ship was, he was as clueless as the humans. 
And it made him livid. 
“What is it?” Piper asked, looking upward, her voice full of dread. 
Kindred looked over, realizing that his anger extended to Piper. She suddenly struck him as an idiot. Cameron was dead, pitched right into the Ark’s fucking abyss. Cameron’s humanity had polluted it the way humanity had soiled Kindred — and now he was barely Astral while the Ark was coughing, choking on mankind the way Divinity had retched on Meyer’s emotions. If he’d not infected the collective, it wouldn’t have squeezed out the Pall like pus from a zit. And if Cameron hadn’t died in some vain attempt to confuse the archive’s judgment — or at least bias it, making it emotional rather than objective — then Piper wouldn’t suddenly be an obvious, shining, white-hot empath. The answers were all so obvious. And yet here she was, gaping as if her mind could see nothing despite her new gifts, asking the stupidest questions. 
“It’s a ship,” Kindred snapped. 
Piper didn’t look over. Instead she said another dumb thing: “It’s bigger than the city.” 
Kindred clenched his fists harder. He felt the very human sensation of pain, fingernails cutting tiny moons into the heel of his palm. Piper sounded like this was all a big surprise — and yet it was obvious that if she’d just get out of her own way, she could see much more than him.
But Kindred was supposed to be the knowledgeable one, the man in charge. But now he was as low on the totem pole as his daughter — if that’s what Lila was. The panic and fury he felt at the loss of control was … 
Well, it was very human. 
“You said you had a plan,” Kindred said to Mara Jabari, ignoring Piper.
“It’s too late.” 
He felt his control slip another notch. “What do you mean it’s too fucking late?” 
“I didn’t know this was coming. None of us did.”
Goddammit. Kindred didn’t like standing still, motionless by the big windows with the others, lined up like targets in a shooting gallery. Beyond the palace wall, the city was killing itself. Every human was suddenly for himself as Titans pursued them, becoming black creatures with teeth and claws. But it was all shock and awe. The Astrals wouldn’t carry out their extermination hand-to-hand or one-by-one. You didn’t need to be an empath to see that.
This was about creating fear. 
This was about preparing the city — and likely the planet — for whatever the ship would soon unleash.
“What was the plan?” Kindred asked.
“It doesn’t matter.” 
“What was the plan?” 
Jabari looked over at Kindred’s raised voice. For a moment she looked dumbstruck, but then she sobered and answered him straight.
“There’s an escape vehicle.” 
“Great.” 
“But we’ll never reach it now.”
“Why not?” 
“We weren’t counting on something like this.” Her eyes ticked toward the window, and Kindred knew she had to mean the enormous ship, which looked like a moon in low orbit. “Every projection we ran at the Da Vinci Initiate only considered motherships and shuttles. This is unprecedented. All the historical records mentioned ships of two sizes, never three.” 
“Probably because by the time the big one shows up, everyone’s dead.”
Kindred, annoyed, swiveled toward Piper. Jabari saw his face and raised a hand. 
Stop it, Jabari’s eyes seemed to say. Whatever is wrong with you right now, get a grip and try to help, or we’ll never get out of here alive.
“At the Initiate, we looked through dozens of mass exterminations — those suspected by the Ancient Aliens theorists and a few known only by us. The pattern is always the same. Every time the aliens come, we fall into some sort of equilibrium. There’s always a period of cooperation, where it’s as if we’ve formed a dual society. You’ll see great inventions: machines that fly, create food, help humanity wage war. But then all of a sudden the records stop. There’s a plague. A flood. A meteor strike. And afterward, only a small core of humans remains. Evidence of the new inventions vanishes, and it’s as if humanity’s clock is reset.” 
“We knew this.” Meyer didn’t sound as impatient as Kindred — just the normal amount of restless agitation he always had under pressure.
Jabari nodded. “We collaborated extensively with Benjamin’s lab. He and Charlie would both tell you the same things I’m telling you now. But what they didn’t know — what nobody knew other than the Da Vinci Initiate — was that the Astrals left behind a record of their version of events, too. And those records told us that—” 
Somewhere unseen, a massive explosion struck, shaking the floor and glass in the mansion’s windows. Kindred heard several crashes from elsewhere as fragile items toppled and broke. 
Jabari looked back, toward the commotion. “We have to get below. Come with me. There is a basement.”
Kindred grabbed her arm as she moved away. “Is that the way to your escape plan?”
“It’s the way to hide.” 
“Hide from a global extermination event?” 
“You don’t understand.” She was tugging against Kindred’s grip, but he held her firm. “This is a show of might. They won’t reset the human clock by killing us one by one. We must hide and wait for this phase to finish. Then maybe we can recalibrate and find a way out before they do whatever they’re planning next.”
“You said there was a way out. An escape plan.” 
“Forget it. The records showed us what we thought were predictable patterns. They’d move the motherships to create a sort of global antenna, like what was happening with the Apex and the array in Heaven’s Veil before Cameron stopped it with his key. I don’t have time to explain, but they seem to have layered redundancies — and Cameron shutting down their first antenna wasn’t just something they knew was possible; it was something they practically encouraged. And—”
Meyer moved to Jabari’s other side. Her eyes weren’t as panicked Lila’s or Piper’s, but she was clearly pulling against Kindred, eager to run and hide. Meyer’s eyes, however, were furious. 
“What do you mean, they encouraged it? My wife died shutting down that antenna. Did you know that would happen? Is this all some sort of … some game you didn’t bother to tell your former collaborators about? If the motherships are going to do the same thing now that the pyramid did and it was all for nothing—”
Another explosion, larger than the first. Deeper in the house, someone screamed. When the shaking ceased, new cracks had formed in the plaster. One of the smaller windows had shattered without breaking away, its clear surface webbed and opaque. 
“We need to get below! The basement is a reinforced bunker. It will protect us if they level the mansion!”
“We’re not hiding. We’re getting out of here if there’s a way out,” Kindred told Jabari. 
“You’re not listening! We knew the mothership would move away when the judgment event began. The shuttles would likely be too occupied to follow. But we have to travel in the open; do you understand? We can’t move unseen with the big ship above. They’ll see. They’ll know! If we blow our only chance now, we’ll never have another!” 
Jabari tugged again. Kindred tightened his grip, turning her dark skin red beneath his fist. Kindred’s ambient anger — whether it came from inside himself or from the archive and the stone repeaters — made him feel powerful. He’d go outside and fight with his fists if he had to. As the expression went, it was better to die on his feet than live on his knees … or to hide, in a stone bunker, like a coward. 
He’d done that before. Even if it was just inside of Meyer Dempsey’s memories, he’d tried that once, in Vail, and it had turned out to be exactly what the Astrals wanted him to do.
“We’re getting out of here. Your vehicle. Where is it? What is it?” 
Jabari met his eyes, then Meyer’s. There were more flashes from outside. Screams were audible even through the reinforced glass. Screams — and Reptar purrs. She seemed to be weighing their mettle — trying to decide if there was any point in continuing to protest.
“It’s not just one vehicle. It’s a fleet of small vehicles. Taken together, we call it ‘the Cradle.’”
“What kind of vehicles?”
“The only thing we thought might be able to move unseen from above.” 
“Cars in tunnels,” Meyer guessed. 
“Submersibles,” Jabari corrected. “Like miniature submarines, able to skim the surface when it seems safe. The river isn’t deep. But it was the only chance we saw.” 
“Who else knows?” Kindred fought his rising temper. Jabari had this plan all along. All along.
“Only a small inner circle. And the other viceroys.” 
“Not all the other viceroys,” Kindred said. 
“We didn’t know if we could trust you. Heaven’s Veil was special. It was the only site without Ancient Aliens significance. The only capital with a Money Pit.” She swallowed. “The only viceroy who seems to have been replaced by an Astral shapeshifter.” 
Meyer and Kindred shared a glance. Then both turned to Jabari, fury thick in the room’s thin air. Was it possible that Meyer was the anomaly rather than Jabari? 
“Where is it?” Meyer growled. 
“You’ll never make it,” she said simply. 
“Where!”
“On the Nile. Upriver, near the first of the jade monoliths. Away from the capital, at the end of the Orion Road. It’s an area we’ve protected from the freaks and cannibals in Hell’s Corridor, but you’ll need to cross their land to get there. We have an understanding with them, but you do not. Do you understand what that means?” 
“We made it past the crews before,” Meyer said. 
“It’s not just them. You can’t travel out of sight. Even if the mothership has moved away as we predicted, the colossus will see you. You’re a fool if you think the Astrals inside it don’t know exactly who you are and how to spot you. Not after what we pulled out there. You understand now why they let us tell the world about Heaven’s Veil and the two Meyers, don’t you? Every human mind inside the neural network is a collective we can broadcast on screens, so you can just bet the Astrals can tap it. All we did out there today was blow your cover. We turned every person in this city into another pair of eyes that will follow you wherever you try to go.” 
“We’ll take our chances.” 
“There are three submersibles. Each holds only four people. They run on diesel. We didn’t think we could trust electric; we didn’t know for sure how often we’d be able to surface to let solar panels charge the batteries. They have full tanks, and there are spare cans in each. But Meyer, they won’t get you far. It’s over 250 kilometers to the river delta, but traveling into open sea was always a last resort. The plan was to stop once away from Ember Flats, raise a satellite antenna, and use a signal we’ve pirated to get in touch with the others. But with the big ship up there with all its interference, you’ll never—” 
“Which others?” 
“The other viceroys!” She seemed threadbare, nearing panic. There was a fire burning beyond the wall now. Another window must have broken in a subsequent crash because now sounds from outside were obvious — including purring Reptars, and the discharging weapons of shuttles. 
“But we always knew there might be unknowns!” Jabari continued, forestalling Kindred’s response. “Plan A was to establish contact viceroy to viceroy — something we could only do once outside the cities, after judgment began and Astral eyes turned toward us while they rallied their troops for global extinction. Plan B, for Ember Flats, was to make it all the way to the open water if communication couldn’t be established. We’d take the submersibles to Lesan Area, possibly to Alexandria, then into the Mediterranean. Again, we’d try to establish communication once away from population centers. But there was always the chance that we’d have to scrap it all — that something unexpected might happen like a giant fucking ship taking over half the sky!” 
Kindred looked up at Meyer, his temper temporarily diffused. He’d never heard Jabari swear. Didn’t know she could. She looked wild-eyed, and wasn’t alone. Lila had shut down, practically in a ball on a chair across the hallway. Piper was mute, gazing at the descending chaos beyond and the unmoving, ominous eclipse of the mammoth alien ship. Cameron was dead. Charlie and Jeanine Coffey were probably dead, too. Peers was missing — probably dead as well; why not? Clara was still gone. Leaving the city meant leaving her behind, wherever she was. 
Safe. That’s where she was. That’s what Piper had said, and what remained of Kindred’s internal sense agreed. They shouldn’t be worrying about Clara. Time had come to make sure they were safe, too. 
An itch made Kindred turn. Piper and especially Lila had both looked up and were now staring at Kindred, Meyer, and Jabari. It was as if the women had heard his thoughts about Clara. Probably had. 
“Please,” Jabari said. “Try and understand. We ran every possible scenario. We couldn’t know this big ship was coming, and for all we know there are ships like this over every one of the capitals. We might never reach the other viceroys. You might end up out of fuel, bobbing around in open water in a tiny tin can. We’re all safer here. This was always—” She patted the wall beside her, indicating the entirety of the mansion. “Our last, best option if it all fell apart.”
Kindred watched her. Trying to see all the way down to the floor of her soul. This woman — unlike Meyer Dempsey but possibly like every one of the other viceroys — had been allowed to rule as herself rather than an alien puppet. What did it mean that she’d turned on the Astrals? What did it mean that, apparently, all of the other viceroys had turned on the Astrals, as well? Were the Astrals really that stupid? Were they really that ignorant of human nature, to fail at truly converting even one of their eight turncoats?
“We’re going,” Meyer said. “I’m not going to curl up in a hole in the ground and hide from the aliens … again.” 
A rushing shout echoed from behind them, making Kindred jump. Feet coming fast, like someone mounting a sneak attack from the rear.
Kindred turned. 
The newcomer struck.





Chapter Three
“HOWDY.” 
The hairless, alabaster-skinned Titan turned toward the sound, its expression the same as the one that seemed permanently affixed to the face of every Titan — vaguely surprised but eager to help whoever had sneaked up behind him, like a maitre d’ caught unaware.
The Titan watched the middle-aged man who’d approached him while he stood outside the Ark courtyard. The human was dressed in a rumpled but clean button-down shirt and blue jeans. He wore a brown belt, and the tips of scuffed brown boots protruded from the bottoms of his pants. He had a long, lean face that other humans would see as equal parts weathered, like old cowhide, and ugly. His most distinctive feature was probably his hands, big and lean; they seemed to be made of bone and leather. As the Titan watched, he used the index finger and thumb of one of those big dextrous hands to pluck a reed or thistle from between his teeth. Then he spoke again. 
“You’re not very talkative, are you?” 
The Titan cocked his head. 
“I know this is a cliché, but I wonder if you’d be willing to do me a favor.” The man chuckled, creasing his forehead in wrinkles. “Take me to your leader.” 
The Titan said nothing. 
“I know you’ve got shuttles around the Ark. Maybe you could let me knock on one of them doors.” 
Still, the Titan was silent. 
The stranger shifted as if settling in. He moved his weight from one boot-clad foot to the other. His mouth worked, as if assessing the mute conversationalist before him. Then he returned the reed to his lips like a smoker with his cigarette and fished something from his pocket. A tiny clack filled a convenient auditory pause between an explosion and a loud grinding from beyond. Then there was a banging, like a gunshot. Someone screamed, and the evening sky lit with the flash of a shuttle blast. The man didn’t flinch, as if deaf and immune to the shaking earth.
“I think I know what’s going on here,” the human said, his manner serious. “I’m being rude, aren’t I? Expecting to get a favor without giving anything first. That’s not the way my mamma taught me. Promise. Not that my mamma was an ordinary lady. You know what I’m talking about, don’tcha?
The Titan moved slightly, blocking the courtyard from view, angling his large body between the strange human and the courtyard where the archive was still pulsing and glowing, from which shuttles had been ferrying back and forth since the city had started its dying.
The human held up a hand, fingers splayed. There were shiny black spheres the size of smallish golf balls between his index and middle fingers, between his middle and ring fingers, and between his ring finger and pinky. One big hand with three black balls, palm forward like a greeting. 
The man moved his fingers. The balls rolled down into his palm. It happened slowly, the movement precise and controlled. The balls didn’t touch. Then he closed his palm only slightly, and they did, each one rolling against the edge of the other. Subtle shifts in his hand muscles moved in circles. Tiny chime-like sounds filled the air. 
“I’ll bet it’s boring, being out here all by yourself,” the stranger said. “Just standing around. Gawking at nothing. They tell you to stand guard, but really it’s mostly just you being here, doing nothing. Or is it more like you’re just part of the bigger group? Not really by yourself at all, but part of that big ol’ alien collective. Am I right?” 
The Titan’s eyebrows rose, curious. He watched the balls move in the human’s hand, chasing each other in circles. The movement was hypnotic. Slow. Taking its time.
“You’d think I’d know, wouldn’t you?” the man asked. “But I don’t. Just like I don’t know you, friend. But I could, if I tried. What do you think? Here. Take this.” 
The Titan looked down. His own hand was out, powder white. One of the black balls was resting in his palm, like a diseased eye against the pale backdrop. He didn’t remember taking the ball but had apparently done so.
The air between them seemed to blur. An observer, watching the two figures from the outside, would have seen a drooping of eyelids. A sagging of heads. And then nothing, except that each looked up when the moment was over, understanding somehow clarified.
“You can keep that. I have plenty.” 
The Titan’s eyes moved from the black sphere in his palm to the three balls still in the stranger’s hand. The stranger hadn’t gone into his pocket again. It was as if he’d summoned the new ball from nowhere. 
The man put one hand over the other to cover the balls. When he parted his hands there were two black balls per palm. Then he did it again, and this time there were three in each hand, circling with tiny chimes. The city soundscape seemed to have gone mute. Not far off, a red beam lanced into a building, and it detonated, throwing brick like shrapnel into the air. Debris rolled between the Titan and the man, but neither looked down to see it. 
“Thing about being me,” the man said, “is that there’s always plenty to go around. I can be where I was or I can be where I stand. I can be what I used to be or what I am now. It’s not always easy. Not like you forgetting where that gift I gave you ended up.” 
The man nodded toward the Titan’s palm. The ball was gone. 
He raised his right hand. Combined it with his left. There were six balls in one hand, no balls in the other. Then five, four, and the original three. Nothing hit the ground. Nothing rolled up the man’s sleeves. The balls circled fingers and thumb as if mocking gravity. He splayed his fingers with the balls between them, rolled the balls from back to front, clenched them in his fist, and made them vanish. Then he opened the opposite hand and the balls were now there, still moving.
“Funny thing about all of this,” the man said, closing his hand and opening it again to reveal four balls instead of three, then five instead of four, “is that I think we both know there’s more happening than meets the eye. The question isn’t about yes or no. It’s not really about win or lose. It’s about how, ain’t it? There’s what you see and what you don’t. But it’s hard for anyone to guess what’s going to happen if they don’t see the how and the why. If they only see a slice, is what I mean.”
The man pressed his hands together. The balls vanished as if they’d never been. 
“If you thought you knew how I did that trick, friend, you’d be wrong. Just like if you think you know all that’s in play this time you came to visit your little ant farm.” He held out his large, empty hands and smiled — a strange expression on his long and leathery face, which seemed far more suited to scowling. “Now how ’bout you let me in to have a chat with the man in charge? Or the thing in charge; sorry.” 
The man stepped forward, toward the shuttles. The Titan moved to block his way. 
“I just want to talk. And despite how you won’t stop yammering on, I don’t think you’re the fella to talk to.” 
He tried to move around the Titan again. Still, the alien blocked his way. So the man said, “Think you can see all that needs seeing? Think you’ve got it all figured out?” 
The air shimmered between them. A thought, finally lubricated and frequencies duly tuned, shot from one mind to the other, handily translated by the black orb, their minds finding resonance like clacking spheres: 
It doesn’t matter. 
“Of course it matters.” 
Judgment is at hand. Selection is coming. Extermination will follow.
“Same as always?” 
Same as always.
“What about me?” 
You don’t matter.
“What about the kids, fella?” 
Nothing changes. As with earlier epochs, they will self-select, and some will remain.
“To perpetuate the species, huh?” the human said, nodding knowingly, hands on his hips. 
Yes.
“And no other reason. No other point in considering the kids. Even those your stubborn asses can’t see?” 
The Titan’s head cocked.
“I’m on your side, friend. Which is to say I’m on no one’s.” 
The man tried again to circle around but this time didn’t stop when the Titan moved in front of him. He pushed against the alien’s strong arms. Fought him. Punched at him, determined to pass. 
A rolling, gravel-filled noise percolated from the Titan’s throat. When the man looked up, he saw a blue spark blooming inside the Titan’s mouth. 
Instead of backing away, the man pushed harder. And as he pushed, the Titan changed. Shining black carapace covered smooth white skin. Limbs elongated and cracked, becoming multi-jointed, creaking with stretching tendons. The man stepped back, seeing the half-Reptar thing, watching it shift.
“Let me through,” the stranger said, “or this time, everyone loses.” 
The Reptar didn’t hesitate. The psychic bond had soured; the man could feel its animal cunning replacing calm Titan logic. He felt its bloodlust and primal anger. He seemed to see himself through the Reptar’s eyes as it stretched out, jaw unhinging, and bit him in half. 
Only the man wasn’t bitten at all. He was standing, fully intact in his blue jeans and dress shirt, rolling three black balls in his big right hand. 
The Reptar pulled back, confused. It had tasted flesh. It was still swallowing something that wasn’t precisely there when the human signaled to a pair of Titans who’d come to investigate the Reptar’s purr, to see what was at the courtyard’s perimeter. The Reptar didn’t turn to look, but both Titans trained eyes on the human, polite expressions on their faces. 
“You there,” the stranger called. “Did I ever tell you about my cousin Timmy?” 
The Reptar coiled its panther-like rear legs and leaped, but as it launched itself at the man, there was a low yet horrible popping, and it detonated in a flesh bomb of black shell and gore. 
The stranger looked at his shirt with distaste, reaching down to flick away wet pieces of the Reptar’s body, then strolling nonchalantly forward, toward a trio of shuttles. The door of the middle one was open. The human made for it, nodding toward the two newcomers with a tip of an invisible hat.
This time, the Titans did not interfere. 





Chapter Four
CLARA STIRRED, found herself blind, then remembered that she’d fallen asleep in the tiny, cramped closet under the subterranean set of stairs in the Mullah tunnels. That realization led to a question: Why, exactly, had she fallen asleep? Sadeem had shoved her into the secret cubby, and she’d watched what looked like millions of flying Astral spy BBs swallow them whole.
Even thinking back on what she’d seen through the slit around the concealed doorjamb made Clara’s head feel garbled. The scene had been like watching swimmers in undulating metallic waves, except they never surfaced for air. There was only the slow — and yet somehow furious — ebb and flow of massing drones, moving in tandem as if they were one thing rather than untold numbers of individuals. 
Kind of like the Astrals themselves. 
Or humans. Because that’s something that had been clear to Clara from the start, though it often felt like she was the only one who truly got it. Sadeem and the others were fascinated with how she solved puzzles years too advanced for her (or perhaps years too advanced for even the wisest adults), just like how Mom and Dad and Piper and all the others had once been fascinated by how she learned anything. They seemed enthralled that Clara had walked when she had, that she’d talked when she had, that she’d spoken in full sentences from the start and understood even what her parents tried to protect her from. But how could a girl not know how to do all those things? It was all so obvious. She’d known most of it from the start, before she really even had a body, before she left her mother’s womb. What was the big deal? Did “normal” kids just decide not to walk and talk and be who they obviously already were? That had never struck Clara as particularly normal.
After swarming the room for a while, the balls must have left. She could hear no commotion outside. But that, Clara had no memory of. Because she seemed to have fallen asleep, watching the lazy rhythms, feeling the sights and sounds of shifting silver waves working on her mind like a lullaby. 
She put her eye to the crack, peeked out, and saw nothing but an empty room beyond. 
“Sadeem!” She said it in a harsh whisper. 
There was no response. 
Clara twisted her face all she could, shifting from one eye to the other, laying her nose to the side and pressing her cheek to the door, hoping to see more than her limited panorama. But she could only make out that tiny sliver of the room. 
“Sadeem! Quaid! Anyone!” 
Nothing. 
Clara touched the knob. Turned it slowly so as not to make sound. Opened the door a hair and peeked out the new crack, still seeing and hearing nothing. She opened it farther, millimeter by millimeter, until there was enough of a gap that there was no longer any point in stealth. She opened it the rest of the way and looked out into the Mullah’s underground chamber, tunnels branching left and right. 
The strung lights were still lit, black cords tacked to the walls and ceilings in long ribbons. 
The rooms were utterly silent. Even when Clara had first followed the dog that wasn’t a dog to this place, they hadn’t been so still. But now, she’d be able to hear a pin drop from the complex’s other end. The echo, in all this stillness, would have seemed titanic. 
But: nothing. 
“Sadeem!”
Nothing. 
Clara closed the cubby behind her, aware that if something was quietly amiss, she might still need a place to hide, and crossed into the far tunnel, then the next chamber, and beyond. There was no one around. 
She stifled her fear. Sometimes — most times, really — Clara could sense the emotions of others around her, even if they weren’t there. That’s why she didn’t worry about the Mullah’s intentions once she’d met them, and why she didn’t fret much about her mom or the others. Clara understood that the Mullah would finish with what they needed and then send her home. Mom would get past her worry. But right now she sensed an emotional void. The ever-present knowledge— served up, it seemed, by some sort of invisible censor for Clara to sample — had gone missing. She couldn’t stretch her mind to try look. It simply wasn’t there. 
She didn’t know where the Mullah were or what they might be thinking. 
Before, even when she’d had that strange feeling about Cameron and the city’s mood had soured like bad milk above them, she hadn’t been too concerned about her family and friends because she’d known they were fine and would — for at least the time being — remain so. But now she couldn’t sense any of them, either. 
She couldn’t see or feel or hear her mother inside her mind. 
She couldn’t feel Piper. 
She couldn’t feel either of her grandfathers. 
She could only feel herself. 
That never happened. She felt acutely, intensely alone, as if she’d gone deaf and blind in unison and was being forced to navigate her world by touch. 
She forced herself to breathe slowly, and stay calm. 
Chill out, Clara. This must be how it is for most people every day. For Mom. For Mr. Cameron. For all your Mullah friends. Everyone but you and the other freaks seem to do just fine without a window into anyone else’s head. You’re fine.  
She moved on, feeling as if she were groping through the dark. 
Just keep putting one foot in front of the other. 
Before long, Clara arrived at a section of tunnel she recognized. Only now the slab at the hallway’s end was open, and she could see muted fluorescent light beyond. She walked out, found herself in a more traditional-seeming basement, then moved up a quiet set of stairs. She was in a dwelling, also vacant. 
She moved to the window. And that’s when it hit her.
The wave of intense emotion — not bubbling up from inside this time, as usually happened when she was alone and her mind traveled to those she cared about most. This was raw and forceful, beaten into her from the outside. 
Now that Clara could see the city streets, she couldn’t help but feel them as well. The entire world, so recently quiet, was now stuffed full of noise. It was like the time she’d borrowed Uncle Trevor’s music player back in Heaven’s Veil then hit play without checking the volume. With her walls down and her sensitivity all the way up to catch any whiff of emotion, intensity from the streets was a tsunami of mental clatter. For a few terrifying seconds, it felt like it might blast the brain right out of her ears. 
Clara winced, bit down on the feeling, and gripped the windowsill until she found herself able to breathe again. Then her muscles relaxed, and she looked out on the city, realizing she could see and hear and feel and sense and taste everything. 
While she’d been playing games, Grandpa Meyer and Grandpa Kindred had made some sort of announcement. Clara could hear snippets of that announcement deep beneath the raw fear that rode on the surface. That’s what had started this all — or maybe more accurately, that had been the first in a chain of events that had caused whatever had gone wrong. 
Betrayal.
Terror. 
Confusion. 
Meyer Dempsey was supposed to be dead, or at least disappeared. There was only supposed to be one of him — the one wasn’t far off from a modern Hitler or Stalin — two names Clara didn’t factually understand but knew plenty from mental context. But now there were two, and they were very much alive. Now Heaven’s Veil wasn’t his fault at all. Now blame belonged to the Astrals, and the aliens weren’t doing much to contradict the story. 
The Ark is open. 
The inner whisper made her flinch. She’d been there, at Mount Sinai. She’d seen what had come out. She’d known what it must mean. How had she missed this? Had the Mullah really kept her mind so occupied with the endless puzzles? Had they done it on purpose, to keep her blind? 
But it was true: Cameron had opened the Ark. And what she’d sensed seemed to be true: The Ark was an archive of all humanity had done and said and felt and intended and explored and rejected and exploited and committed since the Astrals had left the last time. It was a record of humanity’s good and evil, and popping its top had called the Astrals to sort through the evidence and render their judgment. 
The judgment was in. 
And the verdict was guilty. 
Ember Flats knew it. Even if the people couldn’t spell it out, they felt it in their bones.
Clara moved to the door. Looked up. And found that the presence she’d felt wasn’t all in her mind. She could see the enormous low moon exactly where she’d expected, for the last thirty seconds, to see it. 
The Dark Rider. That’s what the Mullah’s minds called it. The final Horseman. The bringer of death, the one Mullah legend said started the plagues. 
Clara ducked back behind the door, closing it most of the way, as a Reptar patrol galloped by on their strange insectile legs: half-distorted black mammals, half things. The horror of seeing them was more immediate and visceral, less predictive. Knowing what was happening made it no less terrifying. Seeing the entire picture did not, Clara realized, make her any more prepared or unafraid to face it. 
Clara closed the door, slumped against the wall, and slid down until she was sitting on the floor of the unknown stranger’s empty house. She didn’t feel special. She didn’t feel Lightborn. 
She felt like a seven-year-old girl who wanted her mother. 
Clara began to cry. 
Then there was a knock on the door.





Chapter Five
PIPER SAW IT COMING, but there was no time to stop it. 
Peers, in a dead sprint but looking behind him as if being chased, collided full-on with Kindred’s back. The pair didn’t crumple so much as slam flat onto the floor. Kindred managed to break the fall with his hands, but Peers wasn’t as elegant. His momentum rolled him along Kindred’s body like a stuntman toppling across the hood of a parked car. He ended up crashing shoulder first into the floor beside Kindred then sliding across the hardwood until he wedged into the corner where floor met wall. 
Kindred was up in a second, every inch the intimidating physical specter Meyer — or his duplicates — always managed to be. Meyer himself was two feet away, his eyes also on Peers, his hands also raising to fight. It seemed to dawn on them both that Peers hadn’t tackled; he’d bumbled in like a fool. And as he was standing, rubbing his shoulder, his eyes were so wide, they were like giant white saucers with circles of spilled tea in the center.
“Meyer!” Peers blurted. “Thank God. You must come with me.” 
“Where?” 
“There’s a way out. There’s …” His eyes went to Jabari. “She has a plan. I need to get you out of here.” 
Meyer’s eyes narrowed. “You?”
“We know about the escape plan, Peers,” Piper said. “But Mara says we can’t make it.”
“We can make it,” Kindred mumbled.
Jabari sighed. “You’ll just hold umbrellas over your heads and run there, I suppose? Hope the giant ship that knows your name doesn’t notice or care?”
“We have to hurry.” Peers kept looking backward, as if still fearing the arrival of whatever had him running. “Come with me.” He tugged at Meyer’s blazer. Meyer, disgusted at the base gesture, shook him off with disdainful eyes.
“We’re not leaving without Clara.” 
All heads turned toward Lila. Piper — and the others, apparently, judging by the group’s puzzled looks — had forgotten she was there.
“Of course we’re not.” Piper looked at Peers but cast much more meaningful looks at Meyer and Kindred in the doing. “Peers? We’re not going anywhere until we find Clara.” 
“The Mullah have her. Come. We have to hurry.” 
“We know the Mullah have her,. That’s why we need to find her. Cameron did what they wanted. So they’ll let her go. Right, Piper?” Lila’s look was pleading, begging for knowledge Piper couldn’t possibly have. Though she did, sort of — after Cameron’s mental presence had vanished from her mind, she’d had an intense flash of emotional knowledge. She’d known he was gone, and that Clara was safe. But now she couldn’t access the feeling or be sure that Clara was still safe, let alone where she might be. And she hadn’t a clue as to the Mullah’s intentions. Trying to restore her flash of empath’s sight was like trying to move a new limb: she could do it, but not entirely on purpose and certainly not reliably. 
She’d sensed Clara, a little. 
She’d sensed the city, a lot. 
But now she could still feel Ember Flats, and the Ark summoning some sort of power. But she couldn’t feel Clara. Where had she gone? Was she still okay? 
Peers saved her from responding, cutting off Piper and ignoring Lila. 
“Come. Hurry! There’s a new ship. It’s—” 
“I think we figured that out,” Kindred said. 
“Its purpose is to destroy. It’s their wrecking ball. We can’t be here when it starts doing what it came here to do. Do you understand? There are not several of these large ships. There is only one. And it’s here, right above us. Ember Flats is where it all begins. We can’t be underneath it when Armageddon arrives!”
Piper was sensing something new from Peers. There was fear, yes. And urgency, for sure. But there was something else as well. He’d been keeping one secret, she saw, and now he was keeping another. It was guilt atop guilt, and the deepest layer was miles thick. The kind that had gripped Peers by the spine, to never let go. 
What had he done? She narrowed internal eyes, trying to flex that new limb. But focus eluded her. Piper’s mind was too preoccupied with what he’d said about Ember Flats, about plagues. And about what she’d seen — or, more accurately, had stopped seeing — about Clara. 
“We are safer in here than out there,” Jabari said. 
“We are annihilated in here, whereas out there we at least have a chance!” Peers was practically heaving, his body language pleading. Piper wondered again at his intent. He seemed more than eager to leave. This was somehow personal. If nobody listened, Piper sensed, Peers would fight tooth and nail until they did. 
He was behaving as if he needed to right a terrible wrong. As if this was all his fault. She could see it in his manner and sense it in his emotions. 
“Peers?” Piper asked. “Do you know where Clara is?”
“They’ve made their judgment already,” Peers rushed on. “Now they’re stirring panic to squeeze out the last of our poison — to make sure there’s no corner of us they haven’t seen. Meyer and Kindred’s announcement made everyone angry, and now all of that rage is streaming into the Ark, adding to what they know and believe about us. But it won’t hold for long. Soon it’ll all be shaken out. They’ll return to their ships, and the lottery will start. We can’t count on that. Not for all of us. We have to get out!” 
“Where are you getting this information, Peers?” Meyer asked. 
“It doesn’t matter!” 
“It matters to me.” 
“There’s no way to move unseen,” Jabari said. “We will be safest below.” 
Peers turned to Lila, then Jabari, then Piper. 
“Please,” he said, his voice softer. “You must trust me.” 
“But Clara …” 
“The Mullah didn’t leave that note, Lila! Ravi did. Jeanine and I got him to confess. There’s no time to explain. But she’s fine. I know she’s okay.” 
“How can you possibly know that?” 
“Piper thinks the same thing,” Kindred said. “She said that Clara is safer than us. Going is our only sensible option. We might not get another chance.” 
“She’s your granddaughter, Dad!” In Lila’s emotional state, she didn’t seem to know which Meyer she was addressing. 
“She’s fine, Lila!” This time, it was Meyer. 
“Is that what your superbrain tells you? You two being Sherlock?” 
“Honestly? Yes. Based on what we know, getting out is our best-possible scenario. We’ll circle back once the big ship is gone. If Peers is right, it’ll move on eventually. We can get Clara then. She and Piper both seem to have … something. We’ll find her if she’s as safe as everyone seems to think. But we can’t find her if we’re dead.” 
Lila turned away, somewhere between angry and terrified. Piper felt a jolt watching her, wondering if she should speak up. She’d felt Clara was plenty safe when this started, yes. But they’d been paralyzed with indecision, watching Ember Flats implode through the windows and gate, for the better part of an hour. Did the fact that she couldn’t really feel Clara now mean she was having a hard time finding the levers on her new psychic gifts? Or did it mean that Clara had moved out of safety and into peril? 
“We’re going,” Kindred said. “Now.” 
“Yes,” Peers agreed. “Now.” 
“We’re not going anywhere,” Jabari said. Beside her, Lila nodded. And Piper, almost unaware of her own actions, realized she was nodding as well. 
“Don’t listen to her,” Peers said. 
“Listen to me,” Jabari countered, her stare even and firm. “I don’t care how many ‘scenarios’ Meyer and Kindred have run. We thought out every tiny piece of this at the Initiate. Other than the big ship, everything else has gone according to predictions.” 
“You mean other than the planet-sized thing above us? Is that the small, failed prediction you’re referring to?” 
Jabari ignored Kindred, facing Piper, whom she seemed to see as her biggest potential ally — the one in the middle, whose swing vote might make all the difference. 
“All else has gone according to predictions,” Jabari repeated, eye to eye with Piper. “We’re excellent at prediction and planning. I got from where I was to here without incident. I had a plane ready, with redundancies. Other people’s trips to their capitals went less smoothly, I hear, due to poor planning and poorer in-the-moment decisions.” 
“Wait just a goddamned minute,” Meyer said. 
“Who plots a road trip through Chicago?” Jabari said. “What sort of prepper does that?”
“My plane was grounded.” 
“And you had it at an airport where a crew listens to groundings? Not a private strip where you make the rules? That seems like the poorest of choices.” Jabari was speaking to Meyer, but her eyes were on Piper. She paused, seeming to gather courage. Then her eyes flicked to Meyer and back to Piper. “No wonder they felt the need to put an Astral in your place.” 
Meyer lunged at her, but Jabari had put herself behind Lila. She moved back as Meyer, control effectively lost, reached and stuttered behind his daughter. Piper stepped between them, holding her hands out like a referee separating fighters. 
“Enough! Knock it off, both of you.” 
“We’re not leaving without Clara,” Lila said.
“We’re not leaving at all,” Jabari added. “It’s not just Clara. Leaving under that ship’s eye would be idiocy.” 
“You set the plans in place.” Kindred seemed agitated but not nearly as much as Meyer, who was stepping back as his fury subsided and — true Meyer, to the last — straightening his tie. 
“Yes. Plans. Plural. You make plans and you nest them, with backups in case things happen, as they have. We also have a network with the other viceroys, on that pirate signal, that lets us meet from time to time, but the signal is blocked. So we’re cut off. It’s just us. And do you know what that means we have to do?” Jabari didn’t pause to let Kindred answer. “We do the best we can. If we could reach the Cradle, we’d have headed north on the rivers to make contact away from the city. If we couldn’t make contact, we’d go to the sea. And if we couldn’t leave, we’d stay in the city. There’s a well-stocked bunker below. This was always part of the plan, in the event that we couldn’t leave the palace without being watched from above … which, if you’d like to look outside for a second, we can’t.” 
Peers stepped up to Jabari. 
“What if I told you we could?” he asked.





Chapter Six
THE MAN in blue jeans sat on a white bench, reflecting that Meyer Dempsey would think this place resembled an Apple Store. Surfaces were white and rounded. It was the definition of minimalism, if minimalism really meant nothing. From where he was waiting for his appointment, the room’s walls, ceilings, and floors were an undifferentiated expanse of white. Light seemed to come from everywhere, so there weren’t many shadows. It seemed entirely possible to be walking through a place like this and run into a bench you hadn’t known was there. 
He squinted. These human eyes were so limited. It had been easier when he was able to shift shape, to become smoke or Astral or any human he’d touched. Even that black dog. Now it seemed he was stuck in this shape, doomed to be human for at least a fair spell. There were worse things in the universe. He’d seen as much before being squeezed out of the collective: Meyer Dempsey’s humanity distilled, forced through a matrix of Astral assessment. He’d been the piece that didn’t fit when they called him the Pall, but now he fit even less. He wasn’t sure why he had this shape. Was this how Meyer’s mind saw rebellion personified? If so, why hadn’t he coalesced into a punk rocker once the Ark’s opening ceremonies had finished assimilating him, once done with Cameron Bannister? He could be pierced and tattooed, sporting a two-foot, egg-white-stiffened mohawk. 
He looked down at his blue jeans. At his boots. 
Well, this would do. He was nothing if not a strange wanderer in a strange town. 
A featureless door opened across the white space. It looked for a moment as if the first Apple Store had opened into a second Apple Store beyond. Maybe Hell would be an endless chain of white rooms where you could buy glossy electronics. Or Heaven, depending on your take. Either way, he supposed humanity would discover what was waiting beyond mortality’s curtain soon enough. The answer had definitely surprised Dempsey’s expelled emotions — or himself, if a finer line was to be drawn. 
A woman stepped through the doorway, and the second Apple Store disappeared. She approached him on sensible heels — the stranger found himself wondering if she was about to offer him a discount on an overpriced mobile phone.
“Who are you?” The woman would have been in her late twenties if she were actually human. She had a pleasant, pretty face, but it seemed almost as if she didn’t know how to use it. She wore her pleasing features sternly, pleasantries left in the box. 
“I guess that’s a matter of opinion,” he answered. 
“What is your name?” 
“I suppose you can call me Stranger.” 
“What do you want?” 
“Got the new iPhone?” 
“We do not understand.” 
“’Course you don’t.” Stranger stood, shifted his weight, felt as if he’d subconsciously adopted the stance of a waiting gunslinger. He leaned against a wall to make himself friendly, but that pulled up Meyer Dempsey’s image of himself as the old-time Marlboro Man. “Who are you, if we’re getting friendly?” 
“We are Divinity.” 
“You look like a woman to me.” 
“You would not understand our native form.” 
Stranger sent his mind back. He’d been created, as the Pall, after the first false Meyer’s death by Meyer’s son-in-law. If he concentrated hard, he could almost glimpse memories from the Titan who’d become that first replacement Meyer. 
“I’ve seen it. I’d understand it.” 
“You would literally not understand it,” the woman said. “We communicate mind to mind, whereas you require speech.” 
“Do we? I’ve seen the trick you pull with those big rocks. Wakes up even the dumb old human mind, doesn’t it?” 
“Irrelevant.” 
“You’re such a pleasant conversationalist anyway,” Stranger said, kicking one leg up so the sole of his boot rested against the wall. “Don’t suppose you’d like to get a cup of coffee?” 
“Why are you here?” 
“You brought me here.” 
“On your demand.”
“I asked kindly. Your Titans allowed it after seeing my trick. Sorry about the Reptar, by the way.” 
“Irrelevant.” 
“And yet, my condolences.”
“How did you do what you did?” 
“Even the Great Divinity wonders at my petty tricks? I’m flattered.” 
“You haven’t answered the question.” 
Stranger reached into his pocket, then his hand emerged with three golf ball-sized silver spheres. He flexed the muscles of his hand, and the balls rolled in circles against each other, emitting light chimes. A subtle shift of pressure made them climb higher, into the branches of his fingers. He held them splayed, balls between each digit, then closed his palm and made them vanish. 
“Like it?” 
“We do not understand.” 
“You asked to see my trick.” 
“It’s not what we were referring to. We meant—”
“I know what you meant, darlin’. Problem is you’re attempting to judge a people without understanding them.” 
“We now know all we need to know.” 
“Because of the Ark, you mean.” 
The woman finally expressed surprise. Which, Stranger thought, was a wonder in itself. All he’d seen of the Astral mind spoke of emotional inertia. Surely the Astrals had it, but they kept it contained and didn’t allow feelings to affect what they saw as work and duty. But that had changed, and Stranger was proof. The idea was supposed to squeeze all contaminants from the collective — the pollutants dripped by one Astral replacement’s overeager participation in a human’s peaks and valleys. Kill off one kid and force a guy to decide between two women he loves, and things get messy fast. 
“What do you know of the archive?” 
“Same as Bannister. Both Bannisters. Same as the various Dempseys — Meyer and Piper, even Heather, God rest her soul.”
“Heather wasn’t a Dempsey.” 
Stranger reached for his lips, realizing only once his long fingers touched them that he wasn’t chewing on a toothpick. But he gestured as if he’d plucked one from between his lips anyway and spoke in a gotcha tone. “See? Now, you shouldn’t care to point that out.” 
“You haven’t answered our question about the archive.” 
“And you haven’t answered my insinuation about Heather. Tell me. Who did Meyer Dempsey love more?” 
“Irrelevant.” 
“Is it now?” Stranger smiled secretively then moved away from the wall and stood with a hand on one hip. “Well then. I don’t want to be rude. To tell you the truth, I don’t know much more about the Ark than you planned for them all to know.” 
“You mean what their research told them.” 
“Mmm-hmm. Yeah, that’s exactly what I mean. It wasn’t what you’d intended. Like Cameron Bannister being able to open the thing. Just like how he could reach the archive without problems, whereas anyone else would have been pushed back by your Titans and Reptars.”
“Why are you here?” 
“I see. You’d rather be direct. I like that in a woman. Then I’ll just say it. ‘Course I know about the archive. I know you wanted it open, and I know it was the choice to open the archive — not what it contained — that mattered most.”
“The archive contains records of all that has happened in the last epoch. It is the evidence by which humanity will be judged.” 
“And judged guilty, no doubt.”
“It is none of your concern.” 
“What about the viceroys? Is that my concern?” 
This time, the woman paused with her mouth open. A curious affect for a species that normally communicated without using mouths at all. 
“I know that you know they’re plotting against you. All of those disobedient, individual-minded folk. Even Dempsey, who you replaced, is a loner. You’d sure be stupid not to see the way they’ve been sneaking around behind your back. So of course you know. You know that all of those loyal human leaders you put in place to run your cities actually aren’t loyal at all. You know about their secret communication channel, which really ain’t so secret from where you’re standing. You know about Mara Jabari’s Cradle, stashed outside Ember Flats. And …” Stranger paused, wishing he had a toothpick or a cigarette to play with for effect. “Let me guess. If they run to the Cradle, you won’t stop them. You’ll let them leave, shooting lasers at their heels to pretend you’re chasing them, although you never really have.” 
The woman’s mouth worked, but no words came out. Did being in a human form color the way her mind worked? Was she a transformed Titan, like both replacement Meyers? Or some sort of projection? Stranger knew better than most what taking human form did to an Astral intelligence. Flesh had a way of getting its emotional hooks into you.
“Did I ever tell you about my cousin Timmy?” Stranger asked the woman. 
“We do not understand.”
“Well, actually, he was Meyer’s cousin Timmy. He wanted to be a musician. Everyone was supportive. Really supportive. Like, too supportive. You know how everyone supports a retard? That’s about how everyone supported Timmy. Folks in the family told Cousin Timmy how good he did in everything having to do with his music. They went to all his shows. They wore shirts he made for shitty gigs in pissant little clubs. You know why? Because they didn’t really believe in him. They faked enthusiasm because they felt they had to, and when you fake it, you don’t need to believe. And do you know who Timmy became?”
“No,” the woman said. 
“He became Tim Whitney.” 
The woman just stared. 
“Not a country music fan, I see.” 
“Why are you here?” To Stranger, the woman sounded stuck in a loop. 
“Tim wasn’t the biggest name, but he definitely made it on the professional music scene. Pretty big time, and he made a great living as a semi-famous singer until you killed him along with most of the planet. But his family couldn’t see his fame even when he had it because to them he was their stupid Cousin Timmy, who thought he could play guitar. ‘Good for poor, dumb Timmy,’ they said. You get me?” 
“What is your intention? What do you want?”
“Friend, it’s not a matter of what I want. It’s a matter of what I can give you.” 
“How did you destroy the Reptar?” 
Stranger held up his hand. He pinched a silver ball between thumb and forefinger and ring finger. He made it dance, put his other hand to it, and suddenly had a pair rolling across the backs of two hands. Then three, then four. 
He waved his hands theatrically, and all the balls were gone. 
“I have many tricks I’d rather not share.” 
“Then what do you have to give?” 
“Let’s start,” Stranger said, “by discussing the Internet.”





Chapter Seven
THE KNOCK REPEATED. 
Clara waited, knees to her chest, arms around them, pulling herself into a ball. The sound beyond the home’s walls was loud, both inside and out of her head. Inside, she heard fear and begging and bargaining, soul searching and loss and abject panic. Outside, she heard screams and pops and bangs, crashes and Reptar purrs. 
And yet the knock, when it came a third time, was soft and polite. Respectful. As if the person on the other side hadn’t noticed all that was happening at the end of the world and was doing her best to not wake the home’s occupant from a nap. 
“Clara?” It was a young voice, but she couldn’t tell how young because the door muffled it. “Clara, open up.” 
Clara crawled forward. She tried to peek through the window near the door but couldn’t see the porch. Then she crawled to the other side and managed a glance — two kids on the steps: a boy and a girl. The boy looked about twelve or thirteen with hawklike features and a lock of hair that wouldn’t stay off his forehead. The girl was maybe ten, black-skinned, strong-looking and tall, her hair a messy halo around her head.
His name is Nick. Her name is Ella.
[We know you’re in there. Don’t be afraid.]
Clara recoiled, looking around as if someone had shouted. And someone had, outside near the home’s rear. While the main part of Clara’s attention had been on the visitors at her front door, part of her had been listening all around. A Reptar purr had preceded a shout of pain and surprise. It didn’t take much imagination to guess what had happened. 
(Maybe she can’t hear us.)
[Of course she can hear us.]
(I didn’t mean your out-loud voice.)
[I know what you meant. But she talked to us, too, didn’t she?]
Clara ducked, feeling watched. She hadn’t spoken, but the sense that she knew these kids — specifically, that the boy was Nick and the girl was Ella — had been like her own voice speaking inside her mind. It had been stronger and somehow different from her normal internal voice — almost as if it were somehow coming both from within and from the kids themselves. 
“Clara? We’re friends, okay?” came the boy’s
(Nick’s)
voice. “Let us in, will you? Nobody seems to want to eat us, but I get a bad feeling about those little flying balls.” 
“Who are you?” Clara said. 
“We’re like you.” 
“Like me how?”
And then it was like someone had shut off Clara’s sense of vision. For a split second she saw only blackness, then in the dark, a sort of mental video show began to play. Whoever had spliced this particular film had been manic and low on attention; it was composed of second-long clips, possibly images, that seemed to fly toward her, like a rush of speeding traffic: an Astral ship above a city, a baby cradled in its mother’s arms, a hive filled with swarming honeybees, a series of beams of light in a web that seemed to be streaking toward each other like contrails of jets, only much faster, a chasm opening in the earth to expose a pit like Hell come topside, a group that seemed to be family, a wad of garbage washed from dishes and sliding down the dark maw of a running sink. 
Images blasted into Clara like a strong wind, and then, when it was over, she felt their residue: the meaning behind all that had at first seemed only visual.  
The children were Lightborn, same as her. 
Clara turned the deadbolt and opened the door.
“How did you know I was in here? How did you know my name?” 
The boy shoved past her, followed by the girl, who turned to shut the door and re-lock it. He was taller than Clara had imagined, and perhaps a bit younger. Eleven instead of twelve or thirteen.
“You know what you are, right?” the girl asked.
Of course she knows, the boy said without opening his mouth. 
“You don’t know that,” the girl said, turning to the boy with juvenile disdain. A snippy response that said that he should have known better. 
“Clara,” the boy said. “What’s my name?” 
“Nick.” 
“And her?” 
“Ella.” 
“That’s how I know your name. That’s how I knew you were in here.” 
“I knew, too,” the girl said self-importantly. 
“How long you been in Ember Flats?” the boy asked. 
“Few days?” And then an out-of-control addition blurted from Clara’s mind: We’ve been in the palace.
The girl nodded at the boy, hands on her hips and mouth pursed, as if she’d won a point in an argument. “That’s why.” 
“Why what?” Clara asked. 
Still speaking to the boy, the girl said, “I told you so.” 
“You didn’t tell me so. Winnie said it first.” 
“Winnie and me.” The girl raised a finger in victory. With her finger still up, she said, “There. Did you hear that?” 
“Hear what?” Clara asked. 
From Nick, Clara heard a mental voice say (to someone apparently not present), Stop encouraging her, Win.
“What are you guys talking about?” Clara asked. 
“Hang on,” Nick said. 
Clara heard chatter, like people arguing, barely there. Like something coming through on a fuzzy station, a fraction from being on frequency. Nick and Ella — neither of whom had introduced themselves, Clara realized — didn’t seem to be having trouble. Both had their heads cocked as if listening to an inaudible argument. Like crazy people. 
“Hey!” Clara said, waving a hand. “You came to me.” 
Ella broke from whatever was happening and turned to Clara. “You’re related to someone, aren’t you?” 
“Aren’t you?” Clara replied, her patience wearing thin. 
“No — I mean you’re really close to things up here somehow.” The girl tapped her head, managing to find it through all her black hair. “Like, you’re close with an alien. Or your mom is part of a hive or something.”
“What’s a hive?”
“When you were still in your mom’s stomach, you were near one of the ships. Is that it?” 
“Is that what?” Clara felt lost in this discussion yet sure that Ella was also involved in several other conversations and effortlessly managing them all. Nick, who was now paying attention to Clara and Ella, was clearly doing the same. Although based on mental fragments that Clara seemed to smell wafting off of Nick, she was somehow certain that he wasn’t just conversing but figuring something out as well. Each was doing five other things at once, and Clara was only doing one, and yet she was the one having problems following along. 
“Let’s spell it out,” Nick said, half to Ella and half to her. Clara, sure she was about to be condescended to, tried not to be insulted. “You know what you are, right? In the city, they call kids like us ‘Lightborn.’” 
“Of course,” Clara said, keeping her shoulders back and proud. 
“We can do all these mind tricks. Like talking without really talking. Like having a really good feeling about what’s happening even if nobody tells us. Sorta-kinda predicting the future.” 
“Sorta,” Ella added. “Maybe.” 
“I was reading adult books when I was three. I guess that’s not normal. My mom was funny; she tried to keep me from knowing about Hell’s Corridor. But I knew who was there, and what they did. I knew what a cannibal was without ever having to learn. It didn’t scare me. It just made me want to stay inside the walls. You know what I mean?” 
“I can do all of that stuff, too,” Clara said. 
“Yeah, but I can barely hear you. And now you say you’ve been in the palace since you’ve been here.” 
“Are you deaf? And why does it matter that I was in the palace?” 
“I mean, I can barely hear you.” Then Nick tapped his head like Ella already had. “In here. You’re part of that group that came in a while ago, right? So you were out in the desert. Is that where you were born?” 
“Why does that matter?” Clara fought frustration, still sure that each of her new companions were doing ten other things while speaking to her, handling each effortlessly while watching her flounder. 
“You’re not used to being around other Lightborn, is all. Right?” 
“No.” 
“And the palace shields everything. They know some of what we can do, and they don’t want us peeking. The Astrals, I mean. So the palace walls are made of that same rock that dark minds use.” 
“Dark minds?” 
“Sorry. I mean normal people. That’s what we call them, since we’re light. It’s not like they’re bad people.” Nick looked for a moment like he thought he might have offended her, then pressed on. “They need the rocks to hook their minds up, and we don’t, but the same rocks can keep us out. Sorta.” 
“What do you mean, sorta?” 
“If you haven’t been around a bunch more of us Lightborn kids, that’s probably why you’re bad at this. It’s okay; you’ll get better.” Ella said it as if offering Clara a gift.
“I’ve been around plenty.” 
“In an outpost or something?” Then, speaking to Nick out loud for what was clearly Dumb Old Clara’s benefit, she added, “You know many Lightborn in outposts? I thought they were mostly in capitals.” 
“I grew up in Heaven’s Veil,” Clara said, trying to gain any credibility she could muster. She felt like a yokel: a poor country cousin who knows nothing of the civilized world. 
“Really?” 
“Yeah. In the mansion there, too.” 
“Your dad an ambassador or something?” 
“No, but my grandpa was the viceroy.” 
Nick and Ella looked at each other. Finally, Clara had drawn an ace.
“That’s why she stuck out so much,” Nick said. 
(She’s lying.)
[No she’s not. I can feel it. Can’t you feel it?]
(She’s just saying it because he did that whole speech. It’s crap.)
[Why would anyone claim to be related to Viceroy Dempsey who wasn’t?]
“Hey!” Clara said. “I can hear you, you know.”
“Sorry,” Nick said. “It’s just that …” Images followed, all about Heaven’s Veil and her grandfather, none flattering. 
“It’s not true. My grandpa is a good man. Kindred, too.” 
“Who’s Kindred?”
Clara tried what Nick had done, using her mind to push out a string of images and feelings. It was easier than she’d imagined, once she offered her full attention. Just being around these two for five minutes had fortified her. She felt her eyes opening, her mind getting stronger. They were right; she had been isolated — in one shielded palace, then in the desert away from other Lightborns, followed by yet another palace. She’d heard there were plenty others like her in the world, but she’d never met any face to face. Being around them felt powerful, like one plus one making five. Or ten. 
“He’s the … clone? … they made to replace my grandpa when they had my grandpa prisoner up in their ship. Actually the second. The first replacement was killed.” Clara stepped hard on the following thought, suddenly sure she didn’t want Nick and Ella to know it was her own father who’d killed that first doppelgänger. It felt shameful, like something best relegated as a skeleton in the family closet. “Kindred came after that. Nobody realized he wasn’t really ‘Viceroy Dempsey.’ Not any of us. Not even himself. But then he figured it out and saved my grandpa from the ship, and now they’re kind of like twins but not really.”
Nick and Ella traded a glance, a stream of communication moving between them like a whisper that Clara couldn’t catch. 
“Saved him, huh?” Nick said. 
Clara nodded. 
“But he’s an alien?” 
“Was. I think he’s stuck as a human now.” 
“So it really is like there are two Viceroy Dempseys. Like on the broadcast.” 
Clara tuned her mind and saw what they were talking about: something she’d missed while with the Mullah. But one of the children had seen it, or someone they were mentally linked to. A full record of the broadcast, complete with many emotional interpretations, seemed to be right there in the middle of some sort of shared Lightborn archive. 
In that archive, Clara saw something else about the broadcast. She leaped upon it. 
“And it really is like they said. Astrals destroyed the city because they were looking for the Ark. It was still hidden back when I was little, but still sorta listening to the world’s feelings. I was there when they blew up the city, and then they just listened to the sounds of all those people dying, and followed the screams so they could figure out where the Ark was. That’s why they did it, I swear. It wasn’t Grandpa’s fault.” 
Nick was nodding. “It’s true. You’re right.” Clara could feel him rooting around inside her mind, sifting through memories of the event. Clara’s words weren’t convincing him. It was her personal firsthand account, which Nick and Ella now seemed able to see. 
“And he’s your grandpa?” Ella said. 
“Uh huh.” 
“What are you doing out here? You stuck out to all of us like you’d set the house on fire. It sounded like you were in here crying.” 
Clara wasn’t sure if Ella meant it literally or metaphorically, but her agreement didn’t seem necessary, so she kept her mouth shut and answered the question instead. 
“You know the Mullah?” 
“Mullah?” 
“They’re—” 
But then all of a sudden, inside Clara’s mind, everything was strobing red. A mental klaxon blared, and all three children slapped their hands over their ears. It wasn’t a literal alarm that anyone could hear, but it was something, all right. A decision being made, perhaps. Something horrible about to begin.
“Tell us later,” Nick said. “Right now, I’m thinking we’d better get the heck out of here.” 





Chapter Eight
“DID YOU HEAR THAT?” Peers asked. 
Lila turned to look at Peers. He wouldn’t stop pacing the bunker. The room reminded Lila of so many places she’d hoped to never think of again: her father’s Axis Mundi, Derinkuyu, their hidey-hole in Roman Sands, even Mount Sinai, where they overnighted in a cave once before seeking the Ark’s original location. Life, it seemed, had become one long series of dark holes. Although the alternative — the viceroy’s palace above — wasn’t much better. It was plush but reminded Lila of their mansion in Heaven’s Veil. And that had its own horrible memories. 
“Stop it, Peers,” said Meyer. 
“Stop what?” 
“I don’t want to be here any more than you do. But we made our decision, as a group.”
“I just asked if anyone heard anything.” 
“Stop it, Peers,” Jabari said. 
“Jesus fucking Christ! What’s wrong with you people?” 
Peers shouted too loud. His accented voice echoed in the concrete chamber. But it also proved Meyer and Jabari’s point: Peers was pacing because he was agitated and angry, not because he was stir-crazy. There was something going on with their fearless desert wanderer that he wasn’t saying, and ultimately that had been the nail in his otherwise reasonable plan’s coffin: too much unknown, too many frayed nerves, too many secrets that Peers obviously held and refused to divulge. 
There are tunnels below Jabari’s mansion that even Jabari doesn’t know about? How do you know that, Peers? 
How can you possibly know how to get into those supposed tunnels, Peers? And what makes you think you have any idea where they go … if they can get us to the Cradle to escape or not? 
Why are you so sweaty, Peers? Why so jittery? 
What are you hiding, Peers?
Lila stayed quiet, not liking the bunker more than anyone else (although she liked the decision to stay where Clara had gone missing an awful lot more), taking it all in. She didn’t feel as timid as she probably appeared. She was actually feeling bold, now that they’d made the decision to stay. She was turning over what Peers had said about Ravi: how he — not the Mullah at large — had written the note demanding the Ark be opened. It meant that Ravi was rogue, and that there was an outside chance that the enemy of her enemy might turn out to be her friend. Could she approach the Mullah, if she found a way to contact them? What was she willing to do if it meant getting her baby girl back? 
Just about anything, really. 
If action had to be taken — if someone needed to push Peers into danger so that no more of her people would fall to harm — Lila thought she could do it. Same for Jabari, if worse came to worst. She didn’t trust either of them. They both announced that things were done after they’d happened and nobody could verify anything one way or the other. 
Oh, Clara was kidnapped? Sure, I’ll believe you weren’t involved even though you benefitted. And oh, the Astrals always just kind of paved the way for you despite your claiming not to be in league with them? Sure, no problem — I trust you. 
Peers especially irked her. She didn’t have the deductive genius that her father and Kindred had with their blended minds, but she had her mother’s intuition. For some reason, everyone was taking Peers at his word. They’d always taken the man at his word. He’d shown them his Den full of Astral technology, but everyone believed that he and Aubrey had simply stumbled upon it. The Astrals didn’t chase Peers’s big, obvious bus through the desert, but everyone believed it was luck. Peers could yammer on and on that it happened because the Astrals wanted Cameron to use his key all along, but who was left to corroborate his story? Not Cameron, who was dead. Not Charlie, who knew all the Ancient Aliens lore — also dead. No. Their only expert was Mara Jabari, a woman whom — let’s not forget — Peers came to kill because her troops had murdered his son. And everyone sort of ignored that the conflict had vanished with their arrival. 
Peers, Lila felt sure, was hiding something. 
Something big. And bad. He’d been sneaking around most of the time like a teenage boy hiding porn. The fact that nobody had called him on his late arrivals, wild eyes, or flimsy excuses seemed ridiculous to Lila. He’d been around the night Clara had vanished, but nobody wondered if he’d been in any way responsible. Oh, it was the Mullah, Peers? I believe you. And yet the man seemed to know a lot about the Mullah. 
He had plenty of reasons for them to hightail it to these alleged tunnels: The ship above was the “Dark Rider” and would “bring plagues.” It was the last in a long string of Astral dominoes. He seemed to feel it was his duty to protect Meyer and Kindred, but not really anyone else. He talked about those two as if they were men of legend then forgot about Lila, Piper, and Clara. Like they were all pawns in some big plan that everyone was turning away from and pretending not to see. 
Sure, Peers argued to leave. But who stopped them? Who convinced the group to stay? Why, Jabari, of course. An admirable ploy: Peers got to look like he was against staying, when their secret partnership would keep them where they were. Perhaps so aliens could eat them. 
Stop it, Lila. You’re being paranoid. And besides, you got your way. You wanted to stay. 
The thought reminded her of Peers and his incessant pacing and mumbling, the way he kept saying things that implied the situation was turning bad (like “Did you hear that?” when there was nothing to hear). At least the others were calling him on his transparent protests — or, in the case of his maybe-partner-in-crime Jabari, kept pretending to. 
“Look,” Peers said after taking a long few minutes to calm himself. “At the risk of being shouted at again, I’m telling you, I actually did hear something.”
“And? What do you want us to do about it?” Meyer glanced at Kindred, but his twin seemed to be stewing even more deeply than Lila. Kindred had been strange lately. Angrier. A shorter fuse. More bent on logic and intolerant of any emotion-based decision — which was ironic, considering his own ramped-up emotion (anger) was half the problem. 
“Check to see what it was,” Peers answered. 
“No point,” said Jabari. “Whatever happens, this is still the safest place.” 
Peers looked like he might reiterate his supposed opinion that the Cradle was the safest place, accessible through these tunnels he’d have to be a Mullah spy to know about. Instead, he said, “If we wait until their plagues are too far along, we’ll never escape in time. You can’t flee natural disasters and disease by hiding out in the epicenter.” 
“You’re free to leave if you want,” Meyer said. 
“You have to go with me.” 
But even as another round of mumbling circled the group, only Lila seemed to see the subtext. That you wasn’t a collective. He didn’t need to take the entire group. Only Meyer and maybe Kindred. Why? And why was nobody questioning him? 
She watched him, eyes narrow. He’d been the last person to see Jeanine alive. The last person to see Charlie, other than possibly Jeanine. He might have been the last person to see Clara before she disappeared. And now he had all sorts of insider knowledge about what was happening that even Jabari — who had credentials at a bona-fide alien think tank — didn’t. 
“We’re staying here,” Kindred mumbled. 
Peers stopped pacing. He perked up then put his hand behind his ear as if listening. His posturing was so annoying, Lila came close to standing up and punching him to the floor. 
But she paused when Piper’s head cocked, too. 
“You hear it, don’t you?” Peers said, eager. 
“Maybe.” 
“It could be anything. The big ship opening and sending something down. Shuttles flattening the city.” 
“Well, if shuttles are flattening the city, let’s definitely run right out there.” 
Peers’s head flicked toward Lila. She’d been a quiet hole in the group, so her speaking now — and with such vitriol — was like a knife.
“We have to get out of here. Trust me. I know! If we stay, things will be so much worse!” 
“How do you know, Peers?” Meyer asked. 
Piper stood. Touched her temples. Seemed to listen. 
“She knows. She can feel it,” Peers said, pointing at Piper. 
Then Piper sat. 
“Maybe. But maybe not.” 
And Peers, his composure shattering, screamed, “We have to leave! We have to get the fuck out of here before Armageddon begins!” 
“What’s coming, exactly, Peers?” Meyer asked. 
Lila stood. Faced Peers. She was a foot shorter than him, but she moved very close, nearly chest to chest, and stared. 
If you had anything to do with taking my daughter and keeping her from me, she thought, I’ll slit your throat. 
Peers looked down at Lila, blinked, looked away. Lila stared for another three seconds, basking in his discomfort. 
“I’m going to take a bath,” she announced and walked away. 
She made it to the basement’s surprisingly well-appointed bathroom, turned on the water, and started to scream.





Chapter Nine
CLARA RAN through the streets trailing Nick and Ella, realizing she’d apparently decided to trust and join them without ever making a real decision. They ran fast and Clara followed. After several blocks she finally stopped to look back and see that they weren’t just heading away from the small, vacant home the Mullah tunnel had opened into, but away from the palace as well. 
She thought of her mother. She thought of Piper, who for some reason she could feel much more than usual, but who she doubted could precisely see or feel her. She thought of the others. And for the scantest of seconds Clara considered running back to them, knowing she wanted them, and that they must be worried about her. But the Lightborns’ pull was stronger.
Every second she stayed with them, Clara’s mind seemed to strengthen its connections to theirs — and not just to Nick and Ella; also to the people they were linked to and those peoples’ first-degree connections as well. She couldn’t focus while running, but to Clara’s expanding mind the potential of this new Lightborn kinship felt like a closed bud opening to bloom. She would, in time, be able to touch any of them, anywhere.
She imagined the feeling of a drug. Like the psychedelics that Grandma Heather and Grandpa Meyer had taken, which Clara discovered after exploring their past feelings. Like the mental trip to another place. And like a drug, the sensation was addicting. 
Clara wanted her mother. But the thought of severing herself from these others now that she’d finally found them struck her as intolerable, impossible, unthinkable. 
Inside her head, boxes opened. Tight knots unwound themselves without effort. Avenues opened, and puzzle pieces slotted into place. And she thought: that alarm we all just heard. It means something — but not what the rest of the people in Ember Flats would think it meant if they were able to hear it, which they weren’t. 
It wasn’t a public signal.
The alert the three children had felt? The thing that had been like a flashing light and a blaring klaxon? That had been Astral. Something the aliens were sharing with each other, not meant for general consumption. 
Clara saw a branching tree of light, with other Lightborns at the end of every limb. 
Where are we going? Clara shouted to Nick and Ella, inside her mind. 
[We have a place.]
The voice wasn’t a voice but still had something like a sound, a tone — sharp-edged, matter-of-fact, direct, yet understanding. Nick. 
And then a softer presence showed Clara what Nick had spoken of. She saw a large room with little flair and a lot of warmth: couches in varying stages of disrepair arranged haphazardly around a large, open space, most carved into semi-personalized nooks. One was claimed with posters, stuck to the wall behind it. Another was piled with pillows in cat-patterned fabric. One had been painted — a couch, painted. The surface of the paint had been hard at first, probably, but now it was cracked and softened from use: small islands of upholstery bearing tiny isles of paint rather than a big unbroken expanse of color. 
But the Astrals …
As if in answer, Clara’s thought was cut short as the trio ran up on a large patrol of Reptars. The scene had not been made ready for children’s eyes. The things were eating, and what they were eating was, in at least two cases, still alive. Limbs and blood were everywhere, painting the walls like a macabre mural. As they arrived, practically skidding to a stop on their sneakers, two of the black animal things flicked their insect legs and rushed off between a row of broken-windowed buildings. There was another human scream from that direction, then it was severed as if with a blade. 
(Don’t run, Clara.)
Clara fought her muscles. She turned to Ella, whose eyes repeated the same thing her mental voice had whispered: Don’t run. 
But although Clara herself understood, her legs and arms did not. When you encountered Reptars, you ran. It’s what their group had always done. It’s what had kept them alive. 
Images flashed through Clara’s mind, all from Nick, attempting to convince her in the fastest way possible not to move. Words were too slow. Pictures and feelings and other people’s memories spoke millions of words in slivers of seconds. 
She saw a group of children surrounded. She saw them exit without a scratch, practically elbowing their way through the frothing Reptar circle as if politely excusing themselves. 
She saw a representation of an old-school circuit, with a component missing. 
She saw images from stories Clara remembered from when she’d been younger and Mom had read out loud from her Vellum, all now coming from Nick’s memories: Br’er Rabbit who’d fooled the fox; a pirate with two blind eyes. Then seeming thousands of personal recollections from within the Lightborn network, each showing a Reptar or a Titan or a shuttle, and a child walking heedlessly by. 
[They’ll see you if you run.]
But now Clara understood. The Reptars wouldn’t precisely see her, would they? They’d see her emotions. They’d see the panic that accompanied running. 
Which meant that right now, looking the black things in their alien eyes, the Reptars weren’t seeing them at all. Not in the way they saw normal children or adults. Not in the way they saw targets or food. 
Clara found herself remembering the Mullah tunnels. The way Sadeem had shoved her into the closet so she wouldn’t be discovered. The way the threat that time hadn’t been Reptars but the tiny BB drones. 
She looked to Ella, a question on her lips. But Ella shook her head, took her hand, and led Clara away. Then, away from the Reptars, she said, “They don’t seem to notice us. You didn’t know that?” 
Clara fought a hammering heart and shook her head. “I’ve always been with someone else.”
Nick held up a hand. The Shh! Clara heard came from Nick’s mind, not his lips. 
A low chattering came from every direction at once. It was like one long, low Reptar purr. The sound of a thousand horrid things emerging from dark closets in the middle of the night.
More Reptars emerged from the shadows. They came in rough pairs, two-by-two like soldiers in formation. Seeing it reminded Clara that although Reptars looked like animals, they were beings with brains and thought and logic — Astrals as much as Titans. Watching so many enter the street around them was chilling. They moved with an icy precision, each pair moving to a dwelling and camping at its front like guards at a palace. 
A door across the street banged open. The middle-aged woman who emerged had a front covered in red, as if she’d spilled something across her chest. Her eyes, even from where the children were standing, were wide enough to see whites all the way around. 
Maybe the Reptars couldn’t see the children, but the woman could. She stumbled three steps toward them with her hand out, failing to notice the new Reptar sentinels flanking her house. 
Then she fell to the sidewalk and didn’t get up. 
A scream. Another scream. 
More people emerged, many grasping their throats, most with the same curious red wash down their front. Some had the same red on their hands, and one old man had it all over his face, as if splashed there. 
Some of the people collapsed as the woman had, frozen. 
Those who didn’t came toward the children as if drawn. But then the Reptars moved out between them, and the people stepped back, stopping when they encountered the other Reptars behind them, surrounded.
The surviving and red-painted people of Ember Flats stared at the children, but the Reptars seemed not to notice.
Two words entered Clara’s mind — maybe from Nick or Ella, maybe from within herself, maybe from the air as an intercepted Astral thought, or maybe even from Piper, all the way back at the palace:
Gathering. 
And Plague. 
The warning siren the children had heard in their minds wasn’t something these people had heard. Their shocked faces told Clara that they’d seen something different. Something that had terrified them to the core. 
No, the siren had been Astral to Astral, telling the others that it was time. 
Time for what? Clara wondered. 
Ella said, I’d rather not find out. 





Chapter Ten
PEERS SAT on one of Jabari’s couches, then Nocturne came and sat with his head on Peers’s knee. He looked down, and then, after a few seconds, ran his hand along the dog’s head and neck in long, slow strokes. Poor, dumb dog, with no idea of what was going on. Lucky animal — still occupied only with comforting his master, playing with toys, tugging on ropes, and chasing thrown balls.
He looked around the room. The tension was practically visible. Meyer and Kindred were angry. They wanted to leave — to try whatever it took to flee the city and reach the escape vehicles Jabari had planned for but had given up accessing. But he didn’t have allies in Meyer and Kindred. They — like Jabari, Piper, and Lila — were untrusting. He couldn’t blame them. He wouldn’t trust himself right now, either. 
Peers couldn’t tell them how he knew about the tunnels, how to get through them, or where they almost certainly went: because he’d once been Mullah, and knew how they thought. 
He couldn’t tell them all he knew about Clara because that would implicate him in her abduction. 
And he definitely couldn’t tell them how he knew about the Dark Rider ship. Even Jabari hadn’t known about that, and she’d made a career out of analyzing past visits and, apparently, predicting and mapping this one’s probable course. The Da Vinci Initiate had been among the first to weigh in when the Astral app had spotted the approaching ships, mincing few words in what they believed them to be. And yet even she had no clue what the big ship meant — including reasons why they needed to flee and why it wouldn’t care if they did. Hell, the reason he knew half those details was something he couldn’t even admit to other Mullah. 
Why yes — I know the ship has come to fuck us up because the Astrals told me as much when I told them to go ahead and hightail it here to judge us.
Peers felt a churning in his gut. He could barely swallow. It had been that way since he’d seen the memory sphere’s record of his juvenile transgression in the Temple. Arrogant, stupid little boy, eager to see what secrets the Elders had kept from him — and now he knew he’d caused the end of the modern world. 
Great going, asshole. 
Peers looked around before putting his face in his hands, knowing how it would look. But then, when he saw that Meyer and Kindred were deep in discussion, with Jabari across the room talking to Piper, he did so anyway. It was all too much. He was the guiltiest man in history, and he couldn’t even confess. They’d kill him if he did. They’d skin him alive and leave him to slowly die. 
Just like all those people out there ended by Reptars and lasers.
And just like the coming plagues. The legends were all metaphorical and written like poetry, but as long as there’d been a civilized humanity, there’d been Mullah. Even thousands of years ago, record keepers had known times would change and that stories warped through millennia, so they’d been careful. The Astral visitors of the first epoch had told them to be careful. And because those first Mullah had been precise in their descriptions, the modern Mullah had always felt relatively confident, in the broadest strokes, of what would happen.
There might be a literal plague, or perhaps a massive kill-off. 
There might be an illness, or maybe the Astrals would activate some ancient Earth-moving machine and tilt the axis enough to fuck up the ice caps and flood the shorelines. 
Perhaps the Astrals would split the planet in two. Maybe they’d somehow excite the sun and trigger massive, deadly solar flares. 
Peers only knew two things for certain: First of all, what came next would be worse than devastating. All traces of modern society would be destroyed or buried. And second, some people would survive. That was the way it had always been: a new seed cluster meant to reboot the human race so it could try again, and maybe prove the planet more worthy the next time around. 
Meyer and Kindred would be among them. According to the scrolls, the King survived the cleansing. Were they really going to “survive” while hiding in a bunker? It didn’t feel right. They had to get out — try for the Cradle and a rendezvous with the other viceroys beyond their exodus. But how could he get them out? And when?
Peers longed for a window, but there were none in the bunker. But when they’d been topside he’d been able to feel the Ark’s judgment like static in the air. What the first group had seen at Sinai would be nothing by comparison. Everyone out there would be facing their own personal demons — perhaps literally, as Cameron had faced Morgan Matthews. Or maybe the Ark would spare them the soul-searching and simply eliminate most of them. The verdict was in, and humanity was — as it had always been — guilty as charged. 
Guilty of being an inferior race. An inferior representation of the seeds the Astrals had planted untold ages ago. 
Guilty of being barbaric. Of thinking only of the one, never truly the whole. Guilty of living disjointed, isolated lives. Even birds could think as a group intelligence, and yet humans could not. All signs pointed to Egypt and Ancient Maya as finding harmony in a collective subconscious, but current Earthlings hadn’t pulled it off. Instead, they’d created email and instant messaging. They’d created social networking. There was no collective on the surface the way there was in the Astral motherships — the way, even, that humans had managed mental collectives before. 
Why wouldn’t they be guilty? 
This iteration of humanity was a failed experiment. 
How many people would die because Peers told the Horsemen to saddle up and ride?
He’d earned his role. Ravi thought Peers was “the Fool” the scrolls talked about, and Peers had to agree. Fool indeed. 
Saving this group was the only road to redemption. To get them out. And not just Meyer and Kindred. His actions had killed Cameron, Charlie, Jeanine, maybe even Clara. If he couldn’t save every one of the people in this basement, they wouldn’t need to string him up. He’d do it himself.
Peers ran his hands through his hair, elbows on his knees. When he looked up, Piper was looking directly at him.
“Peers?” she said. “You okay?” 
He shook his head — not that he wasn’t okay but that he didn’t need her attention. 
She came closer. Meyer saw her move and raised an eyebrow. Kindred, watching Meyer, saw his head turn and turned his own: a chain reaction of attention, headed right where Peers didn’t want it. 
Piper looked back at Meyer and Kindred. Then, glaring until they looked back at their own business, she settled in and spoke more softly. 
“You can tell me,” Piper said. 
That’s when Lila, in the bathroom, started to shriek.





Chapter Eleven
“YOU HAVE SOMETHING I WANT, and I have something you want. That’s the way this works.” 
“Unacceptable,” the woman said to Stranger. 
“Were you not listening? About the Internet?” 
“It’s meaningless.” 
Stranger laughed. Astrals were, in the end, like people. You could separate beings into three classes, and the highest could be a giant anemone creature that called itself Divinity — but rules were still the same in the end. There was still posturing. There was still pride. And even though Divinity in its normal form didn’t carry weapons or have a torso, there was still a lot of saber-rattling and chest-pounding. 
“Listen to you,” Stranger said, leaning back on a thing that, here in the new section of the ship, looked like a giant white lozenge. “You brought me to White Castle. Unless you’re stupider than any human, you know you need to at least hear what I have to say. But now we’re here, and you’ve got to put up the same front as any man or woman Unacceptable. Meaningless. Irrelevant. Everything is beneath you, ain’t it? I could psychoanalyze the shit out of that. Would you like to have your matter-transporters or whatever manifest you a couch to lie back on?” 
“We do not understand the need for a couch.” 
Stranger waved his hand dismissively. “Let me see it. Let me see the stream.” 
“Tell us more about the blind spot.” 
“So you are interested? I do matter?”
“The Mullah. Tell us what they were hiding. Tell us what you believe our drones missed.” 
“Not until I see what I want to,” Stranger countered, becoming serious. 
“You would not understand it.” 
“Then there’s no reason not to show me.” 
The woman seemed to freeze. Her eyes moved in small ticks, and Stranger took this to mean she was discussing something with the hive mind. Or perhaps the big lit-up anemone thing using her like a puppet was having trouble working her controls. He wished they could have done this in person, Stranger and this ship’s Divinity. But nope — even intergalactic visitors had their gatekeepers. 
“A window will open to your side,” Divinity said through the woman’s mouth. 
“I’m afraid of heights.”
“It is not a hole in the ship. It is a window based on a human display screen. The same hybrid technology used to communicate with the viceroys.” 
“I know. I was kidding.” 
The woman stared at him. 
“Open your window.” Then, because he knew she wouldn’t understand: “I’ll try not to jump through it.” 
A panel slid open. The large lozenge thing he’d been perched on began to hum. Maybe it was some kind of computer or database; Stranger didn’t know. He was more human than Astral and — almost by definition — always had been. 
The panel filled with squiggling lines, white on blue. 
“I don’t understand this,” he said. 
“Put your hand on its surface.” 
Stranger did, and for the first seconds he was sure he’d made a stupid move — the Astrals were about to trick him. But that was pesky human insecurity, which Stranger wasn’t immune to. If Divinity wanted him dead, there were easier ways to do it. And what he knew was more valuable to them than whatever they had to offer. He was mainly curious. But for the Astrals, this was a matter of success and failure, of cost and consequence. They didn’t understand the Internet thing, for sure. But that was the point — and the fact that they didn’t get it was, interestingly enough, something Divinity did seem to understand.
With his palm to the glass, Stranger found his vision blurring. The room dissolved and became like mist. He could move his focus around if he tried: reaching out with his mind to see the woman’s face, the smooth white surface of the Titan-sized door where they’d entered, the presence of his own boot-clad feet. But unless he directed his attention, Stranger saw nothing beyond the haze. 
It was as if he were smoke again. Just the Pall, free to roam and meddle and become — free to urge the Ark open, because opening a wound was the only way to see it clean.
“Do you see what you seek?” said the woman’s disembodied voice. 
Stranger couldn’t find his mouth. He thought his answer instead. But since he was in the Astral memory stream — the source of spheres like Peers Basara had found, containing a vision of his unfortunate secret — his mind seemed to touch the Astral mind again. He was back to the Pall, able to communicate without any words. 
I don’t see it. 
“Recall the donor.” 
You mean Meyer Dempsey, Stranger thought/said. 
“Turn your mind toward his vibration node.” 
He wanted to make a sexual joke — Stranger had inherited plenty of lust from Meyer — but he refrained, instead expressing his continued lack of understanding.
“Stop thinking like a human.” 
Kind of tricky .
“Stop looking for an individual. All individuals are peaks in the species’ vibration. Individuals do not normally matter. We direct you to one peak or node because of your fixation on a specific individual, but to us the differentiation is meaningless.” 
Meaningless, huh? So is it also irrelevant?
“Yes,” the woman answered, not getting it. 
He thought of Meyer Dempsey, who’d been an unwitting part of the alien collective for two years. He’d never been Astral, but they’d still managed to suck most of his personality out like milkshake through a straw and implant it into a pair of Titan clones. The feeling of Meyer was still here somewhere, like a copied file. The Astrals wouldn’t understand that metaphor (ironic, really, considering the circumstances), but it was true enough for Stranger. 
Okay, he thought/said. I think I found Meyer’s brain in here. 
“Move out one node.” 
Then I’ll put my right leg in and shake it all about.
“One node to the first iteration,” the woman clarified, ignoring him. “The iteration flagged as an imperfection.” 
All right. 
He didn’t know what it meant until he tried. But once he did it was simple. There was a blob of energy in the stream that seemed like a backup of the original Meyer Dempsey, but just past it Stranger could feel something that qualified as a “node,” all right. Like a lump in space. 
Now what?
“Enter it.” 
Stranger focused. He felt himself putting this new node on like a jacket. Meyer without being Meyer. And that made sense, because the node just past the Dempsey file was logically Kindred’s predecessor — the nameless Meyer who’d lived between the true man and the one who named himself Kindred. The man who’d never realized he wasn’t a copy, even after being killed by Raj Gupta. 
Stranger didn’t bother to ask Divinity anything more. He hadn’t told them what he was looking for because he didn’t really know.  Part of this was sheer human curiosity: the need to know where he, when he’d been the Pall, had come from. But another part of this seemed essential for a reason Stranger felt but couldn’t quite articulate. 
He knew the Pall had come into being when the Astral collective had done their psychic autopsy on the first Meyer clone and determined that he’d been somehow “infected” with too much of Meyer’s raw humanity. But the issue wasn’t just academic to Stranger. The question of how and why the Pall had been born was central to all of this — to what was happening with Clara and the way the Astrals couldn’t see her without their BB drones, to the ant farm experiments the Astrals were performing while pretending to be doing something entirely different, to the way the Internet had changed everything for everyone. 
It mattered. 
He shook mental arms and legs, feeling the first Astral Meyer’s psyche settle on his mental shoulders. 
What had gone wrong with this first clone? What had the Astrals found so threatening that they’d cut it away before making Kindred — then flushed it out so it could coalesce, roam free, and return in boots?
Through the old Meyer’s memories, Stranger saw conflict in duties. Saw family. Saw Trevor, and the news of his death. He saw Raj and Heather and Lila and Piper. 
Heather. 
And Trevor. 
Heather. 
And Trevor. 
Those two mattered most. And as Stranger rolled the old memories back and forth, examining what had been cut out, he began to understand. Maybe he could even comprehend it in a way Divinity couldn’t. 
Because after all, he was in a unique position to understand. He’d been the Pall. He was what had been cut out from this man and discarded.
Heather. 
And Trevor.
Something began to transpire that hadn’t precisely happened to Stranger before. 
He began to get angry. 
But not just angry. It was a righteous sort of rage. Desperate. An itch that couldn’t be scratched, because what made him angry was long since finished. There was no making things right. Only loss. Fear. Fury. And love. 
Love.
The difference between this first copy of Meyer and Kindred — that’s what seemed to matter most. 
Stranger looked around with mental eyes. Tried to remember all he could. Then he realized that, with some effort, he didn’t just need to remember; he could actually take it in. These were records, after all. They were files, in a sense, that could always be copied.
He pulled back once finished and found himself standing in his old body, boots firmly on the floor, head now decidedly out of the clouds. He felt a bit dizzy, but otherwise fine. 
“Satisfied?” 
“Not at all,” Stranger said. 
The woman acted as if he’d given an affirmative, nodding as if she understood humans. But she didn’t. The woman couldn’t see the change on Stranger’s face. She couldn’t tell read his red-hot fury, or see how this time, when he said Not at all, he wasn’t joking.
Heather. 
His fists in balls at his sides, fingertips turning white from the pressure. 
And Trevor. 
“Now,” Divinity said, “tell us why the Lightborn matter.”
Stranger opened his hands. Made himself breathe. 
“Because what you’re doing down there right now, they’ll see right through it.” 
“What is there to see?” 
“That’s it’s not a plague,” Stranger said. “It’s kabuki.”





Chapter Twelve
LILA RAN out with hands that looked dipped in dark red paint. She was screaming, waving them around, spattering the floors and furniture and walls. Meyer stood and rushed over, and when he reached his daughter found that she’d dripped onto her feet as well, and was leaving prints. Her chest was spattered with thick droplets. Her pants were half-covered. Her neck looked like it had broken out in new red pimples. 
She was screaming. Shrieking. Out of her mind. And that’s when Meyer’s nose recognized the smell in the air — dank, coppery, heavy like mildew, thick and rotten like meat. 
It wasn’t paint or dye on her hands. It was blood. 
“What happened?” Meyer demanded, taking Lila’s wrists and eyeing her thrashing body, resisting an impatient urge to shake her back to sense. “Where are you cut? What happened?” 
“The bathroom! The bathroom!” 
Piper had rushed over, but already Meyer knew he wasn’t seeing things quite right. Lila’s head was dry, and a scalp wound was the only thing other than a chest shot that might bleed anywhere near this much. She looked like she’d assisted in impromptu heart surgery, massaging someone’s heart to get it beating. 
“LILA! What happened?” 
Behind them, something fell to the floor and detonated like a bomb. Meyer could hear shuffling and waited, still trying to calm Lila, for the others to finish their scrambling and rush over. But whatever was happening back there apparently wasn’t about Lila and all this blood. Meyer could hear Jabari, Peers, and Kindred — he thought he could hear the television Jabari had left on to watch the city, no longer muted. Why? Why now? 
“Lila!” Piper said. “Hold still!” 
Checking her scalp, even though there was no blood in her hair. Checking her wrists for signs of desperate escape, but the blood mostly stopped above her palms, except for spatters. It didn’t look like she’d hurt herself; it looked like she’d been in front of someone when they’d exploded. 
“Check the bathroom, Piper.” 
“Lila? Where are you cut?” Piper’s head ticked around, and she seemed to count, as if sure another member of their party had met their doom. But all six were accounted for, including the dog. Other mini-bunkers throughout the palace might be occupied, but even aides and employees hadn’t come down here with them. 
“Piper! The bathroom!” 
Piper rushed around the corner, and there was another scream. Meyer decided that his daughter would remain upright without him and that whatever was in the bathroom required his attention more than Lila did. So he went, distantly sure that both Jabari and Peers had shouted urgently at his retreating back, fear as present behind him as it was in front. 
Piper was in the bathroom doorway. Beyond her, a horror show. Blood wasn’t coming from a person or a some macabre aftermath. It was coming from the shower head, which Lila must have turned on and then left running. 
The tub was draining but still heavy with an inch or more of red syrup. Tiles were covered from shoulderheight down on the far side, and the curtain, which hadn’t been tucked in, was soaking from the other side. Blood from the curtain spatter had dribbled to the floor, leaving a puddle like a murder scene. There was no drain outside the tub, so the gore had already made it nearly to Piper’s feet, inching toward the threshold. 
The sink was dotted. So was the mirror. The walls had long streaks where Lila must have brushed them with her red fingers on the way out. The room wasn’t tiny, but the spray had made its way to half the nooks and crannies. It looked like someone had walked to the middle, swallowed a stick of dynamite, and let fly. 
“What the hell is going on, Meyer?” Piper yelled. 
“Meyer!” came a voice from outside. From Jabari, he thought. “Get in here!” 
Then Lila: “Dad! Dad?” 
Meyer forced himself into motion. Moving slowly across the slick tile, he made his way to the spigot and turned it, suddenly irrationally sure that the flow would refuse to shut off. But it did, and the noise of the clotting surge (coagulating in the nozzle, fanning the spray even farther out) ceased, and the shouting and yammering and general freaking out continued from all sides as Meyer stood with his hand on the switch, heaving breath, his fine suit and shirt — and, he was sure, his face — wet with gore. 
“Done,” he said. 
“Done?” Piper said, as if she didn’t understand the word. 
“MEYER!” came Jabari’s voice. 
There was a stomping of feet, then a slamming as if someone had struck the wall. Then Peers’s voice: “What happened?” 
“Dad?” 
“Meyer!” 
“Just a goddamned second!” Then to Piper: “I have to see what’s happening out there.” 
“What about what’s happening in here?” 
“It’s off now, Piper. It’s not going anywhere.” 
“THE GODDAMNED SHOWER WAS SPRAYING BLOOD!” 
Meyer pushed past her, fighting an uncharacteristic wave of nausea. His sinuses felt packed with meat. He could feel the greasy, organic slick of blood on his neck and hands and cheek, crawling across his skin, trying to cover him, filling his world with its rotting, suffocating reek. 
“Meyer!” Piper shouted from behind. 
He saw Lila, stock still and wet with more of the disgusting, stinking flow. It was easier and more useful to be annoyed than sympathetic, so he moved her aside, his eyes telling her that now wasn’t the time, blood shower or no. He’d come back. In ten seconds, after he was done with the squeakiest wheel. 
Peers wasn’t far from Lila, looking at her with shock, somewhere between concerned and disgusted. Everyone heard her scream, but something on the TV seemed to have grabbed the others’ attention while Meyer and Piper reacted. Now Peers was seeing what had caused Lila’s commotion, but it was clear by Kindred and Jabari’s echoing stares that whatever had happened on the television must be more pressing than the screams. 
“What is it, Peers?” 
He didn’t answer, but Jabari said, “Meyer. Come here.” 
She didn’t add hurry, but it was implied. Meyer crossed the room, dimly aware that he was leaving his own awful trail of red footprints, and faced the television. 
On the screen were shots from cameras in the city above — fixed-position feeds. A corded phone was lying beside it, as if someone had called Jabari on the antiquated hotline. 
“What?” Meyer said. 
“From the Nile to the pipes,” Jabari said, “every drop of water in Ember Flats has turned to blood.”





Chapter Thirteen
“CLARA!”
Clara was stopped in the middle of a street filled with commotion, people running hither and yon around her as if she was invisible. Her ears were perked, listening for something she’d almost — but not quite — heard. There were so many voices in her head already; adding Nick and Ella’s wasn’t too big a deal. But this was different. Like it was someone who mattered a lot, calling her home.
Nick came and took her by the arm. Clara didn’t shake him away, but her muscles seemed to do something that baffled his grip. It was like she was a big inert dummy and he was making the mistake of grabbing her like a seven-year-old human girl.  
“Clara! What are you doing?” 
Clara’s concentration broke. The summons or call or whisper or whatever it was had faded the way desert radio broadcasts always did while on the move. It was a lonely sensation in the desert and struck Clara that way now: something anchoring her to a place or a person, dissolving like mist.
She looked at Nick, his face so very urgent. Non-Lightborn citizens of Ember Flats were streaking by on both sides, many with red hands, red fronts, even red hair and faces. None of the three children knew what had happened — but Clara, at least, kept wanting to tell the frightened, crimson-covered people that what they thought was happening actually wasn’t, and that they needn’t be afraid. 
At least not yet. 
“I thought I heard something.” Clara was still trying to focus, hoping to pluck the voice or sound or whatever it had been from between human shouts in the panicked streets. Whatever it was, she felt desperate for more. It was like a song she couldn’t place, or a face once seen and mostly forgotten. She didn’t know what she’d heard or which slot it occupied in her mind. She only knew it was somehow meaningful or precious, and that she longed to hear it again. 
But it was still gone, and Nick pulling for her to get out of the traffic was impeding her concentration. 
“You didn’t hear anything?” she asked. 
“Same thing we heard back at that house,” Nick said. “You really want to be out here with all these people after that?” 
Clara thought back to the mental klaxon — the one that had sent them running for the Lightborn Hideout, wherever and whatever that was. It had been like a siren in their heads, but that hadn’t been the scariest thing. Clara was freaked out because it was closer to an alert than a warning. She had this weird sense that it wasn’t meant for human ears (or brains) at all. It had the feel of Astrals calling to other Astrals: “Hey, wake up, you aliens … it’s time.” 
But time for what?
Not for this laughable horror show. Clara knew it was all supposed to be terribly frightening, but it just wasn’t. Seeing people cavort around covered in goo wasn’t scarier than the old supposedly scary movies she’d seen on any of the jukes she’d ever had access to. Splash a bunch of red stuff around, and everyone screams. It wasn’t real blood. Looked like it, smelled like it, probably even tasted like it for the folks who went for cups of water without turning on a light. But Clara could tell the difference.
No, that klaxon had meant something else was coming. Something the Astrals maybe didn’t want the humans to know about just yet.
“Come on. You seem cool and all, but we’ll leave you behind if we have to.” Nick smiled a little when he said it, but Clara wondered if that might be true. She could see fear in his eyes and hear it in their shared thoughts, and that fear had nothing to do with horror show. It was about something wicked that had yet to reveal itself: something involving the blood, but not the blood itself. 
Clara let herself be led. She moved to the side of the street, out of the flow of shouting, rushing people. She and Nick joined Ella, and they tucked back so they wouldn’t be trampled. In front of them, people were fleeing left and right. There was no true bearing in the chaos. It was unadulterated panic, and the only direction any of these people seemed to be headed was away.
“What was it, Clara?” Ella asked. 
Clara watched the girl’s curious, dark brown eyes, wondering what it meant that even her two Lightborn friends hadn’t heard … 
Hadn’t heard … 
Clara flexed her mind, still trying to hear the presence that had appeared so suddenly and vanished so soon. But it was gone.
It had the feeling of wanting to lead her but hadn’t seemed to know how. It was reluctant and afraid, yet made her feel bold. It had been as scared as she was but felt stubborn enough to bully past its ignorance and lead anyway.
It was friendly. Comforting. A safe presence she felt used to following. 
Sort of like Mr. Cameron. 





Chapter Fourteen
IN THE MIDDLE of watching Meyer jam an oversized hiking backpack full of food and water and assorted gear, Piper felt a sudden, crushing need to cry. The feeling came out of the blue. But she had no choice, if she wanted to remain upright, other than to sit and let it come. So she did, and it washed over her, and Piper’s eyes watered without her having any idea why. 
She looked up. Nobody was paying her any mind. The room’s attention was squarely on Meyer (who was shouting orders like his old self, though without the harsh edge), Kindred (who was shouting similar, aligned orders, with that old edge), and Jabari. They were yelling. There was much profanity. Many threats, and options offered, like when Kindred told the viceroy, “You can come with us, or you can go fuck yourself.”
Lila, off to one side, was dabbing her face with a beige washcloth that looked like it’d been used to clean the world’s worst nosebleed. She’d changed clothes and had done a fair job of cleaning herself considering that the only water left was frozen as cubes, but she still looked like she’d taken a run through a dripping meat locker. She wasn’t looking at Piper. Lila’s eyes were on Peers as he tossed in his own two cents, reasserting that he could get them safely to the Cradle, but Lila looked like she didn’t believe him. She looked, in fact, like she might jump on the man’s back and stab him with a nail file. 
Piper’s head sagged with the weight of an unknown feeling. She couldn’t find anything to hold in the emotion, so she waited for it to subside. It could be about Clara still missing; it could be about Cameron; it could be about something else entirely. Somehow, it felt like it might be about both Clara and Cameron, but that didn’t make sense. She only knew her own heavy sorrow. And yet there was hope in the sadness, as if it had meaning. As if some of the horror they’d lived through in the past hours and days and months and years had been worth it. As if there’d been — and maybe still was — purpose behind it all. 
The feeling passed, moving on like low-hanging mist dissolving in the sun, and then there was only the sound of arguing.
“I don’t give a shit what you want to do,” Meyer was telling Jabari. “We’re going.” 
“You can’t get away! Where are you going to go?”
“To your submarines. Then to the sea; what do I care?” 
“You can’t just go out into open water! You’re safer here.” 
“You mean where the water just turned to blood? You know we’re in Egypt, right? Any of this seeming familiar to you? What comes next?”
“Frogs,” said Peers. 
“Well, fuck that,” Meyer said. “I’m not going to sit around and wait for frogs. You want to wait for frogs, Kindred?” 
“I hate frogs.” 
Jabari moved a foot closer, too far into Meyer’s personal space. Her eyes darted to Kindred then back. “What a shock that you agree with yourself.”
“You don’t have to agree with me, Mara! This is a simple proposition. Whoever wants to come with me can come. Whoever wants to stay can stay. You want to wait for lice and boils and locusts and shit? Go for it. But if there’s a chance we can walk through the sea once parted by Moses, all the way to some vehicles you put in place specifically to escape this, then we’re going to take it.” 
“We have to stick together! For protection!” 
“Only one not going is you. We’ll be fine.” 
Lila tossed her washcloth to the floor. It landed with a splat. 
“I’m not going, Dad.” 
“You’re goddamn well going, Lila!”
“Why?” Jabari said, advancing another inch. “You said whoever wanted to stay could stay.” 
“She’s my daughter.”
“She’s an adult. And her daughter is here.” 
“You don’t know that,” Meyer said. 
“You don’t know anything!” Jabari screamed. 
“Peers,” Kindred said. “The tunnels. Where are they?” 
“I have an idea. I’d have to go up into the palace to see.” 
“Great escape plan,” Jabari said, looking around. “You don’t even know where you’re going. Maybe I shouldn’t worry about it after all.” 
“I can find them,” Peers said. 
“How?” 
“It’s … complicated.” 
Attention left Peers when Jabari started pacing, but Piper noticed that he’d grabbed his backpack and was holding it in his lap. A subtle change, but to Piper it looked as if he had something he meant to protect. He’d hugged it tighter when Jabari asked her question. What was in that backpack that would tell him the tunnels’ whereabouts? 
Piper’s eyes went to Lila. She’d seen Peers grip the backpack, too. She noticed Piper watching her and looked away. 
At the room’s center, Jabari shook her head, glaring at Kindred and Meyer, gesturing overtly at Peers. 
“He doesn’t have a clue. He won’t tell you what he knows or how he knows it. And you’re just going to trust him to get you out so you can hook into the satellite and talk to the other viceroys?”
“Fuck the other viceroys!” Kindred said. “I don’t care what happens as long as he can get us out of the city.” 
“You’ll draw the ship’s attention! Bring it down on us all!” 
Meyer rolled his eyes, shaking his head. “Do you really think we’re hiding from them? The Astrals know exactly where we are.” 
“This building is made of repeater stone, same as the monoliths,” Jabari said. “They can’t see through the walls in here. It was part of the truce when we founded Ember Flats.” 
“Don’t be naive.” 
“We studied this! We did our research!” the viceroy shouted, her careful control starting to unravel. “You just dropped acid and followed the motherfucking godhead!”
“Actually, Benjamin’s people inside Heaven’s Veil told me that Ayahuasca—” 
“Stay out of this, Piper,” Kindred said. 
“I’m on your side!” 
Meyer raised his hands, palms out. “Okay, okay. Calm down, everyone.” 
“I’m plenty calm,” said Jabari. “In fact, I’m the only sane one here.” 
“I said I’m staying, too.”
“No you’re not, Lila,” Kindred said. 
“How can you not care? She’s your granddaughter!” Then it looked, for a second, as if Lila might add, “Sorta.” 
“We might have a better chance of finding her once we’re outside the palace walls anyway,” Meyer said, hands still halfway raised. “You heard what she said about the stone in the walls. Piper’s obviously tapping into something now. Right, Piper?” 
Piper fought down annoyance and indecision. Finally she nodded.
“If Clara is outside, maybe that’s why Piper can’t really feel her now. Maybe if we go outside—”
“You’ll find yourself covered in frogs and boils and locusts?” Jabari said. 
“Logical,” Kindred said. “The Bible is just a story. It’s not a field guide to what’s going to happen next.” 
Jabari jabbed an accusing finger at the TV screen, now showing a feed of the Nile. The river looked as if someone had filled it with tomato soup. 
“The shuttles have mostly retreated,” she said. “I’m not seeing nearly as much here about Reptars or anything else, other than my people stampeding each other. They turned the water to blood. They did that once before. Did you ever stop to think that they’re not doing it because ‘the Bible says so,’ but because this is what they do and the Christian Bible is just one record of something that actually happened, for other reasons?” 
“You’re guessing,” Kindred said.  
“You’re guessing!” Jabari retorted.
“Just … relax. We’re leaving.” 
“I’m not leaving, Dad!” 
“Goddammit, Lila!” Meyer said, his temporarily calm mood snapping like a twig. “We’re all going, and that’s all there is to it!” 
He turned to Jabari in the following silence. 
“Do whatever you want. Stay or go. I’m sure there are some of your people left around in other bunkers, hiding in rooms, wherever. Maybe you can get a clear frequency and talk to the other viceroys. I like you, and I’m grateful to you for taking us in. But you will not tell me what my family can and cannot do. We are leaving. I’d prefer to do so with a plan once we leave Peers’s tunnels. But we’ll go however we have to, even if that only means running. God knows we’ve done it before.” 
Jabari sighed then nodded. 
“I’ll unlock a tablet for you. If the feeds are still showing up down here on the TV, that probably means the house server is running. It’ll sync with maps to the Cradle’s location. It’ll walk you through how to de-dock the submersibles, how to pilot them, where to find and how to access the rendezvous checkpoint, everything. If I can reach the viceroys before you reach the broadcast hub, I’ll let them know you’re coming and that they should speak to you as they would to me. If not, the fact that you’re authorized by my fingerprint should convince them to at least hear you out.” Jabari looked earnestly at Meyer, her rancor gone now that she saw the futility of her cause. “But there are no guarantees. Even if you make it to our broadcast hub, they might not reach theirs. I’ve seen nothing at all that tells us what’s happening in other cities. They might all be dead. They might all have ships like this overhead, and water turning to blood might be nothing by comparison.” 
She looked at Peers, but he didn’t take the bait. Watching them, Piper felt sure that he had a response — knowledge about the possibilities of other big ships, perhaps — but the man said nothing.
Meyer looked at Lila, Piper, and finally Jabari. 
“Thank you,” he said.
But Piper felt the echo of her earlier sorrow deep inside, and the way it resonated with the news that they’d be leaving the palace was troubling. 
She couldn’t shake the feeling that even as the world fell apart, the process of judgment wasn’t yet over — and that by running, they were doing exactly what the judge, jury, and executioners expected them to do. 





Chapter Fifteen
“WELCOME TO THE HIDEOUT,” Ella said, smiling, as they reached a nondescript spot behind an alley dumpster. 
She extended her hand to knock on a graffiti-covered door, but it opened before her knuckles could touch the metal surface. To Clara, the whole thing looked like an empty ritual. Ella didn’t look like she’d expected to actually knock (her fist wasn’t even clenched) and the red-haired boy who opened the door didn’t seem surprised to see them. Any of them, including Clara. 
He stepped aside, allowing their entry. 
When Clara saw that they meant to let her in without so much as a nod, she extended her hand to the boy.
The boy took it, but did so limp-handed, halfheartedly, as if irritated by the distraction that had required him to open the door. It seemed like he wasn’t a greeter so much as the person closest to the door when he’d felt their presence beyond it. 
“I’m Clara.” 
“I know.”
After a pause, her hand already dropped, she said, “What’s your name?” 
The boy looked at Nick. Then Nick, not the boy, said, “This is Cheever.” 
“That’s an unusual name.” 
“It’s a nickname,” Nick said. His real name is—”
“Don’t say it,” Cheever said. 
(Eugene), Clara heard in her mind.
Nick smiled like a little devil. 
They were still standing around awkwardly, Cheever looking as if waiting to be excused. He seemed to be a year or two younger than Nick, not much older than Clara but with a teenage-sized chip on his shoulder. His hair was the color of a dirty carrot, and his eyes were green. He had a sloppy, slouched look about him, his blue T-shirt rumpled. 
“Nick and Ella found me in a—”
“In that house on Divinity Avenue,” the boy finished. “The one with the broken rear window and the busted fence. You’re Viceroy Dempsey’s granddaughter. You’ve spent most of your life in a palace or wandering, so you’re new to communicating in a network. And right now you’re trying to figure out how I know everything you told these two, even though it should be obvious. And—” 
He stopped then turned to Nick. “What’s this?” 
Clara looked at Cheever, expecting to see something curious in his hands. Instead, she saw nothing, except that she could feel mental fingers poking at the memory of the strange voice she’d seemed to hear — the one that had stopped her dead on the street on their way here. 
“Something she kinda remembered on the way over. It’s not important.” 
“Sure seems important. She thinks it’s important.” 
Clara’s mouth opened. She was considering an objection but wasn’t sure what to protest. Was it more offensive that they were casually discussing a personal mental event that she’d shared with no one, or that they were talking about rather than to her?
“She’s just getting used to things. Give her a break, huh?” 
“I dunno. Feels like something she’s hiding.” 
“I’m not hiding anything,” Clara said. 
“And she’s …” He trailed off, focusing, and Clara felt the mental fingers digging deeper. The sensation was intrusive. She tightened instinctual muscles and found she could push him back. But not before he reached something else. 
“She’s been with those guys. The whatchacall’em?” 
“Mullah,” Clara said, preempting her blown not-really-a-secret. 
“Did you know that when you picked her up?” 
“No,” Nick said. “But what, were we supposed to not go out and get her? You felt it same as me, asshole.”
“It’s nothing,” Clara said. 
“I knew,” Ella said. “She told me all about it.” 
Clara hadn’t, but she had been thinking about Sadeem and Quaid and the others. Reliving the … the attack? … in the Mullah tunnels had felt like a conversation with herself. Maybe she’d been chatting with Ella without even knowing. 
“It’s no big deal,” Ella said. “They kidnapped her.” 
“They didn’t really kidnap me.”
“What then?” Cheever asked. “You know the reputation those guys have? We’ve been dodging them since we made this place. Now they’ve probably followed you here. Great job, Nicholas.” 
“They didn’t follow us,” Nick said. 
“You know she’s hiding something. You saw it same as me.” 
Clara decided she’d better defend herself before someone else had to do more of it for her. 
“It was just something I was thinking about. On the way over here, it was like I sorta heard something, or remembered it from a long time ago. The way you’ll hear someone hum and not remember what song it’s from. You know?” 
Cheever was still half frowning, unconvinced. 
“And the Mullah didn’t do anything bad. Mostly they wanted to know about me. About us.” 
“Right. Us. And you told them, did you?” 
“Relax, Eugene,” Nick said. “It’s not like she could have told them about the Hideout or any of us anyway.” 
“No, but she cooperated. And now they know how we think.” 
“Why is that important?” Clara asked. 
“I dunno,” Cheever said, crossing his arms. “It just is.” 
Nick rolled his eyes and pushed past the boy, leaving him behind. The space ahead was just as Clara had seen it in her head, but seeing it physically brought it to different reality. It was large and open, like a converted warehouse. She saw the poster nook and even the paint-covered couch, but with proper eyes she noticed countless details. Industrious inhabitants had somehow strung lines from the high ceiling to suspend privacy curtains. Some had fancy beds that no kid could carry alone — and that two couldn’t carry other than piece by piece. 
She had so many questions, but the decorating scheme was too far down the priority queue. She followed Ella and Nick through the cavernous space, mentally itching at the spot Cheever had been so suspicious of. Heads turned as they walked. Could everyone see it? Were they all as suspicious as Cheever?
I don’t even know what it is. How can they blame me for something that came at me out of the blue?
And Ella’s voice answered, even though she’d meant to talk only to herself. 
(Lightborn aren’t used to secrets.)
I don’t mean to keep a secret!
(It’s not your fault, Clara. There’s just never anything we can’t all share, is all.)
The idea made her skin crawl. Was there truly nothing personal here? Did they all mentally see each other changing and using the bathroom? When a girl got a crush on a boy, was he able to laugh at her affection right away rather than the girl being able to stew for a while first? 
“Ella’s right, Clara,” Nick said aloud. “Don’t listen to Cheever. He’s a dick. All that matters is what Logan thinks.” 
Clara was about to ask who Logan was, but by looking inside herself she found the answer. He was this group’s leader. And by looking deeper, following mental branches like a river delta, she could see more of him: Logan was sixteen, wore glasses, and had grown up in Austria before being shuttled here by his now-deceased family. She had his whole dossier. It was there for the browsing, open as a book.
“Logan’s sixteen,” Clara said. 
“It’s okay. He’s cool.”
“No. I mean …” She stopped, realizing her question would apply to Nick, too, as well as many of the assembled Lightborn. “I thought Lightborn kids came from being born near a ship.” 
“There’s a few kinds. You’ll learn. We all think sorta as one big brain, but at different levels. And we all shine a bit different. Ella’s pretty bright, I’m a bit dimmer, Cheever’s unfortunately pretty bright considering he was born before Astral Day, Logan’s okay … Look around once you’re settled, and you’ll see.” 
“What about me?” 
Nick laughed. “You’re super-bright, Clara. Like, really light out of all the Lightborn. It was kind of hard not to see you the second you came out from the palace or those tunnels or wherever you were. That’s the reason Cheever’s all up your butt about that thing in your head. We can all wall off parts of ourselves, but usually it’s not something we notice unless the rest of our brightness is turned up to eleven, like yours.” 
“I swear. I’m not trying to keep a secret.” 
Nick nodded shortly. “I know. I’m not Cheever.” 
He moved ahead. But the feeling of needing to divulge — of needing to make amends for the secret she hadn’t asked for — was pressing. 
“Nick?”
“Yes?” 
“I think I can hear the Astrals. There’s this sensation of whispers. It’s English in my head, and it sounds to me like whispering kids, but … well, I’m new to this, but I don’t think it’s you guys. I think it’s them. My way of imagining them.” 
Nick waited a second before nodding again. 
“That’s what Logan thinks, too. That we’re tapped into them, and they might not even know it.” 
Clara looked around, searching for their sixteen-year-old leader. But among the Lightborn, people didn’t need speech to agree. 
“So that loud alarm thing we heard? It was, like—” 
“Like a timer going off,” Nick said. “It was right before the water became like blood. So …” 
“Right. A timer. Time to unleash the plagues. That must be it.” 
He started to walk away again with Ella by his side. But Clara, unmoving, still felt an itch. Something else bothered her about this. Something she’d been rolling over inside her mind — somewhat guarded since she’d realized how easily her thoughts were being read. And now here in the Hideout, she realized it was something she didn’t sense in the hive mind. Something that rang funny about all of this.
About the plague they’d already had.
Abut the plagues the citizens seemed to be anticipating next.
There had been a King James Bible in the craphole they’d stayed in outside Roman Sands, and Clara, then just six, had read it cover to cover. She knew what came next. By now, in these apocalyptic times, pretty much everyone knew what to expect once the rivers turned bloody.
“Nick?”
Nick and Ella turned.
“There’s more. I don’t know if it’s just a feeling or if someone told me and I forgot, but I’ve sorta been … hiding it, I guess. Not on purpose, but …” 
“What?” 
“I can’t shake the sense that they gave us plagues because we expected plagues. Because that’s what people think happens when the world ends.”
Nick turned fully around then walked back. The mood on his face was unreadable. 
“What does that mean, Clara?”
She swallowed and said, “What if this is all just a show — and that whatever they’re really doing and whatever they’re really after is something totally different?”





Chapter Sixteen
IT WASN’T easy for Stranger to see the world through Astral eyes, now that he had a fixed and unchanging human body. 
He thought this as he focused on the Reptar at the bottom of the big dune. The thing couldn’t see Stranger as he watched from the perch where the shuttle had left him — beyond the city limits, at the desert’s edge. But Stranger could see the Reptar just fine. 
And he focused. Attempted to see the world through Astral eyes. 
Stranger squinted, trying to do the thing he’d done before. Trying to pop the Reptar like a big purple zit. But it was no use. Taking in all that new Meyer Dempsey on the mothership had been like drinking a bottle of liquor. He was drunk on Dempsey. The last of the Pall’s floating, ephemeral nature was gone now that he had all that extra humanity. Now he wasn’t Pall at all, as he’d been when he’d turned the last Reptar to mincemeat. He was this new thing, through and through. Now he was Stranger, from mouth to asshole. Just like any of the others. 
Well, not just like any of the others. 
He pulled a pair of silver balls from his pocket and revolved them in his palm. They orbited like twin suns. Technically speaking, the balls hadn’t existed until he’d pulled them from his pocket. How could they? His jeans weren’t loose, and the balls were big enough to play ping-pong with. You could never fit them into tight pockets without looking like you had tumors.  
Two balls became three. 
Became four.
Became five. 
He clenched his hand, and the balls were gone. 
What was different between the balls and the Reptar? He’d blown that last Astral soldier apart just by looking at it. Simple enough at the time. He’d merely needed to realize that the thing was energy and so was his mind. It was the way the Astrals saw the world — as one big pool of energy where the line between “individuals” was fuzzy at best. Astrals couldn’t blow stuff up just by looking at it — that particular marriage of talents was his alone. To do what he’d done to that Reptar, you had to see the patterns then use feedback to disrupt the patterns from within.
It helped that Stranger, at his core, was feedback as far as the Astral energy pool was concerned. 
And now he’d seen the stream. Now he understood what he was — what the Pall had been before him. He understood why the Pall had become Stranger when the Ark had opened. He understood what the Pall and Stranger had in common: that both were made of the all-too-human traits that had caused the first Meyer Dempsey replica to malfunction, turning from its Astral cousins toward the human side of the coin. The Astral collective, when it made Kindred, had squeezed out those negative traits and made a “better” copy of Meyer Dempsey by doing so, but the process created waste as well. 
And the Pall had been born from that waste.
Then Stranger had been born when the opened Ark had turned that human waste into something even more human. Something that could walk around on two legs and tell Divinity what was what. 
And now, having taken in a new dose of Astral Meyer’s emotions — the same emotions that had caused all that feedback inside the hive mind — Stranger had become a bit too human to pop Reptars by thought. What a shame.
But he could do other tricks, too. Stranger wasn’t out of magic just yet.
He could still make inanimate props — silver balls, say — appear from thin air. All it took was intending for them to be there. Easy as pie. Things like little silver balls didn’t have brain enough to disagree, so they appeared and disappeared whenever he wanted them to. 
And he could see the truth. About the Lightborn. About the puzzle. About the ant farm. Hell — even about Cousin Timmy. 
And he could open windows. 
Stranger squatted down. He sat, wondering where he should open a new one. The Reptar was too far below to see as he came to rest on his ass; it dropped out of sight. Now Stranger could only see sand and horizon beyond the dune. Not far off was the lush edge of the Nile valley. Then the river itself, crimson with blood. 
Soon, the Astrals would make their next play — maybe their real play — or maybe more jazz-hands bullshit designed to frighten the humans. Probably the bullshit. There was so much these days. And after the bullshit with the blood was over, the Astrals would probably try some other cockamamie “plague” or scare-fest to get the humans jumping. It’d be funny if it weren’t so pathetic.
Eventually they’d kill everyone on Earth, save a few to start over and try this whole thing again. It’s how it always happened, if the memories he still carried from his more Astral days were correct. But before killing them all, they’d play and watch the frenzy.
To most humans, blood and locusts and other such bullshit was all worth fretting over. But to Stranger and the Lightborn, rivers of blood and other bullshit like it were obvious for what they truly were: yet another way the Astrals were shaking the planet-sized ant farm so they could see what the insects did next.
It was cruel. And unfair. Ants were ants, and could never know you were fucking with them.
His thoughts turned to Mara Jabari, who thought she was so clever. The Astrals knew she was plotting against them. Of course they knew, just like they knew the other human viceroys would plot against them. That was why the viceroys existed. That was why the Astrals had chosen the people they had to become viceroys in the first place. They were all leaders, thinkers, and rebels at heart. Of course they’d play along — then try to wiggle out. 
Just about everything that had transpired around the Ark and the key and the group that carried it had been allowed to happen. That group, like Jabari, thought they were so clever, too. Peers Basara, given his big cave full of Astral technology so he could find and assist Meyer’s party, then left alone no matter where he went or what he did. Cameron Bannister, who as the Key Bearer had never truly understood — except perhaps at the end — that what he chose
to do with the key mattered far more than actually
doing it. 
But the Astrals thought they were clever as well. They thought they were smart, staying out of sight and watching the ants. They thought they knew it all, and that the humans couldn’t surprise them.
Well, the Astrals hadn’t known about the Lightborn. Not what they meant. And in the ways that mattered, the aliens still didn’t truly know why the Lightborn were so incredibly important. The Mullah seemed to suspect, but the Astrals hadn’t a clue. They simply weren’t human enough to get it.
And the Astrals didn’t know what the Pall had been. What Stranger now represented, now that he truly understood what he was and why he’d been born — now that he’d soaked in so much more of the emotion that had caused him to be here in the first place.
Maybe the newfangled breed of humanity hadn’t developed the New Age mental kumbaya that the Astrals expected, but another thing Stranger knew (that the Astrals had missed): they were mentally connected all the same.
Meyer Dempsey proved it with drugs. He proved it by taking ayahuasca with Heather. At the time, Stranger knew by looking inside his own memories, Heather had thought they were tripping out and having fun. But even back then Meyer had suspected their journeys were something more. He’d known even all those years ago that by speaking to “Mother Ayahuasca,” he’d been talking to some kind of universal unconsciousness, composed of all the minds the world — all the worlds — had to offer. 
That had opened one kind of window — the one that had let the Astrals see Meyer’s world through his eyes, and begin to judge it while their ships were still on their way to Earth. 
But there were other kinds of windows to open, just like there were other ways in which universal unconsciousnesses were formed. 
Stranger crossed his legs. 
He closed his eyes. 
And as the window opened in front of him, he said to the New Human Collective: “What they tell you next, friends? It’s only smoke and mirrors.”
He felt the collective’s minds turn to listen, even if they didn’t understand what they were hearing.
And Stranger told them about themselves. About who they were and what they represented. And about how Cousin Timmy might just have his day after all.





Chapter Seventeen
WHATEVER WAS HAPPENING, things were getting worse rather than better. 
Kindred followed Peers through the upstairs hallways, not so much oblivious to the frenzied, all-too-human panic visible through gaps in the fence as mindfully defiant of it. All that was happening in Ember Flats struck Kindred as stupid and annoying. So the water had turned to blood? It wasn’t like the Astrals were killing everyone, which is what was supposed to happen in the aftermath of rendered judgment. The entire population — especially after Meyer and Kindred had told them about Heaven’s Veil and the massacre there — had been primed for a bloodbath. Instead, the Astrals had given them a bath in blood. Context made all the difference. Blood water smelled bad, but it didn’t hurt anyone. And yet even now that the shuttle lasers and Reptar patrols had mostly stopped (so far as Kindred could see, and so far as Jabari reported from her monitors), everyone kept right on panicking. 
Kindred kind of wished the Astrals would get on with it. At least that would shut everyone up and stop their whining. 
He clenched his fists. He couldn’t close his eyes or he’d run into Piper’s back, but he forced himself to breathe. And again he recited, for the thousandth time: 
It’s just the Ark. Cameron opened the Ark, and you’re feeling its negative energy, not just your own. Cameron dropped his dumb ass into the Ark as some sort of a mindless sacrifice, and for some reason that’s a goddamned problem. For some reason Cameron’s issue became your issue. You were supposed to make a speech. You did your, part and Cameron was supposed to do his, but he did it wrong (or maybe too right) and now the world is filled with bad juju. It’s not you who’s pissed off; it’s the world, thanks to all this bullshit with Cameron and his inability to follow a simple set of fucking instructions. 
Kindred’s fists didn’t unclench. He wasn’t calming. At first, the self-talk had seemed to remind him that he was being influenced by the Ark’s bad energy — all the judgment in the air and whatnot. At first, he’d felt a bit better with every reminder, telling himself that he felt angry because the planet felt angry. But not anymore. Now whenever he thought of the Ark, he got pissed at Cameron for botching his part of their carefully laid plan. 
Meyer’s hand on Kindred’s upper arm, surprising him enough to make him jump. 
“What’s wrong with you?” Meyer asked, his voice a near-whisper.
Kindred, startled enough that his emotions fell to neutral, turned to Meyer. It was like looking in a mirror except that Kindred, during their time in the basement, had shaved whereas Meyer hadn’t — probably planning to regrow his salt-and-pepper beard. But why wouldn’t Kindred shave? Life went on. And if he needed to shave again now that things had gone red, he’d lather up and shave with blood. It’d be very pagan. Very manly. 
“Nothing’s wrong with me.” 
“Bullshit. You’re all pissed. You’re making it hard to concentrate.” 
“What do you need so badly to concentrate on?” 
“Peers.” 
“What about him?” 
For the second Meyer spent glaring, Kindred thought his double might slap or shake him. But then Meyer’s incredulous look became words, and he said, “I’ve been in your head for a half hour at least about this. You haven’t noticed?” 
“I’ve been preoccupied.” 
“I gathered. About the Ark? But who cares? It’s open. It’s over.” 
Even having this discussion was proof of how much things had soured. Normally there was no need to whisper because anything that required whispering could be done in their shared mind. Meyer had gained intense human insight during his time in captivity, and Kindred was supposed to be their Astral half, able to access the motherships and Divinity, even if only partway. Together their shared headspace was like a room full of supercomputers. At least that’s the way it was supposed to be, with interoffice memos passed between them below the level of conscious thought. Meyer’s presence in that shared space — borrowing from Kindred’s mind, basically — without him noticing? That was troubling. And the way Meyer seemed not to understand why the Ark still troubled Kindred? That was troubling, too. 
“Tell me why you’re concentrating on Peers,” Kindred said, deflecting Meyer’s question. 
“You’ve seen the scenarios. You’ve seen the conclusions.” 
Kindred looked inside. Yes, Meyer had begun assembling their usual scenarios, but the quiet part of Kindred’s mind didn’t seem to have been terribly involved. They’d be weak logical arguments at best, but it also meant that Kindred wouldn’t have a clue, without delving in, as to what they even were. 
“Pretend I haven’t.”
Meyer gave him a look. 
“Just spell it out. I’m an auditory learner sometimes.” 
The look persisted. But after another few steps down the long hallway, lagging farther behind Piper, Lila, and Peers at their group’s head, Meyer complied. 
“Peers is hiding something.” 
“We knew that.” 
“He knows far too much without logical roots. He’s making assumptions about Clara and the Mullah with nuances that would only come from experience.” 
“You think he took her?” 
“No.” 
“He was in on it,” Kindred said. 
Meyer paused. Apparently he was having trouble accepting that now was the first time Kindred was hearing any of this. “Not necessarily.” 
“What, then?” 
“He might be Mullah.” 
“In which case?” 
“We’re headed to tunnels only Peers knows about. Tunnels. Tubes underground in which we could be easily surrounded. The Mullah have been trying to catch us, but we’ve always managed to get away. Maybe this is their chance, and Peers is their tool.” 
“So we shouldn’t go.” 
“You really haven’t looked at the scenarios?” 
“Just tell me, dammit.” 
“Given the alternative, it’s still the best option. But there are other questions. His nerves, for one. And some of his biometrics. He’s sweating too much. His pupils are dilated. His pulse is up. I can hear it, for fuck’s sake. And that makes us think that he’s hiding something beyond being Mullah. Something more present than a plot to trap us.”
Kindred noticed Meyer’s use of the word “us,” as if Kindred had been involved in the analysis. He let it go. 
“What’s the assessment?” 
“Guilt.” 
“Guilt over what?” 
“It’s hard to say. That’s why we’re concentrating on watching him — so we can see if it’s guilt that makes him dangerous or guilt that will make him helpful. Perhaps he’s guilty because he was involved in Clara’s abduction and now he plans to make amends. Or maybe it’s something bigger. My money’s on something bigger. But I can’t really tell because I keep trying to concentrate, and all I hear is your bitching. About the Ark.” 
“It’s been on my mind.” 
“Why?” 
Kindred glanced at Meyer. If there was one person he could be honest with, it was Meyer. But in the end they weren’t actually the same person. Meyer was human, and Kindred — despite all he’d been forced to go through — was still Astral. The minute he admitted to being more angry than sympathetic toward humans, the group would turn on him. What was happening in Ember Flats? It was Us versus Them. Only perimeter security had kept the hordes out of the palace so far, but the power wouldn’t stay on forever. Then the obnoxious, panicky human assholes would come inside, too, with little patience for Astrals of any shape or size — especially if they seemed to be losing a grip on what had made them human-ish in the first place. 
“It’s just another datum for our scenarios,” Kindred lied.
“Seems like a big datum. And I’m not even seeing your mind inside.” 
Kindred forced himself to focus. He entered the mindspace. He felt Meyer join him, and together their mental selves moved to the cognitive planning tables to work scenarios about Peers and his potential plans. 
“Better?” Kindred said. 
Meyer watched him for a long moment. His beard was already noticeably back, stubble dark and obvious. Humans were so damned hairy. This one in particular. 
“Good enough,” Meyer answered. 
At the group’s head, Peers stopped. Piper and Lila paused behind him, and Meyer and Kindred brought up the rear. They all looked forward at nothing. The wall at the group’s head looked ordinary enough to Kindred, but it seemed special to Peers — and after a few moments’ searching he popped open a concealed panel under the baseboard. Kindred bent forward to assess it. Inside the panel was what looked like a very strange keyhole: an inverted triangle made of three smaller inverted triangles. 
Peers pulled a keyring from his pocket. Kindred half expected him to brandish a key to match the strange hole, but instead he made three of the normal-looking keys into tips and touched them all to the contact points as if hoping to short-circuit a mechanism. 
There was a grumbling of stone on stone. A section of wall moved back, separating from its neighbors at cleverly concealed gaps in the panels. 
Below was a tunnel lined in ancient-looking stone, lit by what seemed to be dangling, naked bulbs. 
One by one they descended.
Then, as they walked the tunnel at a fair clip, Kindred’s natural ability to mesh with Meyer’s mind returned, and they both repeated the same conclusion, one to the other. 
There is only ahead and behind. There is no way to escape if we are surrounded, and none of us but Peers knows where we might be going. 
This is a Mullah place. 
And even now, I can hear them stirring. 





Chapter Eighteen
THE LIGHTBORN CHILDREN moved toward one end of the big room with all its tiny, nomadic living spaces, centering on a tall teenage boy that had to be Logan. To Clara, the movement seemed to be unspoken, unannounced — almost instinctual. Nobody had called them together. It was simply happening.
But the message hadn’t reached Clara and didn’t seem to have reached Nick. Ella had moved on with the others, but Nick was still facing Clara as the others passed them, unheeding. The others must not be hearing either of their minds, either, because none perked up as they passed. They were all focused on something, and no distraction, for anyone, seemed loud enough to cause a diversion. 
“What do you mean, ‘expected plagues’? What kind of a ‘show’?” 
“It’s just a feeling I get.” 
Nick moved closer. He used his voice, but Clara could feel his thoughts reaching out as well, grabbing her by a mental arm, gripping it too tightly. 
“I get it. I’m asking, what’s the feeling?” It was more a demand than a question. Like Clara herself, Nick acted older than his years when compared to non-Lightborns. They were like a tribe of stunted adults. Pods grown to age fifteen or more before the day they entered the world.
Clara looked around, uncomfortable. Her words were like a confession to clear the air of secrets and mental withholdings, but she hadn’t thought it would strike Nick as a surprise. They were all gifted. They could all see, hear, and sense things on the air that the others couldn’t. Clara had wanted to toss in the helpful information that seemed missing from the Lightborn Collective, but it hadn’t dawned on her that they’d have sighted none of it. 
Clara stammered to catch up. 
“The … the voices I hear. They seem to say …” 
“Like the voice from earlier? From on our way over, when you stopped on the street like you were listening?” 
“No. This is different.” And yet that voice was back as well. Or one an awful lot like it. Something inside her mind was rising, building steam. Did the others feel the same thing, or was she alone in that, too? She’d finally found a group of like minds who wouldn’t see her as a freak. But was she strange even within the Lightborn? A freak among the freaks?
“Clara?” Nick prompted when she stalled. There was urgency in the air, like the building of a static charge. That, all of them seemed able to feel. Clara saw it in her mind like a timer ticking to zero. It was why the others were going to Logan, the reason Nick sounded so rushed and impatient.
“Chatter. You can’t hear chatter?” 
“I hear the others in this room.” 
“What about the others outside this room?” 
“You’re saying you hear other Lightborn?” Nick’s raised eyebrows told Clara all she needed to know: They only knew those in the city. Another reason she’d never sensed collectives before now. They were local. Except that now that Clara knew what to listen for, she could swear there were ever more on the air.
Freak among the freaks. 
She shook the thought away. 
“No. I mean like the siren. From before the blood. When we knew something was about to happen?”
“Yeah …” 
“That’s it! That’s all I mean: like before, when we knew it was coming.” 
“Ella and I knew something was coming before the blood. Not what it was.”
“What’s the difference?”
“Did you know, Clara? Did you know the water would turn to blood?” 
The technical answer was no. She hadn’t know that the citizens of Ember Flats were turning on taps and stepping into baths made of liquid that would clot at the edges. But the story behind the story had been clear as day. The gist of her mind’s translation? 
Let’s see how they react to this.
Even now, thinking back, Clara could see those moments from a distance. There weren’t specific words — at least not in English — but there was meaning and intent. There was curiosity, and dispassion. It hadn’t felt like punishment. It hadn’t felt like the Bible’s portrayal of ancient Egyptian plagues. Even now, it felt more like a science experiment. The mood behind the chatter was investigation and analysis, not retribution. 
“No.” 
“But you knew something.” 
“You didn’t?”
“I told you. No.” 
“Why is it a big deal?” 
Clara jarred something in Nick. Maybe he sensed her agitation — the feeling of being accused. So he let go a little, and the mental grip Clara felt on her mental arm relaxed. 
“Look. You’re different. Ella already sorta told you that, but the more time you spend here, the more obvious it becomes. To all of us.” 
Clara looked toward the assembling knot of Lightborn. Logan must have been standing on something in the group’s middle because he was above them all, his head as high as someone seven or eight feet tall. The others kept glancing back at her. Curious, yes. But maybe afraid. 
“Maybe it’s because you haven’t been around other Lightborn, or because you’re Viceroy Dempsey’s granddaughter. But you shone so bright we had to go out and get you. It’s not like light from the others. I can see into you just fine. But there’s … more.” 
“More how?” 
“That kid? From earlier? Cheever. He’s gifted. And nosy. Normally, people can’t keep secrets from him if he really wants to know them.”
“I’m not trying to keep secrets!” 
“I’m not saying you are,” Nick said, subtly patting the air between them. “I’m saying that you puzzled him the way you’re puzzling the others whether you realize it or not.” 
“I realize, all right,” Clara said, again looking toward the group. Toward Logan, who was now looking right at them. 
“Point is, whatever you’re talking about with the plagues and the Astrals, I haven’t seen it in our hive. That means the others haven’t either. From where I’m standing, there was a warning, then the water turned to blood. But now you’re talking about a show. You’re talking like there’s something else behind it all.” 
“I don’t know. Maybe there is.”
“Like how?” Nick asked. 
“I don’t know, Nick.”
“You brought it up!” 
Clara’s patience broke. Her voice rose, and heads turned. “I don’t know! I don’t know! I just get a feeling, but I can’t tell you what it is, okay?” 
“Try. Just … try.” 
“Okay. Do you know how people say, It’s not what you said; it’s how you said it?”
“Yeah. My mom used to say that to my dad all the time. Usually right before he got himself in trouble.” 
Clara smiled; the tension softened. “It’s like that. I don’t really hear words, but I get the vibes behind them. And with the siren thingy we heard … I can’t explain why, but I was pretty sure it was them talking to them like it was time for something to happen.” 
“For water to turn to blood.” 
“No.” She groped for the internal word then found one that would make her mother’s eyes roll, because it sounded like something a twentysomething might say. “It was more meta than that.” 
“How?” 
“Like it was time for the test to start. Or the next test.” 
“What test?” 
“I don’t know. I only get little bits.” 
“But … you think the blood is like a test?” 
“A test or a show.” 
“A show?” 
“Yeah. Like a performance. That’s what I meant when I said the plagues are expected. They’re like something out of an old movie about Judgment Day. Or at least Moses and pharaohs and stuff. And I just …” She shook her head, frustrated. “I can’t say why, but it’s like they’re all whispering behind their hands, like, Don’t let them see the wires.”
“Wires?” 
“Like in an old space movie where the fake spaceships were held up by wires.” 
“I’ve never seen any old movies. I didn’t grow up in a palace.” 
Clara wondered if that was a jab. She let it go. “But you get the idea?” 
“Kinda. So what does it mean? What do we do?” 
That was a great question. Clara didn’t know how to answer, and the strange voice she’d sensed all day offered no help. Even the new, distant collection of others she seemed to hear — human, not Astral — had no idea. The last was new. Just one more thing she couldn’t integrate, that made her feel like she was losing her mind. Maybe telepathy-blocking stone walls weren’t a bad thing. Maybe, in the past, they were the only thing keeping her sane. 
“I don’t know.” 
“If the blood and stuff is only an act, what’s behind it? What are the Astrals really up to?” 
“I don’t know.” 
“Clara, I can’t help if you don’t—”
Nick stopped when the great grinding came from above. All the electronic devices in the room emitted a squeal so intense and piercing, every child winced and curled inward, fingers jamming into ears, faces contorting in pain.
There was a bark of static. A roar of electronic disruption belched from every tablet, every tiny juke — even, seemingly, the light fixtures keeping the warehouse space from darkness. 
There was a pregnant pause while everyone stopped to listen, from Logan to Ella to Cheever. Inside Clara’s mind, she heard Nick whisper, Clara, what should we do?
Another tiny bark of electronic disruption. Then three short beeps, like a forthcoming communication clearing its throat. 
Clara gave the only answer she could, fake plagues or no:
Whatever they’re about to tell us.
Then the lights went out, and Clara saw only blackness.





Chapter Nineteen
PEERS FELT the memory sphere’s weight, clunking against his back with every step. It looked heavier than it was. That was good. The way it kept wagging around in his pack — alone except for a few small supplies and the sheet he’d wrapped it in before making his way from his palace room — it’d be crippling. But as things stood, it was merely uncomfortable. 
Uncomfortable because it kept whacking his shoulder blades. 
And uncomfortable because with each passing minute, it became clearer and clearer that the others knew he was keeping something from them.
Lila and Piper kept eyeing his pack. They wouldn’t demand he open it — yet. But the deception had gone on for too long — he couldn’t reveal the sphere now. Without a reason to broach his secret, it would come off terribly. Even with an excuse it would probably be awful. Lila kept staring at his pack as if it held a bloody machete, and with the big, fat, round way it looked, there was little denying he had something more than toothpaste. The longer nobody asked him to open it, the longer he didn’t show them. The longer he didn’t show them, the more it would look like he’d been deliberately hiding it when the secret finally came out.
Which, of course, he was. 
Because as things turned out, there was one person responsible for ringing the Astral dinner bell eleven years ago, and his name was Peers Basara. He’d tried to bury his guilt, to assure himself that even if he hadn’t gone into the Temple that day and spoken through the portal, the Astrals would have come eventually. But time and research had shown him that the point of the Temple and portal — of the Mullah’s stewardship in general — was that humanity was supposed to choose its time of judgment. They were supposed to make themselves worthy, then call the masters to check their work. But whenever Peers tried to justify his younger self’s actions with those ideas, he felt like a rationalizing asshole. Humanity hadn’t been ready for the Astrals’ return. Peers, because he’d been an idiot kid who couldn’t leave well enough alone, had called them early. And now everyone would die. 
Well, not everyone. 
The scrolls said that at the end of each epoch, a small group was chosen to carry the race and try again. The past was somehow erased (the scrolls said “washed away”), and it all started over. 
Meyer would survive. Kindred would probably survive as well. The legend of the Seven Archetypes said there was a King, and that he had two heads, and that the King survived to lead the next epoch. That’s how Peers had known it was his duty (as the Fool who did happen to know a way out of town, so long as he could find its entrance) to shepherd the King toward safety. 
Either that, or he was a coward. Either heroism made him lead Meyer’s exodus, or the hope that staying by Meyer’s side would keep him safe as well. 
Because the scrolls said nothing about the Fool and his fate.
“I hear something,” said Piper from behind him. 
Peers turned. He’d heard things, too, but it was just Meyer and Kindred chattering like the two-headed being they were. 
He looked down. It wasn’t Nocturne making noise. Years of desert living had ground the dog’s claws so they no longer clacked when he walked.
“I think it’s our echoes,” Peers told her. 
“It’s not just that.” She looked around, flustered, but seemed to let it go. “What are these tunnels, anyway? How did you know they were here?” 
“Just a hunch.” 
Peers winced. They deserved a better lie. Guilt had its hooks in him. His gut was churning, and he could barely think. He was a man with a hideous secret and no one to take his confession, because even the most forgiving priest would strangle him for the truth. 
“You must have a guess.” 
Peers glanced at Piper. Met her big blue eyes. She wasn’t an idiot, nor was Lila beside her. They were choosing to pretend they believed his bullshit, but Peers knew they didn’t — and in turn, they knew he knew. A game of chicken with Peers in the middle. Everyone knew he’d betrayed them, but no one spoke. They were sharpening knives, waiting. And right now, Peers could see the hatred on Lila’s face, more fierce from the blood still matted in her hair and in the creases of her skin. 
“They must be Mullah tunnels.” 
She didn’t ask how Peers had known how to enter a Mullah place. Everyone knew it, just like everyone must know he was carrying a stolen alien artifact — that he’d lied with every breath for hours, that he’d caused the human race to meet its end, that he knew a whole lot more about Clara’s disappearance than he’d let on. For a while there, his secret had been mercifully out. But then Jeanine Coffey had got herself killed, and it had again been easier to curl up and lie than admit to the shameful truth. 
“I can feel them,” Piper said. “The Mullah.”
“Me too,” said Lila, looking right at Peers. “So close, it’s like they’re right here with us.”
Peers pretended not to notice Lila’s stare. “Come on. It’s this way. It must be, I mean.”
“Only makes sense,” Lila said. “Of course, none of us knows for sure.” 
“Of course,” Peers said, fighting to steady his voice. It wasn’t Lila getting to him. It was himself. Guilt, a million-pound weight. He shouldn’t be fleeing the city. He should let the Astrals take him if they wanted — maybe die heroically, like Cameron seemed to have. But every time Peers considered a hero’s exit, he found it easier to keep his mouth shut for another few minutes. To keep on walking.
“Where do you think Clara got to, Peers?” Lila said it like a question, but to Peers it sounded like an interrogation.
“I don’t know.” 
“The Mullah have her.” 
“Yes.” 
“And this is a Mullah place.” 
“Maybe.” 
“So maybe she’s here.” 
But she wasn’t, and Lila knew it. The tunnel had been mostly straight so far, with few branches. The chambers and jaunts they’d passed were open and straightforward with no one inside. No Mullah, and no little girls. 
“I don’t think so.”
“Is that because she’s dead, Peers?” 
Peers stopped. Piper almost ran into him. 
“Lila!” Piper said.
“Don’t say that,” said Peers. 
Lila shrugged. It was a businesslike gesture. “If she is, I’d rather just know. It’s worse to keep hoping if that’s how it ends.” 
For a moment, Peers couldn’t respond. Lila’s eyes were spheres of ice. Her irises were brown instead of Piper’s blue, but in the tunnel’s dim light they looked black. Her skin was still stained with dried blood. Her hair was a clotted mess, and she smelled like rancid meat because there’d been only an ice-dampened rag to clean herself with. Her stare was hard. She wasn’t looking at Peers like a human. At least not a rational one. He could barely hold his space without falling back. 
“You have to keep hoping,” Peers said. “I’m sure she’s fine.” 
“How sure?” Lila’s voice held almost no emotion. Like she’d been bent too far and had finally broken. “Sure like you’ve seen her?” 
“Of course not. But I’m sure nonetheless.” 
“Sure like you’ve talked to her kidnappers? As sure like you are one of her kidnappers?” 
“Lila,” Meyer said from behind, trying to break the strange standoff. 
Without turning, Lila said, “I’m just asking, Dad.” 
“They wouldn’t hurt her if she was held for a reason,” Piper said. 
“But the reason was a lie.” Cold eyes turned to Peers. “He said so, and we trust him.” 
“We’ll find her,” Piper said. 
“Except that you can’t feel her anymore, can you?” Lila asked Piper. “You were so sure before that wherever Clara was, she was safer than us. But now you’re not.” 
“Lila. Knock it off.” 
Lila turned to her father. To both of her fathers. “I’m just being logical and unemotional so I can make the best decisions, Dads. Just like you do.” 
Again, her stare turned to Peers. He was so focused on Lila that he didn’t hear the rush of feet coming right at them.





Chapter Twenty
BY THE TIME Peers saw the Mullah, they were surrounded. 
It happened in a blink. Peers had no idea where the men and women at their front and rear had come from, but judging by the others’ faces, he wasn’t alone. Meyer and Kindred were supposed to be the logic-makers, and ever since Cameron had opened the Ark, Piper was supposed to be the empath. But nothing had seen them coming. They weren’t there, then they suddenly were. 
A hard, angry face stared at Peers. Other angry faces stood behind him, all atop long, off-white desert robes. It took Peers a minute to realize that he wasn’t imagining the sliding sensation at his throat. To realize someone was holding a blade to his skin. 
“Who are you, and why are you here?” 
The question was barked in accented English. The man who’d shouted, who by virtue of being first had been assumed the leader, had rough, sun-toughened skin. His lips made a scowl.
Peers realized his hands had come partway up. He didn’t want to turn and look around. The others in his party could be doing anything. 
“Please. Let me explain.” 
“I am telling you to explain! So tell! Who are you? How did you find this tunnel?”
Peers exhaled. There was no way out of this other than shaded truth. 
“I used an Elder’s Key.” 
The blade — a long scimitar, by the look — retreated a fractional inch. There was muttering in Arabic.
“Show me!”
Peers moved his hands slowly, palms open. He didn’t have an Elder’s Key, of course. Fools didn’t seem to need them. But the phrase had grabbed the man’s attention, and Peers only needed a second to show him something else that might change his mind. 
Instead of reaching into his pocket, Peers raised his sleeve. He turned his bare arm to show the man his Mullah brand, tucked high near his armpit.
“You are Mullah?” the man said. 
“Yes.”
Something shifted behind him. The sound came from where he knew Lila was standing.
“What is your name?”
“Basara.” 
More whispering. 
“I know this name. But I do not know you.” 
“My Den is from Turkey. I only ask that you let us pass.” 
The man shifted to be more in his way rather than less. 
“I would be a poor soldier to let you go with only a question and half an answer.” 
“Then follow us. See that we only want the way out.” 
“Maybe I do not want to let you go?”
“I wear the brand. I opened the lock.”
“And yet you have not shown me your key.” The man frowned. “You know, Basara … you do not seem old enough to be an Elder among the Mullah, even if you gained access in the manner you claim.” 
“I’m not claiming anything.” 
“You claim to be friend. Are you a friend?” 
“Of course.”
“Then perhaps you can help us. Our Den’s tunnels have been here since well before the palace atop them, and before now there has been no way to enter. Nothing could get in, not even those little balls the Horsemen send. And yet recently they came in force. One of our Elders was abducted. Like you, Elder Basara, he had a key.” 
“Oh,” Peers said, unsure where else to go.
“Maybe you took it from him.” 
“I—”
“Maybe if you show me your Elder Key , I will tell you whether or not it was once Sadeem’s.” 
“Look,” Peers said. “I’m on—”
“Someone betrayed us,” he said, cutting Peers off. “They told the Astrals where to find us, then let them in. Someone let them take Sadeem, and helped them steal something very important to us — something we thought was protected but has now gone missing. We don’t know how it happened. They came, and we fell asleep. When we woke in our chambers, Sadeem and our treasure were gone.” 
The man smiled an unconvincing smile. 
“I’m telling you this because you are a brother among the Mullah. But I imagine it is not news to you. After all, there have been betrayers in the Mullah before … Basara.”  
Peers met the man’s hard eyes. Then there was another sound directly behind him, emanating from the parcel in his backpack. 
It was a harsh, staticky sound, followed by three sharp beeps. 
The man’s eyebrows dove downward. His lips formed a scowl. 
“What is in your backpack, my friend?” 
But before Peers could summon an answer — one for the Mullah and another for his group — the tunnels trembled, the ground shaking like the world was reaching its end. 
Peers’s legs buckled. The scimitar at his neck retreated, the hand holding it needed for balance. Someone fell at the group’s rear, ahead of Peers. Dust sifted from the ceiling. It was like that day in the Temple many years ago — the day, it seemed, when Peers had ended humanity’s chances and Cameron Bannister had first heard his own key’s calling.
Shouting behind them. Shouting from the group ahead. The man who’d been so bent on skewering Peers now seemed focused only on staying upright, holding the wall for balance.
“Push. Now,” came a voice in Peers’s ear. 
Meyer or Kindred. But whoever it was didn’t wait for Peers to comply. The push came from farther back, not so much against him as using Peers like a ram. He collided with his interrogator, their skulls clacking together. More shouting came — either in alarm at the situation or that their captives were fighting back — but as the tunnels shook and rock began to fall, it meant nothing. 
Peers was forced forward. Through the throngs. 
Dust sifted, getting in his eyes, eclipsing vision. His teeth chattered. His brain felt unseated, rattling like a ball in an empty box. A dog barked: Nocturne, of course, nosing his own way through. Then there was a shout. A growl. A canine thrashing, as the gentle dog found motivation to snarl and bite. 
“Go! Go, Peers!” 
And they pushed, trampled, shoved. Peers’s boots found bodies, reaching up and trying to grab him. His hands sought the wall for balance, trying to stay upright, knowing he’d be dead if he fell. 
There was a tremendous grinding. An enormous roar from somewhere above, filtered through stone. 
“GO!” 
A figure in a suit shoved past Peers to take the lead. Peers turned his head in the confusion, seeing the Mullah knocked flat and shoved aside, now too concerned with the apocalyptic shaking to mind their quarry. Piper and Lila were behind him, faces pale and frightened, but focused. Nocturne was beside another man in a suit, this one claiming the rear. The man’s tie was blue: Meyer, apparently. 
They rushed. They scrambled. And miraculously, an exit appeared. Peers thought he should have seen daylight with it, but none came. 
He could only see the mammoth black ship, eclipsing the world. 
It was moving. Somewhere. And the sound was like the vibrations of planets. 
They came up outside the city. Beyond the wall, though Peers wasn’t exactly sure where. A glance around showed that the peril of cannibal clans was still present, but none of the vehicles or painted men seemed threatening compared to the thing slowly crossing the sky. 
They were all ignoring the newcomers. Looking away, mouths open as they gaped at the heavens. 
Between the ground and the black ship was a wide bright area, like something projected in three dimensions. 
The space carried a message, written in English in what had to be fifty-foot letters. 
It simply read, STAND BY.





Chapter Twenty-One
LILA DIDN’T EVEN TAKE time to stare Peers up and down before pushing past him. He had something in his bag that might be anything at all, and he’d been on the other side all along. But the ground was shaking like an earthquake and there was a bulletin hovering in the sky above Ember Flats. Even the cannibals were too transfixed to look away.
She stared into the sky. 
STAND BY. 
The message and presentation were so stark. So businesslike. It had all the character of a generic, black-on-white cereal box. And once the ship stopped moving — now directly over the city’s center, a line of blue light arcing between the behemoth and the Apex pyramid — it sat there in letters tall as most of the buildings, rendered in three dimensions and, she had to assume, somehow readable at all angles, rotating slowly.
Lila felt a tug as her still-moist shirt pulled against her front. She looked back and saw Piper pinching the fabric between thumb and fingers, dragging her subtly backward. 
Lila’s mouth opened. Piper’s index finger shot in front of her lips. 
Shhh … 
As Lila looked around, Meyer turned to watch her. Then Kindred. Then finally Peers, who didn’t seem to know where to aim his gaze. 
Lila moved back, obeying the tug. She turned after a handful of steps before Piper let her go. The group followed Piper as she moved away from the tunnel’s exit, which had come up in a rock scree. They hadn’t surfaced among the cannibal clans, but were definitely near them. They’d be easily seen if any of the monsters turned their heads, once they stopped caring more about the big blue letters hovering above them. 
Down behind a rise, the clans dropped out of sight.
Lila peeked at the Astral message. There’d been beeps to alert whoever had whatever Peers was carrying, followed by shaking and noise, then a placeholder note in the open air. A message must be coming, and they wanted everyone’s attention. But for now, there was nothing. 
“Anyone hurt?” Piper said, her voice low. 
Heads shook. 
“We need to get out of here.” 
Peers was staring at the sky. “Where?” 
Piper looked at Peers as if he were daft. She didn’t have the vacant look that Lila assumed must be on her own face. She appeared calm and in control. Even Meyer and Kindred seemed more shaken. 
“To Jabari’s subs. To the Cradle.” 
Lila was still staring at the message. 
“Now?” she said. 
“When else?” 
“But …” She looked skyward. 
“We don’t want to stand by.” 
“You can’t know that.”
“I can.” 
“How?” 
“I just do.” Piper touched her head. “It’s too much to explain.” 
Meyer was looking skyward too, but his eyes were on the ship, and Lila could tell he was trying to look through more than at it. 
“We don’t even know where we are,” he said. “None of the landmarks are visible, and I can’t see the sun.” 
“We’re much farther north,” Piper said. 
“How do you know that?” 
She touched her head again.
“We can’t trust your feelings,” Peers said. 
“We can trust them more than yours,” Piper countered.
“Can you feel Clara again?”
Piper squinted, frowned, contorted her face. “Kind of. But I don’t think it means anything. I can still feel Cameron, too.” 
“Is she … ?”  
Lila turned to Peers. All at once, something snapped. 
“How dare you,” she said. 
“I had nothing to do with—” 
“How dare you!” 
“Lila, I swear, I want to find Clara as much as—” 
Lila’s hands flashed out in front of her. Before she knew it, they were clawing for his throat. Peers scrambled to back away, fell back against the dune, then rushed back like a crab when she dove again, Meyer’s arm restraining her. 
“You took her!” 
“I didn’t t—”
“You took her, you motherfucker!” 
“Lila!” Meyer hissed. “Keep your voice down!” 
“I don’t care who hears me! Got that?” She raised her voice and shouted, “I DON’T CARE IF THEY ALL HEAR ME!” 
“Lila!”
Lila turned to Meyer and Kindred. Tears obscured her vision. She didn’t know what she was feeling. Sadness? Loss? Anger? Outright fury? It was all a soup inside her.
“He’s with the Mullah. You heard them. He’s got a tattoo to prove it!” 
“It’s a brand,” Peers said. “And if you’ll let me explain …” 
Lila lashed out, but Meyer and Kindred both moved to hold her. She could only flail one arm, and only halfway. A fan of loose sand sprayed at Peers, her fingers scrambling madly for whatever they could hold, finding nothing. 
“He’s Mullah! That’s how he found us back in Turkey, when the Mullah were after us! That’s why he had that big cave full of alien gear: because he was working with them! They’re all in it together, and they took my daughter!” 
“Lila! Quiet!” Kindred seemed agitated — furious, even. He kept shooting glances at the top of the dune, presumably at the cannibals beyond. It seemed as if he wasn’t just worried that Lila would give them away, but angry about it. 
“Let her get it out.” The voice, strangely calm, was Piper’s. 
“There are clans right there, Piper,” Kindred said. 
“And they didn’t come when she shouted. They won’t come after us yet.” 
“Yet?” 
“The message just went up. They’re waiting for some sort of broadcast. The Astrals turned water to blood to set the stage, then shook the ground to get everyone’s attention. Those people down there won’t look away. You can barely look away. We’re safe. For now.” 
“We’re not safe, Piper,” said Meyer. “Not until we reach the Cradle. And not even then.” 
“We’re safe for now,” Piper repeated. 
Her gaze was fixed on Lila, and the effect was hypnotic. Lila suddenly understood: Piper wasn’t guessing. She somehow knew. 
“I can try and explain later,” Piper said. “For now you need to trust me. We’re going to get out of here if we follow instructions.” 
“Your instructions?” 
Piper shook her head. “No. It’s someone else. I can hear them. In here.” A finger went to her temple.
“The Astrals?” 
“No. Someone else.” 
“Clara?” said Lila. 
“It’s a man. In my head, he sounds almost like Meyer.” 
Peers shifted. Brushed sand from his shirt. He looked at Meyer and Kindred then said, “Seems like everyone is Meyer Dempsey these days.” 
The hold on Lila had shifted enough that this time when she lunged, she managed to break free, making a loose fist as she leaped at Peers, then connected with his left eye. The impact against bone sent a shudder through her knuckles, hand, and wrist. But the pain didn’t bother Lila, as long as Peers felt it, too. After this long forcing herself to go numb, even pain seemed like a blessing. 
“Lila!” 
“Stop holding me back, Dad! What’s wrong with you? You should be killing him yourself!” 
“If you’d just let me explain!” Peers said, hand over his beaten eye. 
“Explain what? That you kidnapped my daughter? That you’ve been ratting us out the entire time?” 
“I didn’t do either of those things! I’m — !”
“Where is she? Where is Clara?”
“I don’t know! I swear I don’t know!”  
“He doesn’t know, Lila,” said Piper. 
Lila stopped, sniveling, practically foaming at the mouth. Piper’s voice shut her down like flicking a switch, and now there was only the worry and sadness she’d kept so tightly behind an internal shell. 
Her head fell. Her hand caught it. 
“I was with them when I was a child.” She heard Peers from behind her curtain of black hair. “I made a mistake. A … a dreadful mistake.”
Lila felt hesitant fingers tap her back. When she didn’t flinch, Peers touched her again. Fury bubbled inside. She wanted to lash out. To grab it. To break that hand like a twig. How dare he? How dare he touch her after what he did?
“He’s telling the truth,” Piper said. 
She wasn’t just talking to Lila. She was talking to them all. 
Lila let her head hang. And she broke. Cried, until it was all out of her. She heard and saw nothing of consequence outside her own knees until she finally looked up, the Egyptian day still shadowed like dusk. The black ship hadn’t moved. Its presence was everything, except for the static crackle of energy moving between it and the Apex and the whisper of a warm breeze. 
Lila looked at Piper. Piper looked back, a question on her face. And when Lila nodded slightly, Piper rose to her knees. Both Meyer and Kindred looked toward her, deferring. Whatever analytical power they’d had, it now seemed diminished. Meyer looked spent, and Kindred barely contained. Peers was off to the side, penitent, with his dog. Only Piper seemed clear. Something inside — not Clara but a strange man who sounded like Meyer — was telling them all what to do. 
“We need to go.” Piper took a moment, seemed to reflect, then pointed. “That way. We need to find the nook where the Cradle subs are stored. Nobody has beaten us to them, and nobody will. They’ve not been discovered. The clans won’t follow, and the Mullah have stopped trying. They don’t care about us, only about recovering their man, plus whatever they lost. But they’re wrong about the Astrals. The Astrals didn’t take it. It’s gone somewhere else.” 
“Is it Clara?” Lila asked. “The thing the Mullah lost?”
“I don’t know, Lila.”
“How do you know you can trust whatever’s telling you all of this?” Meyer asked. It wasn’t a challenge. It was simply a question. 
“Because he gains nothing by lying.” 
“What does he want?” 
“To exist.”
“Who is he?” 
“I only know he’s not Astral. He’s human, or something close.” 
“What does that mean?” Meyer asked. 
Piper went on as if she hadn’t heard him. “And he feels very familiar. And that I’d trust him in exactly the same way that I trust you.” 
“Trusting a voice you hear in your head isn’t the same as trusting us,” Kindred said. 
“Not trusting you,” Piper told Kindred. “Trusting Meyer.” 
Kindred looked like he might protest but didn’t. Piper said, “We have to go. We can’t be here when the announcement comes.”
There was a crackle from behind them. From the direction of the big, black ship. 
Letters vanished from the sky, replaced by the projection of a young-looking brunette woman in a simple white blouse. She was cut off at the waist, but otherwise she looked as if she were really there above Ember Flats — not a hologram at all. 
Her voice was like soft, pleasant thunder. “Please hold whatever you are doing, and pay attention to the following message.” 
Blue lightning crackled between ship and pyramid. Its activity seemed to increase, arcing to one side to form a tiny storm. 
“This message is being shown to all eight of your remaining capitals, though anyone watching our broadcast channel from the outlands will hear it as well.” 
More sparking. More lightning. 
“Humanity’s current form has failed our tests. Your species, such as it exists, must be pruned back and allowed to regrow.” 
“Pruned?” Lila whispered.
Nobody answered, but the genocidal meaning was clear. 
The tiny storm to one side of the line between ship and Apex increased its fury, becoming something like a ball. 
“Each capital is being given a vessel,” the woman said. “And as long as you are aboard the vessel, no harm will come to you in the days that follow. 
The lightning ball seemed to stretch out. To take shape. To become something as long and as broad as the Apex itself. As the light show died, Lila could see that what had materialized there looked like a large boat, its keel nearly on the ground, its body propped up by blue-glass scaffolding. 
“Each capital’s vessel will hold approximately 1 percent of the city’s population,” the woman said. 
Lila looked at Meyer, Kindred, Piper, and even Peers. 
“But it is up to you to decide who lives and who dies.”
Lila gaped. Watched the air, waiting for more. But then the woman in the sky vanished and the giant black ship began to move, ever so slightly, the blue lightning breaking its connection, an enormous blue spark churning in its metallic gut as it journeyed toward whatever it meant to destroy.
A killing storm. 
A destroyer of worlds. 
Beyond the dune and in the city, what remained of humanity began to panic and scream and rampage and kill. 





Chapter Twenty-Two
MARA WATCHED the screen as the woman representing Divinity vanished. She didn’t fade away. She simply cut out of existence. And then the chaos began. 
Not Astral on human. The Astrals seemed, according to the monitors, to have piled into their shuttles and left the surface sometime between when Meyer, Peers, Kindred, Lila, and Piper left the bunker and when the rumbling began.
No. This violence was human on human. 
Mara flicked the screen, half expecting the other city feeds to have been cut. But the Astrals and the city were full of surprises. They hadn’t been cut off when Meyer and Kindred had been blowing the Astrals’ secret about Heaven’s Veil, and nothing had been cut during all the blood and proclamations of mass extermination. Even the house above still had power, thanks to its buried lines and Astral non-interference. And all the video feeds — along with the emotional co-signals broadcast by the rocks around the borders — were still live and perfectly clear. 
It was as if the Astrals wanted her to betray them then lead Meyer and Kindred to that stage. It was as if they knew what she’d been doing all along — right down to hiding in this bunker, watching things go to shit — and were cool with it. 
This wasn’t in the Initiate’s projections. At all. 
A booming sound seemed to shake the room. But it wasn’t another ship-moving earthquake. It was someone assaulting the outer door with their fists. 
She tried to ignore it. Rioters had finally made it onto the palace grounds. It was fine; the bunker had been built on that exact assumption. She’d covered the bases, unlike Dempsey. She’d heard his story — both from the outside world and filtered through the Astrals’ knowledge. He’d reached his conclusions through drug trips rather than logic and planning. No wonder he’d made so many mistakes. He was lucky to have reached his Axis Mundi at all. 
Mara had planned better now, and better then. They wanted to flee the city under the big ship’s unflinching eye? They wanted to try and reach the Cradle — then the broadcast rendezvous with the other viceroys — despite the interference introduced by the ship? They’d never make it without the Astrals’ allowance. 
Like their allowing her little resistance despite clearly knowing the entire time. 
She blinked the thought away, ignored the pounding, and watched the monitors. Whoever was up there would either give up and go away (the door was impregnable by anything other than explosives, and good luck finding those in an Astral-run city) or would be leveled by other rioters who wanted a try. The house must be sick with them.
She clicked away from the feed showing the big ship created by the blue lightning. It was large but not titanic. They’d be lucky to stuff 1 percent of the Ember Flats population inside. 
People had massed around the thing but weren’t approaching. There was a force field or something surrounding the ship. The Astrals had apparently given each capital a Noah’s Ark, but the citizens couldn’t reach it to climb aboard. What a ripoff.
There was a beep from behind her. Mara hadn’t heard the sound in so long, it took her a while to figure out what it was. Then she opened the charging laptop computer and scanned the bottom row of icons — sure enough, it had come from where she’d thought. 
Just the Astral collective dropping her a line. 
Because they were old buddies, Divinity and the human viceroy. 
At first Mara didn’t believe her eyes. It had to be an old message. Divinity had gone into a communication blackout around the time Cameron and Company entered the city. That’s when she’d suddenly found herself on her own, sensing shit rapidly approaching the fan, increasingly certain that her well-thought-out contingency plans A, B, and C would be needed. 
Fortunately, she’d anticipated this. 
Well, all but the enormous ship that ruined her plans. And that the aliens were apparently playing with her all along. It cast doubt on everything. Mara found herself wondering what would become of Meyer’s group as they headed toward the “secret” escape vessels. She wondered about the bunker, and if it was truly private or impregnable. She even wondered about the rioters banging on her door. And the force field around humanity’s only hope of salvation, of course. 
Divinity’s message was the usual clipped, socially retarded brief: 
Lifeboat perimeter deactivation code 091804. 
Mara stared, her forehead wrinkled. 
Lifeboat. 
Deactivation.
Was this what she thought? It looked almost like a code to unlock the big Noah’s Ark thing. It sort of seemed like they’d given Mara — traitor to her masters, rebel who’d actually gotten away with nothing — the keys to her city’s only hope for survival. 
For 1 percent of the population. 
“MARA!”
She looked up. Toward the stairs. Toward the impregnable door where rioters were storming her gates. 
She clicked the video feed to one showing the palace interior. It was empty, as it had been every time she’d checked. She’d seen some aides running through a giant hole in the wall, possibly blasted by Charlie Cook and Jeanine Coffey. Reptars had been chasing them. She’d seen others leave of their own accord, but certainly nobody was still here who was, once upon a time, supposed to be here. The place was open for rioters and had been for hours. 
But still, the house was empty. 
“MARA! LET ME IN!” 
She climbed the steps. Turned all the right knobs and pulled all the right levers. She peeked tentatively out even after checking the screen beside the door, then opened it wide and stared slack-jawed at the black-and-blue mess across from her. 
“Kamal?”
“So I am still as beautiful as I used to be,” Kamal said, his words somehow unaffected by his fat lip. 
Mara ushered him in, glanced through the hallway, and closed the door. She secured everything she’d unfastened then took his arm as they descended into the bunker. Kamal had a significant limp and fell down the stairs nearly as much as he was stepping. 
“What the hell happened to you?” 
“I walked into a wall.” 
“Were you out in the city? Were you attacked?” 
“Your visitors did this. I never want to run a bed and breakfast again.” 
“Which visitors?” 
“Jeanine Coffey.” 
“Jeanine did this to you?” 
“I misspoke. I meant it was a gang of big, strong bikers.” 
Mara ushered Kamal to a couch and eased him onto it.
“Do you need a … ?” She stalled, not knowing how to end her sentence.  
“How about some Flintstones aspirin?” 
“How can you make jokes at a time like this?” 
“I’m a hilarious person. I can’t control it.” 
Mara sat opposite Kamal. He seemed intact, just painfully ugly. Jeanine had done a number on him, but he wasn’t acting like anything was broken.
“Where were you?” Mara asked. 
“Bitch knocked me out. I woke up a few minutes ago, and everyone had left. Then I went to the window and saw. Checked the feeds and saw more. So your State of the City didn’t go well?”
“Not so much.” 
“And the Ark?” 
“Cameron opened it. That didn’t go well, either.” 
“And the girl?” 
“Clara? I don’t know.” 
“They thought I was Mullah. That I’d taken her. Just because I’m Muslim? That’s racist.”
“What happened?” 
“Ravi, I think. Hard to tell with all the unconsciousness, but our secondary surveillance got most of it.” 
“Ravi is Mullah?” 
“I think. Shoulda known. He’s Muslim.” 
“So why did Jeanine beat you up?” 
“Because she’s a bitch. Please tell me she’s down here so I can punch her in the vagina.” 
“She’s dead.” 
Kamal looked genuinely sorry. “Oh. That sucks.” Then: “So who’s here?”
“Just me. Charlie didn’t make it. Or Cameron. I don’t know what happened to most of our staff, including the insiders, but I think Reptars chased them out of the palace before they could assemble.” 
“Cowards.” 
“I was still with the Meyers. Ran into Piper and the younger one. Lila, the girl’s mother? Then Peers Basara ran up at the last minute, and we came here.” 
“Peers?” 
“Yes. And I think you’re right about him. He had something in his pack that he wouldn’t show anyone. Talked about escape tunnels but wouldn’t say how he knew.”
“Mullah?”
Mara nodded. “That’s my guess.” 
“He and Ravi should hang out.” 
“But I still don’t think he’s dangerous. I wouldn’t have let the others go with him if I had.” Mara realized she wasn’t fully explaining. Her mind was moving a mile a minute. There was so much Kamal might have missed. He hadn’t asked about the bloody footprints in the bunker, but that didn’t mean he knew about their new plumbing issues. 
“They all decided to leave. I told them where to find the Cradle and how to hook up with the others at the rendezvous linkup. The big ship outside … Did you see the big ship?” 
“Yes.” 
“The big ship made me think it wasn’t a good idea to go at all. Went with Plan C: Stay here. But now I wonder if I could’ve made it. If there was any chance they’d so much as try to stop me.” 
“What makes you think that?” 
Mara waved a hand through the air like wiping an invisible windshield. “I’ll tell you later. Did you see the broadcast?” 
“Yours, or the one by Divinity just now, about how we have to play the lottery to see who lives or dies on that thing?”
“The second one.” 
Kamal nodded his puffy, bruised head. “Quite the conundrum. Although I don’t know why they said we need to choose. People will kill each other for their spot. It’s probably full already. 
Mara showed Kamal the feed. Let him take it in until he squinted and frowned, seeing the force field. 
“They can’t get in?” 
Mara shook her head. “There’s a barrier. And they sent me the code, I think.” She showed him the laptop with its new message. 
“Why?”
Onscreen, a team of Reptars was entering the plaza by the Apex, moving in a slow line toward the mass around the boat.
“What are they doing?” Kamal’s eyes moved upward on the screen. “And why a boat?”
Mara shook her head. “Maybe it’s symbolic. It’s not the first symbolic thing they’ve done.” 
“What do you mean?” 
Mara’s eyes flicked toward the blood on the floor. “Nothing. I can explain later.” 
Reptars moved toward the force field. Then they stepped right through it, though its energy still seemed to hold the humans at bay. They lined up inside, then marched slowly outward, inching the citizens of Ember Flats away from the field, forcing them to disperse somewhat. 
Order restored. Chaotic situation controlled through might. But why? 
Something blocked the camera. Then whatever it was stepped back, and Mara and Kamal found themselves looking at a Titan’s overly pleasant face. It was a male, indistinguishable from any other Titan male she’d ever seen. She waited for him to move on and assist whatever the Astrals were doing in the plaza, but he stayed put, his face toward the camera. 
“What’s it doing?” Kamal’s voice was low, as if the Titan could hear him. 
Mara shook her head. 
The Titan looked directly into the camera. He gave that maddeningly polite, neutrally bureaucratic look they all had, but did so right at the two of them, as if he knew where the tiny camera was hidden. 
The Titan pointed. To his right, Mara and Kamal’s left. 
“What the hell is it pointing at?” Kamal asked. 
There was another knock on the bunker door. Right where the on-screen Titan was pointing.





Chapter Twenty-Three
IN THE CANAAN PLAINS PALACE, Viceroy Jayesh Sai stood staring at his message from the mothership above. It was terse and simple, as were all communications from Divinity. But this time, it was also a mystery. What was a lifeboat, in this context? Why did it have a perimeter? And why did Jayesh — who wasn’t even sure what perimeter needed deactivating — need the means to unlock it? 
He was wondering if the lifeboat in question had anything to do with the message they’d seen broadcast above the Canaan Plains main square when the door opened. At first Jayesh was annoyed. But then his dark face cracked into a smile, and a grin too young for his years surfaced. 
“Nitya! Have you come to visit your Daada?” 
The girl padded across the office rug, thumb firmly in her mouth. Watching her, Jayesh felt a disconcerting mixture of sorrow and envy. Nitya didn’t understand that the world was ending, didn’t know she might soon be dying along with her Daada, if the message from Divinity was any indication. But still, the sinking feeling he got thinking of the odds (1 percent survived while the rest were killed, and even the viceroy had no clue where to find the “vessel”) was counterpointed by the jealousy he felt when considering his granddaughter’s ignorance and how, if she died, it would be without the fear to precede it. 
How would it happen?
When would it happen? 
And how were they supposed to make their attempt at escape?
Jayesh hadn’t a clue. Between the time the still-alive Meyer Dempsey (and his clone) made their little speech and this newest announcement, his city had heard nothing. Canaan Plains grew agitated when they learned of Heaven’s Veil, but things had been percolating back toward normal until this. 
Nitya circled the room. She was only eighteen months old but walked as well as Pari, his assistant’s five-year old daughter. Pari was older than Nitya, but Nitya had that special spark. Sometimes it seemed like the girl could read minds. Always it seemed like she knew far more than she let on, as if she’d been an Elder since birth. 
“Nitya? I would love to play with you, but now is not the time.” Jayesh looked again at the message then at the girl, wondering if they’d ever have a chance to play again. 
She took the thumb from her mouth and said, plain as a teenager: “There is a new ship in the desert, beyond the valley, perched on its keel in a cage of blue glass. A man in jeans and boots is at the palace door, wishing to speak with you. And the rain is coming.” 
IN THE EMPTY land beyond Loulan Mu, a fisherman named Shen sat in a small boat, looking out at the western sky. Thunderheads were forming on the mountains like dark and ominous snow. A slight wind rippled the water. It wasn’t like the normal breeze, in a way Shen couldn’t place. This was different. This was new. 
His line jerked. He looked toward the water, only now aware that he’d been staring into the distance for long vanished minutes. He doubled his grip on the rod, jerking it to set the hook, and whispered his usual prayer for bounty. It was a ritual he’d always had, but in the days since the visitors came — and especially since they formed their cities and the world beyond became lawless — it had found new meaning. Shen’s village was tiny, nestling a valley few had reason to cross. Even as news of the crumbling world reached Shen, he’d mostly ignored it. He had little use for such knowledge; his life consisted of fishing and family and farming, with little need for anything else. Small prayers in thanks for fish seemed a fitting way to show his appreciation to that which kept his life the same, that kept his family safe while the planet changed forever. 
Shen reeled in his catch. On the end of his line, somehow fused with the hook, was a metal ball the size of a large walnut. 
Shen touched it, and took it from the hook into his palm. It wasn’t wet or slimy, hadn’t spent who-knew-how-long on the stream floor. There were no punctures to indicate where the hook had been, or how it had entered. Perhaps it had been magnetism holding it in place. He could almost feel its energy warming his skin. 
He hefted it. Used one finger to roll the thing, noting the way it warmed wherever it touched him. It was a pleasant feeling that made Shen’s stiff joints feel better. He moved it around more, old fingers making it roll. 
“Like this,” said a voice.
Shen jumped. His pole stayed in the boat, but the vessel rocked, sending a radar of ripples from its hull toward the stream’s bank. 
There was a man sitting in the boat behind him. 
“Don’t force it to roll,” the man said, looking down. “Let it roll.” 
The man was white with a long, weathered face, but he spoke Shen’s language perfectly, down to every nuance of the dialect. But his words weren’t what Shen noticed most, nor was it the fact that he’d simply materialized in his boat. Shen was most transfixed by the similar silver balls — three of them — rolling circles against each other in the man’s large right hand.
“It’s like a dance, Shen. Do you see?” 
The stranger set a second ball in Shen’s palm. 
“Who are you?” 
Despite the man’s Western appearance, he showed every sign of understanding. He simply said, “I am a friend.”
“How did you get into my boat?”
“That is not important. What is important is that you take your family and cross the northern pass. There is a flat place there, with twin trees at the spot where the path emerges, then a series of pools beyond. Do you know it?” 
Shen nodded. 
“There you will find a boat much larger than this one. Take your family onto the boat. It is your new home.” 
It occurred to Shen that he should have a thousand questions. He should not trust this man, or have any reason to believe him. But he looked down at the silver balls in his wrinkled palm, felt their warmth, and trusted. He felt their weight and believed. He would do as the man said without question. 
“Why?”
“Because rains are coming. And because a ship larger than any of the others is on its way to the north. It will move south after that. Only a few will find the boat I’ve told you about in time. For the people of Loulan Mu, there will be no lottery as in the grand capitals of Earth. Nobody holds its key. You will survive if you find it. That is the nature of Loulan Mu’s test.”
“Which test?” 
“One that you and your family will pass.” 
The stranger raised his hand. He made the balls circle then roll along the top of his vein-strewn skin. Then he flicked his wrist, and the balls hopped into his palm, which he closed. When he opened his hand again, the balls were gone.
“If it is a test to find the boat, then are you not cheating by telling me where to find it?” 
And the stranger said, “Yes.” 
Shen looked to the thunderheads above the mountains. There was a flash, too far for sound. Shen could smell the moisture in the air, like fermenting leaves. It wasn’t just coming from the rain, born from the world itself. 
“Why me? I am only a fisherman.” 
The man in jeans said, “Because if I did not intervene, you would die.”
Again Shen found himself wondering if he should disbelieve. Again, he looked down at the balls and felt faith without question. 
“Thank you. Thank you for saving my family’s lives.” 
“I’m not saving your lives,” the stranger said. “I’m saving mine.” 
IN THE ETEMENANKI SPRAWL, at the lip of a crater the locals called Old Goat, two women stood looking down into the volcanic zone, squinting, shielding their eyes with their hands. 
Over the past few days, the hotspots had returned seemingly all at once. The spring-fed pools had become so hot that nobody could go into them. The volcano coughed ash in a steady, sooty stream that was almost too subtle to be seen but that showed in the capital atop the shiny roofs of abandoned cars and Astral shuttles that parked for too long. There were hikes that the women used to take as part of their daily ritual — those who tempted open caverns where lava had once come and gone — that they could no longer take because the molten rock had returned. The ground sometimes shook. And now every time they hiked up to look down into Old Goat they were careful to watch the ways in and out. If floes crossed the wrong spots, it was possible (if unlikely) that they could find themselves surrounded. You couldn’t just walk out when lava floes crossed your path. Rescue could only come from the air, and the aliens were picky when it came to humans and flight. 
 But with today’s due diligence paid, the women had made their way to the crater’s lip and were looking down, toward the magma chambers, when they spied something new.
“Is it a house?” Ina asked. 
Her friend, Maj, squinted harder. Sometimes, she hiked with binoculars. But not today. 
“Why would someone build a house in an active volcano?” Maj answered. 
“Maybe they want hot springs,” Ina said.
“It’s taller than a house. And the bottom is narrow, like it’s balanced and about to fall.” 
Maj squinted harder. She’d just turned forty, but Ina was twenty-nine. The last thing Maj wanted to admit was that she could see none of the same detail, and that to her it looked more like a fortress of metal and wood atop blue scaffolding.
“Maj …” Ina trailed off. And when Maj looked over, her friend’s eyes were wide, hand pressed to her chest. 
“What?” 
“I think it’s …” 
“What, Ina?”
“I know how this sounds.” 
“It sounds like you being ridiculous because you won’t finish a sentence.” 
“Don’t you see it? Tell me I’m not crazy.”
“Maybe if you told me what you might be crazy about?” 
“The message. From the Astrals. You know how the woman talked about ‘vessels’?” 
Maj nodded. She’d thought of little else. It was a sticky problem. As the viceroy of Etemenanki Sprawl, her job was to protect her city, but how could she do that if her mandate said that only 1 percent would survive whatever the aliens were brewing? 
“Of course.” 
“Well?”
“Just spit it out, Ina. I can’t see that far because I’m too fucking old, okay? And if you keep reminding me, I won’t let you sit in on the viceroy rendezvous. I’ll kick you right the fuck out of the Cradle and you can just walk until your skin burns off.” 
“Wow,” Ina said. “Old bitches sure do get touchy.” 
Maj sighed. There was no help for her friend. 
“It looks like a boat, okay? A big, giant boat right in the goddamned middle of the crater, surrounded by rivers of lava.” 
Maj looked again. Now that Ina mentioned it, it did look sort of like a dry-docked boat. But there were no rivers or lakes, only the distant, frigid ocean riddled with icebergs this time of year. The days were already short, and would be shrinking still as winter came. Boating sounded horrible. When Maj heard that the city would be given a vessel, she’d personally been hoping for a luxury spaceship. The lucky 1 percent could tool off to Mars and live in style. That would be fine with her. If humanity had to die, she could stomach being with it but didn’t wish to see its final breaths.  
“You can’t get to it,” said a small voice. “That’s what he told me.” 
The women turned. There was a young boy, maybe six, standing a dozen yards away. He couldn’t possibly see the boat from where he was standing, and must have come up earlier to peek in. 
“What who told you?” Maj said.
“The tall man in boots.”
Maj’s head spun around, searching. These near-outlands were patrolled and had few problems with raiders and gangs so near the city. But troublemakers occasionally broke through. A man in boots might be a hiker intent on seeing the outdoors no matter what, like Maj and Ina. Or he might be part of a larger problem. 
“He’s not here,” the boy said. “He never was.” 
“Then how did he—”
The boy tapped his head and said, “Something has changed. I can hear them now.” 
Maj resisted the urge to squat to his level. There was something in the boy’s strange manner of speech that told her he’d find it condescending — and would probably use that word to describe it, too. 
Lightborn. 
Maj and Viceroy Mara Jabari had talked extensively about their cities’ Lightborn, and in particular how the Astrals had ignored them entirely. The Lightborn in Ember Flats had formed a sort of commune, whereas here they’d spread out. There were few common denominators except that they all seemed able to predict the near future and read one another’s minds within a small, contained radius. 
The gifted children both fascinated and frustrated Jabari — one more thing her Initiate had failed to anticipate, and Jabari didn’t like loose ends in her research. 
The boy came closer. “You’re Viceroy Anders.” It wasn’t a question. 
“Yes. And who are you?” 
“He says it’s a puzzle. That there’s nothing keeping anyone from reaching the boat, except their lack of ingenuity.”
“Ingenuity, huh?” Maj said. 
“In Loulan Mu the test is opportunity. In Hanging Pillars it is bravery. In Ember Flats it is morality. But ours is about solving puzzles. If you can reach it in plain sight, you can board. That is what the man told me.” 
Maj fought the feeling of unease threatening to surround her. The boy’s voice was even, unconcerned, almost prophetic. His mention of Ember Flats knocked loose a bevy of worries Maj had thought she’d shelved — but now, as the sky dimmed with what looked like distant rain, she found herself thinking of Jabari, who’d set their next virtual meeting. Jabari and her select few were supposed to flee before then, anticipating particularly strong trouble in the Astral’s Capital of Capitals. And whereas Maj, Ina, and the others were supposed to wait, Jabari was the one who’d run the gauntlet to her Cradle first. 
But Ember Flats, since then, had gone darker than dark. 
What makes you feel you can believe this man?” Maj said. 
“Because well before I could see the cloud, he told me it was coming.” 
Maj looked at Ina. They both looked around. 
“Cloud?” 
The boy pointed. The women turned to see the largest of the storm clouds in the horizon’s dark heart. Maj saw nothing unusual. It was simply dusk approaching in the shortening autumn days, blurring the horizon from end to end. 
Except that the horizon seemed darker and longer than usual. And the sunset seemed a bit early, even with the storms on their way. 
Suddenly Ina gasped, as she’d done earlier. Hearing it, watching the horizon and its strange, overly dark shape, ice wrapped Maj’s heart. 
“I swear, Ina, if you make me force it out of you this time …” 
“It’s not a cloud,” Ina said. “It’s a black ship, big as Iceland.” 
IN A SMALL, original construction one-bedroom house in the rundown section of Roman Sands (a place that hadn’t been nice before the Astrals, when it was a South African armpit, and still wasn’t nice now) a thirty-one-year old man named Carl Nairobi squeezed his enormous frame through the doorway to find an unauthorized white man sitting behind his grandma’s shitty old chairs in his crappy little kitchen.
“Hello, Carl,” said the man. 
“The fuck are you?” 
“You’re looking well.” 
“Maybe you didn’t hear me say, ‘What the fuck you doing in my house?’” 
Carl didn’t smash one fist into the opposite palm to punctuate his question. His broad shoulders, six-four height, and thigh-sized arms did it for him. Every inch of Carl was earned muscle. You didn’t have to have a job in Roman Sands. The government took care of everyone. It was part of what made the place so horrible. So Carl moved bricks. All day, every day. Sometimes he moved them for people who needed bricks moved because ever since Astral Day, Roman Sands had been the kind of place where things were always being knocked down. When nobody needed bricks moved, Carl went across the street to what had once been a park and moved the pile of bricks there from one side to the other. The next day, he’d move them back. It was mind-numbing. But books were scarce, and all but propaganda broadcasts were nonexistent. For Carl, who’d been incarcerated before the bugs and ghosts had plopped their asses on his town and changed its name, moving bricks was the equivalent of doing pushups or pacing a cell. While he worked, he played the golf course he used to work at in his head, imagining walking the links and keeping score. He’d never done it in life — wasn’t right for a black kid to play golf when football made people respect him — but he’d steadily improved inside his mind. The whole thing, body and mind, kept a man sharp. It kept a man sane.
“That’s not what you said the first time.” 
Carl lunged at the man. He must have blinked when he did so, because by the time he reached the chair, the guy had somehow leaped behind him. 
“I’m not a vampire, if that’s what you’re thinking,” said the man from near his right ear. 
Carl spun. It was half turn, half punch. He had no qualms about killing the guy, and he’d ended one unlucky fellow with his fists before. That had felt terrible; Carl had only been a kid himself at the time, and the guy had been an asshole, undeserving of death. The cops hadn’t arrived in time, and Carl had never been punished. It would have felt so much better if he had. 
But this fucker? Well, he was in a man’s private residence. And this was the shit end of Roman Sands after a big announcement about End Times, so what the fuck ever. 
But the reach-punch missed again, and this time the guy was behind Carl’s other ear. 
“Admit it. You’re thinking I’m a vampire.” 
Carl drove an elbow hard into the man’s sternum. Without wasting the extra time it took to rotate, the blow landed perfectly. It folded the intruder like a deck chair, and two seconds later Carl was standing above him, watching the man squirm and gasp for air. 
“So this is what pain feels like.” 
“Bitch, you’re lucky you’re not dead. I killed motherfuckers before for less.” He clenched his fists and took a step. 
“Sure you have,” the man said, trying for breath, pressing his chest as if the feeling intrigued more than bothered him. He came up on one elbow. “But you didn’t kill the man who stole food from your refrigerator. And you had all the time in the world. That was before you broke your baseball bat. And you had all the room you needed to start swinging.” 
Carl’s fists sagged. “How’d you know about that? You been spyin’ on me?” 
“Yes,” the white man said, scooting back to sit up, still wincing. “I’ve been spying on you for eleven years. That’s how I know.” 
Carl felt his mouth form a frown. It had been about that long, yes. He remembered it vividly. The intruder had been unarmed, and Carl had caught him holding a loaf of bread. If it had been a ham or leftover lunchmeat, things might have ended differently. But the man that day had literally been stealing bread to feed his starving family. Carl had let him leave with the loaf. 
“Now, the gang of kids who came here two months ago? Them, you handled.” 
“I didn’t kill nobody that day.” 
“Not that you knew. But the tall one? The one with the cap you thought looked stupid? You cracked a rib into his lung. He didn’t even try getting to a hospital, and died the next day.”
“Had it coming. Those three was terrorizing this neighborhood. They wasn’t just coming to take my house. They raped like three girls I know ’round here.” 
“Yes. Of course. So you kind of liked it when they came for you, didn’t you? Saved you the trouble of finding them.” The man sat up straighter. “Why did you want to go after them, Carl?” 
“Don’t know. Seemed right.” 
“Even in Roman Sands?” 
“Maybe especially in Roman Sands.” 
“They didn’t have guns. Can’t get guns here anymore, or anywhere other than the outlands. Can’t smuggle them into the city. But would it have made a difference if they came at you with guns instead of chains and bats — and you with nothing but fists?” 
“Dunno. Who the fuck are you?” 
The man stood. Incredibly, he extended his hand. Even more incredibly — probably because he felt a bit beaten himself with all the man’s knowledge — Carl shook it. 
“You can call me Stranger.” 
“Seems about right.” 
“Can I sit?” Stranger gestured toward one of the kitchen chairs. There were four, despite Carl having lived alone for years. Each was made of peeling, chrome-colored piping and hard cushions embroidered in a flower print, oozing out at the seams. 
“Try it and find out.” 
Stranger sat. Pushed himself back and crossed his legs, making himself at home. Finally, unsure what else to do, Carl pulled out a seat and sat opposite him. 
“How’d you know all that about me?” 
“Same way I stayed out of your way the first two times you tried to hit me. Don’t let it bother you that it took three tries. I doubt anyone else could have hit me at all.” 
“Okay. So how’d you do that, too?”
Stranger pulled a hand from his pocket. It emerged with a bright white Slazenger golf ball, marked with a 7.
“Do you know what that is?” 
“It’s a golf ball. You think a black man don’t know what a golf ball is?” 
“Aren’t golf balls supposed to have dimples?” 
Carl held the thing up to point out its perfect number of dimples. But what was once a golf ball was now a smooth silver sphere. 
“What the fuck?” 
“Bet your friends wouldn’t have been supportive if you’d played golf like you wanted to.”
“Wasn’t my friends had a problem with it. Shit. You didn’t grow up where I grew up.” 
“I didn’t grow up at all.”
Carl set the sphere in his grandmother’s empty fruit bowl, center stage on the vacant kitchen table. 
“Why are you here?” 
Stranger sat forward. “Because you’re here, Carl.” 
“Who are you? Really.” 
“Grit in the works. Sugar in the tank. The wooden shoe in the gears. The wrench in the big, bad machine. My nature is disruption. Chaos. If I want to keep on living, this is what I must do.” 
“You an alien?” 
“Maybe. Sort of. Once. But I was always more human than Astral, and now I’m almost entirely like you.” He eyed Carl’s impressive frame. “Well. Not like you.” 
“What you want me for?” 
“You’re the man who’d chase down a rape gang because it needs doing. You’re the man who’d watch a man steal food he can barely afford because the other person needs it more. You’re the man who knows what’s supposed to happen, even though you tell yourself you know nothing at all.” 
“I sure don’t know what the fuck you talking about.” 
Stranger uncrossed his legs, recrossed them in the opposite direction. 
“Carl. Serious question. You heard the announcement, right? From Divinity in Ember Flats?” 
Carl suspected Stranger already knew the answer, but he nodded anyway. 
Stranger leaned forward. “Can you keep a secret?” 
“Try it and find out.” 
“They’ve already found the vessel for Roman Sands. It was placed in a protected government area, right where Viceroy Knight would have wanted, so nobody could see it. But they’re not letting people on.” 
“Story of my life, man. Think I should get a suit and change my name to Gerald Huckabee the Third?” 
“They will let people on. And say what you want about Roman Sands, but everyone will get a fair shot.” Stranger leaned even farther forward. “But do you want to know more secrets?” 
“Okay.” 
“The broadcast came from Ember Flats because that’s where the Divinity that broadcast it was at the time. But it’s not just their ordinary mothership, like yours, that I’m talking about here. Some smart people saw this coming, and they thought the motherships might move off and form some sort of an antenna to call their buddies to Earth. That hasn’t happened. Because their buddies are already here. In a bigger mothership that settled over Ember Flats when … well, when something important was unlocked.”
“A bigger ship?” 
“An enormous black ship as big as all the capitals put together.” 
“What’s it doing there?” 
“It’s not there anymore. It moved north.” 
“To, what? Europe?” 
“To the north pole.” 
“Fucking with Santa ain’t smart.” 
“It’s going to melt the ice caps, Carl. First the north. Then the south. There will be worldwide storms, and whatever doesn’t flood will burn. That’s why the vessels are boats. Just like Noah’s Ark.” 
Carl tried to keep his face neutral, but it betrayed him. He quickly recovered. After all, he’d resolved to die a long time ago. 
“The vessel for Ember Flats showed up right in the middle of their city, with a force field around it. The government there will be asked to mediate the process of deciding who boards. There might be a lottery. Nobody knows how it’ll be decided — only that it will, by humans.” 
“Like with us,” Carl said. “With Roman Sands.” 
“No. Each city has its own test. For Ember Flats, the Astrals want to see how morality and fairness play out. In Hanging Pillars, the vessel’s position and the challenge to reach it tests human bravery. In Canaan Plains, the viceroy can unlock a force field like in Ember Flats, but the ship is hidden, so it’s mostly about the persistence of those who seek it. And in Etemenanki Sprawl, the vessel is in the bottom of a volcano, seemingly unreachable. The Astrals won’t let people fly to it. So the test is about ingenuity, working with what’s there to be among the chosen few.” 
“What about this place, if you say Knight knows where the vessel is already?” 
“Roman Sands’s test is cutthroat. There will be an initial group put onto the boat, but then everyone will be given a choice. They can take a spot on the ship that’s already held by someone else, or they can pass. Pairs will be determined in advance, and from what I can tell, they’ll all be people who know one another. Friends given a chance to save themselves by dooming others to their deaths. You might be given the chance to swap places with your mother-in-law. With your childhood bully. With your spouse, even. For every trade, two things happen: you get to live, and the other person gets to die.” 
“There’s not enough spots on the boat for that.”
“It’s tiered. Like a tournament. They’ve thought this out, Carl.” 
“And how do you know so much about it?” 
“Same way I know you used to have an invisible friend named Maurice. Same way I know your mother used to chew her nails until her own mother died, and she looked down at her gnawed-down hands across her chest in the casket.” 
Carl shoved his surprise as low as it would go. “Okay. So why you tellin’ me?” 
“Because the person whose spot you’ll be given the chance to take is the man who murdered your sister. And because I need you to refuse.” 





Chapter Twenty-Four
WHEN CLARA BLINKED and realized she’d apparently been standing in the middle of the Hideout floor in some sort of a trance, her first reaction was embarrassment. She’d already put a flag on top of her head as the resident weirdo — inside a group finally weird enough to welcome her. Now she was blacking out (and losing a decent chunk of time according to her internal clock) in the middle of a conversation with Nick while both were on their way over to speak with Logan? Not good. 
But Clara wasn’t the only one blinking and looking around. Nor was she the only one wearing a half-confused, half-embarrassed look. She heard an out-loud fog of muttering alongside a subtler one in her mind. 
Whatever that was, it hadn’t only happened to her. 
Whatever had knocked Clara into another place (or at least out of this one), she wasn’t alone. 
“Nick?” 
He didn’t seem to hear her. Nick was looking at his hands as if he’d never seen them before. Looking at the floor as if grateful to find it. At the ceiling as if it might have vanished. 
“Nick?” 
He’d turned away, was walking off slowly, as if just waking up. Clara, unsure what else to do, followed. She couldn’t shake the not-quite-departed vision. It hadn’t been like seeing someplace else. It hadn’t even been like being someplace else. It was more like sharing space that didn’t exist. It was mind to mind, soul to soul — and yet whoever had abducted her to take her there just now, Clara could barely say. 
Sort of like sharing minds with Mr. Cameron, as she’d almost done in the street on the way here — despite a certainty that he’d left the world for somewhere else.
Sort of like the other whispers she’d heard, but not really. When she’d sorta-kinda overheard the Astrals muttering their plans, that had been like unintentional eavesdropping — like overhearing conversation in a public place. 
But most of all, sort of like what she’d felt when the Pall had been with them. When it had first appeared outside Benjamin Bannister’s Moab ranch. When it had followed Peers’s battle-converted bus. When it had taken the shapes of people it pretended to be. 
Nick turned and looked at her. 
“Were you … ?” He was beyond tentative — the way a boy who likes a girl asks if she likes him, too.
“Yes.” 
“What was it? Has that happened to you before?” 
“Maybe. Sort of. But not like … Nick?” 
He looked beaten up. Like all of the others. They were dazed, eyeing each other while trying not to look directly. A few were leaving their hypnosis, but Clara could still feel it clinging to her like cobwebs. 
“I need to talk to Logan.”
“Nick, listen.” 
But he was walking away, back toward the group, headed to where he’d been when whatever-it-was had struck them all blind, just as Clara was saying she could hear the Astrals talking to each other: that the blood water was playing and that something much worse — heralded by static blasts and beeps — was surely coming. 
“Nick!” 
Clara followed, swatting at the vision’s final remnants. She could still see the man in her mind, still feel the rock seat beneath her, as they’d sat on opposite sides of a mental fire. In her vision, the denim-clad man had looked comfortable, leaning back on his rock in what seemed like a dark desert night. He’d pulled something from his pocket and played with it like twiddling a pen — No, no, Clara thought, it had been small silver balls. He’d told her something that her conscious mind was already losing its grip on, though her deeper mind had clung tight. 
Let’s have a palaver, you and me. 
And the silver balls, they’d danced in his palm and rolled across his large knuckles as he spoke, effortless, as if the man barely knew they were there.
And the man had said something. About someone. About her. About all of the Lightborn. Maybe even to all of the Lightborn, judging by the others’ behavior. Had they been there around the fire with her and the stranger? 
Did I ever tell you about my cousin Timmy?
As Clara followed Logan to the knot of Lightborn in the middle of the Hideout, she felt a familiar feeling returning. Like déjà vu in a way: Clara plodding slowly into a situation she’d just left, like the ring of Lightborn joining the tall man around the fire.
Clara felt herself joining something bigger than herself. Uploading her consciousness the way her grandfather was always uploading reports to the network in Heaven’s Veil. Her focus stayed present in the room, and her human eyes watched the others as they assembled — but still she could feel that transfer of consciousness at the same time. 
It wasn’t like the telepathy she’d felt with Nick and Ella. 
This was something immersive. Something bigger than conversation. 
She was joining them. They were all joining each other. 
And as each of them began to understand, paralysis shattered. Clara felt the enhanced collective thinking like a single mind. Like the Astrals. 
Like the Astrals expected us to think when they showed up. Only better. Newer. Version 2.0. We’re something new. Something that couldn’t have existed before. 
Logan stood in the group’s center. They’d assembled into a small crowd. A group of children beginning to see the truth. 
Logan looked at Clara. She hadn’t met him yet, but now, after whatever had happened, she found she didn’t need to. He knew her fully. She knew him. She knew Logan the way one arm on a body knows the other. The way a hand knows its fingers.
Her mind was still her own. 
But it was theirs now, too. 
“Do we stay?” Logan asked Clara. “Or do we go?” 
A buzz of thoughts came from below, from all directions, every voice. And yet each struck Clara as a different version of her own.
the vessel
the lottery
the flood 
Clara saw the man by the fire, in his scuffed brown boots. She saw a ship left by the Astrals — the Noah’s Ark that could save only a few. She saw the giant black Deathbringer the stranger had shown them, drifting above the polar ice. She saw death. She saw the network, knew that death no longer strictly mattered.
Should we stay, clara?
Should we go?
You’re the hub of the wheel.
You’re the way to the source.
“Clara? It’s time to decide. The man by the fire said that Viceroy Jabari will establish a lottery to decide who goes on the vessel. It’s part of the test, for her and for us: how Ember Flats will handle an impossible decision about who gets to live and who must die. So we have to get there now — you know she’ll choose us to live.” 
Clara did. Of course. In Mara’s impossible challenge, she’d try saving the future by way of its children. But even among them, the Lightborn stood out. Everyone sensed their significance. But only now did Clara and the others understand why they were so important. Only now had the man in jeans explained what made them different, and opened communication between Lightborn around the globe.
To survive what was coming, they merely needed to reach the vessel and ask.
If they all did that, people who would otherwise have taken those spots would disembark and greet the floods. Clara and her new friends would need only to request passage so that others could die in their place. An impossible conundrum — one Clara might have seen differently before her vision of man and fire. 
She imagined Sadeem’s puzzles. She solved one after another, her mind flying through all those tests like a video on fast-forward. Then the puzzles opened like flowers in her internal vision, becoming real things: ships the Astrals had laid across the globe like chess pieces, the archive they’d sought since Heaven’s Veil’s destruction, sacrifices from Cameron, Uncle Trevor, and Grandma Heather. Each new contribution to the hive mind changed it, and the change propagated and became something more.
Not in the way the Astral mind worked.
Not in the way the modern human mind had worked before the Lightborn. 
Not even in the way human minds had worked in the days of ancient Egyptians and Mayans — the ways Astrals had expected human minds to be when they’d arrived.
Their current situation was a puzzle, no different from Sadeem’s.
A puzzle solved without effort. 
Once Clara knew what had changed, the others realized it, too. 
Outside, thunder boomed like dynamite. 
And the rain began to pour. 





Chapter Twenty-Five
THE CHILDREN HAD COME and gone. 
Liza Knight sat in her office, looking out in the general direction of Old Johannesburg through the growing rain. The city wasn’t visible from here, of course, and hadn’t been even back when the buildings were still standing. But she’d never been able to look out this particular window without thinking of the city. Not since Black Monday, when the Astrals had made it one of their examples. Rome, Paris, Budapest, Shanghai, New York, Mexico City: on that day, they’d all had one unfortunate thing in common. Liza’s memory of a column of black smoke that burned for weeks was only one of the many millions — lost metropolises, purged from the Earth to make way for the new cities and a new age. 
She thought of what the children had said. And yes, it all made sense. Pieces were all in place, as far as appeals went. They’d come as a group, gathered throughout the city. They claimed to represent a larger collection of kids with gifts from all over the planet (some sort of global mind meld thing, Liza gathered), and surprisingly, even that had made sense. The notion of rigging the cutthroat election process for the Astral lifeboat? That sort of made sense, despite the rivers already cresting in all this rain, and the Ember Flats natives growing restless. She’d already turned her back on obeying Astral commands, sorta, and had told the other rebellious viceroys that she’d join the satellite feed if she was still able at the specified time, from her appointed place, outside the city, after she’d fled in the Cradle.
So yes. When the kids (who’d known a hell of a lot more than they should) had suggested she disobey the Astrals further, she’d found herself at least tacitly willing to do so. In for a penny, in for a pound.
Instead of letting the citizens vie for their spots on the lifeboat by yanking one of their friends or family off of it, she could do as the children suggested. The kids said it was all a game to the Astrals: that Roman Sands was being tested; it was the viceroy’s and the people’s reactions — not their adherence to rules — that mattered. The children said that someone else had told them a secret: that the Astrals didn’t care if anyone obeyed the rules or not. They only cared about watching human reaction when forced to jump through various hoops. To the Astrals, the planet was an ant farm. And to Liza, that made the most sense of all. 
She probably could refuse to obey the rules. 
She could, perhaps, even commission quickie construction of many other lifeboats. They’d have to hurry if the ice caps were being melted and the rains continued, but if the children were right, the Astrals probably wouldn’t try to stop them.
But one thing bothered her.
If Liza disobeyed the Astrals, she was likely flushing her chance to lead the New World, after the floods receded and tiny pockets of humanity remained.
There was a knock at the door. Liza called for the visitor to enter. 
“Viceroy Knight?”
“I keep telling you to call me Liza.” 
He looked down, shuffling papers, the door ajar.
“What is it, Mick?”
“That group of kids gone?” He looked around her expansive office.
“Yes. Just a few minutes ago.” 
“What did they want?” 
Lila lied as a knee-jerk reaction, unsure why she was doing so. 
“You know peaceniks. They send kids to do their dirty work. ‘Let’s all get along’ and all that, mindless of the realities.” 
“They tried to convince you to stop the vessel selection process?” 
Liza nodded, again wondering why she wasn’t telling Mick the truth. “What do you need?”
“The Astrals have sent the pairings. Came from Divinity just a bit ago. It’s …” He trailed off, looking vaguely ill, holding a clutch of papers. From where Liza stood, even the paper looked disheartened, sagging as if wet. 
“Come in. Close the door.” 
Liza’s aide did as instructed. Then, when she gestured for him to sit in one of the two black leather chairs across from her desk, he did that, too. Liza stayed standing. She paced when she thought, and now was a thinking time.
“What’s bothering you about the selection pairings?” 
Mick looked down at the papers. He was holding them hesitantly, as if they were covered in something disgusting, and didn’t reply.
“You can speak plainly. We’re friends here.” 
“Actually, I know we are,” Mick said, holding up one of the pages. “Because the mothership’s Divinity sent down an optional bracket as well, and we’re on it: you versus me, cutthroat as any of the other pairings.”
“Bracket?” 
“They’ve arranged this in levels of elimination. Winners advance to the next round. I swear, it’s like a football tourney. Like the goddamned World Cup.” He held up the same page, fluttering it. “This is a bonus round if we want it, in case we want to play fair. And guess who you get to kick off the vessel?” Mick jabbed a thumb back at himself. 
“They said we had a guaranteed slot. Both of us. All of us in the Circle, Mick.” 
“Oh, I know. But this …” He was almost pale, having a hard time forcing words. “It’s so … harsh. So devoid of emotion. Why would they send anything optional for a horrid thing like this? It’s like, ‘Oh yes, Viceroy. If you’d like, you can play out a fun side game where you steal your number two’s spot and condemn him to die. You know … for fun?’” 
“We knew it would be harsh. When the first order came down, they used the word ‘cutthroat.’ That human concept, at least, they seem to understand fine.” 
But Liza’s mind flashed back to the children, and what she’d believed when they’d said it:
You can ignore it all if you want. You can refuse to play, and the Astrals will do nothing. You can all try to survive, and they won’t stop you.
The Lightborns’ message had been on her lips when Mick entered. He knew about the other Viceroys; he knew about the Cradles; he knew about all the covert assemblies and the failsafe meet-up they were scheduled to attend at noon GMT on the second day following the shit hitting humanity’s collective fan. Mick was her partner in crime, her co-conspirator, her bearer of secrets. She needed a sounding board for this new information, but he seemed compromised already, too emotionally invested. 
Right now, Mick looked like he’d do anything to avoid the coming tournament. If she told him what the children had said — and especially if she told him that she believed it was true — Mick would leap on the chance to end it and disobey. He’d burn Divinity’s instructions and run to the cresting river, woodworking tools in hand. 
Maybe she’d better not tell him. 
Survivors meant competition. Especially for viceroys who fell out of Astral favor because they hadn’t followed instructions when given the chance to lead. 
Mick looked up at Liza with big eyes.
“Forget it, Mick. You said the last one was optional. Don’t let it bother you.” 
“The whole thing bothers me.” 
“Of course it does. But we don’t have a choice, do we? You heard Divinity. If we don’t comply and officiate the cutthroat tournament to see who gets a slot on the vessel, they’ll flatten Roman Sands like Heaven’s Veil. You remember that, right? When Dempsey disobeyed them?” 
“Yes, but—”
Liza waved him off. He was probably going to refer to the fact that not only was Dempsey still alive; he’d apparently multiplied. Or maybe he was about to repeat what the Dempseys had said before this all started: that Heaven’s Veil wasn’t what the world had been led to believe. It was all conflicting information. Loose ends now would only cloud an already difficult decision. 
“But nothing. I understand it’s repugnant. But it’s this or nothing. At least we can take a pass.”
Mick was leafing through pages, shaking his head. 
“Okay, Mick. Get it off your chest. Just tell me what’s bothering you so much.” 
He thought for a second then said something strange. “Do you remember Internet dating?” 
“I’m good being single.” 
Mick laughed a little, but for the most part his mood seemed unbroken. He shook the papers. 
“It’s like the Astrals have a big dating site database on us. On all of us. Everyone in the city. For all we know, all over the world.” 
Liza nodded, even though she knew it probably wasn’t that dire. The children had told her Roman Sands’s method of selection was different from the others — that they were all different from each other. More evidence for their argument: that no one needed to obey because it was all arbitrary. As long as the Astrals could make humans squirm then observe their behavior under pressure, they were as happy as alien overlords could be. 
“But it’s not just ‘Single White Female age 35 to 40 seeks nonsmoker for dating and marriage.’ The Astrals don’t just have our likes and our dislikes and our ages and attributes and what sex positions we enjoy most. It’s like they’ve sucked out who we are through those mindfuck stones around the city.” 
“What do you mean?” 
“A university friend of mine is in here,” Mick said. “It’d make sense if he were pitted against his mum or something. Twisted but sensible.”
“Who’d the Astrals pair him against?” 
“It’s this girl he had a crush on since primary school. He never even told her about it. And oh, I imagine he’s over it now that he’s married with three kids, but I remember my first crush, too. It never really goes away.” 
“Was it on me?” 
Mick’s eyes hardened. “This isn’t funny, Liza. The shit that’s in here … it’s … pathological. It’s the kind of tournament a serial killer would set up.” 
“Why are you torturing yourself by looking through it? We officiate. We make sure the rules are followed. That’s all. You can’t make it personal, Mick.” 
“Would you like to look through it? See who’s on the list that you know?” He brandished the papers like a weapon. 
“Not at all. Because this changes nothing. Jabari made her plan, and the Astrals basically rubber-stamped it. The timing is perfect, as if Divinity knew we were planning to leave the city and run for our Cradles. Look at it, Mick,” she said, hardening her voice. “Not the pairings but the timetable. We conduct the contest and run right to the Cradle afterward; there’s exactly enough time to make it before they presumably remove the levies and let the city flood.” 
“You don’t know that’s how it’ll happen.” 
“Ever read the Bible, Mick? See the rain? I’ve heard there’s a big ship that visited Ember Flats then headed to the north pole to melt the ice caps one at a time. The idea of a big flood? Sure sounds familiar to me.” 
Mick looked slapped. “When did you hear about a new ship and the ice caps? From whom?” 
“I can explain later. It only matters that I believe it.” Something seized Liza then: an idea for how to piggyback on what she’d said, building a better case for Mick. “Just like I believe another thing I heard from the same source: that the Astrals don’t care how we survive. If not on the vessel, using the Cradle is fine with them.”
“Where are you getting this?” 
“Look. We’re trusting Jabari’s research. Meeting the other viceroys is all that matters, right? That means we need to reach the Cradle, and the rendezvous. That is how humanity fights back: with a meeting of minds, backed by research. The plan was always to avoid rocking the boat, then sneak out. We meet the others on the satellite and go from there. Human leadership survives under the radar. Triage was always part of it, Mick. We knew we’d need to break some eggs. I’m sorry if you’re feeling guilty, but what’s the alternative? Would you rather fight here and get us all killed? What happens to the resistance if we do that?” She shook her head. “No. Priority One is keeping the viceroys and their supporters alive to fight another day, and that includes us.” 
“But Liza—”
“Give me those papers.” She jabbed a long arm at him. 
“Why?” 
“So that you won’t have them.” 
Slowly, Mick obeyed. 
“Don’t print new ones. Don’t look at the database or the Divinity channel, either. Your job, until we leave the city, is to manage Cradle prep. Got it?” 
Mick nodded. 
“For what it’s worth, I’m sorry,” Liza said, allowing her manner to soften. “Please understand. It’s not that none of this bothers me. It’s that we only have a chance if we stick to the plan. Our only choice is getting to the Cradle and out of the city. If we don’t make it, this will be the game’s final play, and the Astrals will win. For whatever reason, they’re letting us go.” She gave Mick a tiny, knowing smirk. “But the Astrals don’t know about what we have planned, do they?” 
Mick gave a grim nod of agreement. 
“There’s no other way, Mick. If we don’t make the virtual meet-up with Mara and the others, we can’t make humanity’s final stand. We’ll lose because human leadership can’t keep fighting if we’re dead — and that’s what may very well happen if we refuse to officiate their contest before leaving. Do you understand?” 
After a long moment, Mick sighed and nodded. 
“Leave the cutthroat to me. I’ll keep you out of it, okay? I need you to prepare for our exit. Make all the preparations you can so that when this is over, we can reach the Cradle and meet the others. There’s still hope for humanity if we play by the rules for a bit longer, as hard as it may be to stomach. It’s for the greater good.” 
Mick waited another long moment then rubbed his face with both hands. He gave a big, desperate sigh and said, “Okay. Fine.” Then: “I trust you, Liza.” 
He stood. With a final glance back, he left.
When the door closed behind him, Liza felt a rush of guilt. She’d been telling him too many lies, but it was for the best — even if it that technically meant Liza Knight’s definition of “best” more than humanity’s.
If the Roman Sands group didn’t meet Jabari and the others at the established time, the other rogue viceroys might think the worst. They might think she was dead or incapacitated, then have no choice but to make plans without her.
And if that happened, Liza couldn’t play her ace.
As far as the viceroys believed, the satellite channel that the Da Vinci Initiate had set up years ago for emergency communication was secure, under the Astral radar, using technology the wider world — and particularly the Astrals — hadn’t ever seen. 
But that could change, if someone introduced something the Astrals had seen. Something they’d extracted, extrapolated, built windows into, and inoculated themselves against.
Liza pulled a small silver cylinder from her desk drawer and slipped it into her pocket. 
If she wasn’t there to meet the other viceroys, who else would introduce Terrence Peal’s Canned Heat virus into the feed so the Astrals could listen in?





Chapter Twenty-Six
BY THE TIME they were two miles north of the city, by Kindred’s estimation, rain was pounding upon them in a relentless deluge. It was like standing under a waterfall. There was little shelter along the way save abandoned lean-tos, and no point in standing beneath them for longer than it took to catch the group’s collective breath. Either Jabari hadn’t planned on driving rain when her think tank had made these plans, or she liked getting wet. Because even if they’d had umbrellas and didn’t mind drawing attention, they would have been useless. Rain seemed to come from every direction at once. He was soaked through to his skin, his heavy clothing pulling at him like divers’ weights. 
They were back in the upper edges of the lowland Nile valley, trudging well east of their intended course to keep clear of the river’s rising floodwater, when Piper took his arm. 
“Where are we, Kindred?” She’d raised her voice to be heard over the pounding, like projecting in a noisy restaurant. 
“North of Ember Flats.” 
“How long to the Cradle?” 
“I don’t know exactly. Jabari programmed everything into the tablet.” He looked up. Rain on his face was like a high-pressure showerhead. The downpour came in fat drops. “What do you think? Should we get the tablet out right now?” 
“So you’re working from memory.” 
“Yes.” 
“And fortunately your memory is infallible.” 
He hesitated a second. Then: “Yes.” 
Piper’s eyes went to the others. Peers and Meyer were in the lead, the soaked dog plodding in the mud beside them. Lila was a dark shape in the rain behind Peers, stalking closer than Piper liked.  
“Luckily you have Meyer’s mind on this, too,” Piper said. 
“Luckily.”
Again Piper watched him. Kindred didn’t like her gaze. Irritation had been stewing in him for days, but his reaction to Piper now was something else. Logical wariness, as if something deep was calculating a chance of danger. 
“I can hear your thoughts, Kindred.” 
“Don’t. My head is my business.” 
“And I notice how Meyer isn’t there nearly as strongly as he used to be.”
“It’s more complicated than that.” 
Piper gave an if you say so sort of nod. She probably sighed, too, but Kindred couldn’t hear it in the rain. 
“We shouldn’t pretend, you and me. We shared a life back in Heaven’s Veil. When did we become such strangers?” 
“Maybe when you took up with Cameron?” 
Kindred regretted the jab as he said it. Piper’s eyes registered a cheap shot, and Kindred was left wondering where it had come from. Once upon a time he’d been Meyer Dempsey in full, sure of himself even when unsure of what to do next. But that was no longer true. Now he was a ball of loose ends. The Ark’s opening had changed something.
Piper seemed to shrug it away. The topic changed as they trudged on, looking ahead, the Nile valley overfull to their right, down a gently sloping line of land. 
“I know something is different with you,” she said. “I can feel it.” 
“Nothing has changed.” 
“You’re angry. You’re confused. It’s like you’re becoming a hole in the air. A cold spot.”
“Jesus, Piper.” 
“You were always your own man. You kept to yourself, just like Meyer. He was always a tough nut to crack. And when you thought you were him, you were the same. Even after, it’s like I couldn’t tell you apart, once he put some meat back on his bones. If he hadn’t grown his beard and you didn’t wear different wedding rings, I’d never have been able to know who was who.” 
Kindred pointed, not liking where this seemed to be going. “I think it’s up that way.” But they’d have to detour around; he’d pointed toward a flood. Debris in the water showed how fast the overfull river was flowing. His eyes noted a piece of what might once have been someone’s wall, its window still intact. He saw the roof of a submerged car, racing off to some underwater expressway. 
“But now you’re easy to tell apart,” Piper continued. “You’re coming apart. Like you’re half a person. What is it you’re looking for, Kindred?”
“Just the Cradle. Like the rest of you.” 
“That’s not what I mean. It’s like there’s a magnet inside you. But I can’t tell what it’s attracting. Where the thing you’re seeking is. I only know it’s coming.” 
“That’s ridiculous.” 
“The Astrals connected us,” Piper went on. “Anyone within range of those big rocks is connected, but ever since the Ark opened it’s like everything is magnified. I can still feel Cameron, Kindred. I can still hear him in here.” She pointed to her head, looking distraught. “I can hear almost everyone now, but only on the surface. I know you’re seeking something, but not what it is. I know Meyer is afraid, but not why. I know Peers is keeping a secret that’s eating him up inside, and it’s not just that he used to be Mullah. It’s something much worse. Something he’d rather die than say out loud.” 
“Piper …” 
“And I can feel Lila’s festering anger. At first she was worried and nervous, but those feelings have been growing darker and darker since we left. Maybe since before then. It’s not like your rage, when it flares up. Lila’s has direction. It’s poison. I know she’s mad at Peers, and that she doesn’t trust him. But Kindred … it’s so much heavier than that.” 
“What do you expect me to do?” 
“To tell me the truth. You and Meyer are supposed to be our compass. We lean on you as if you were the same person. You’re like two halves of the same—”
“Well, we’re not, okay?” Kindred blurted. “I’m me. He’s him. And if that’s the way things are, you’ll just have to fucking deal with it.” 
Piper looked at Kindred sidelong. The rain between them made a partial curtain. Piper’s black hair was plastered to her head, rain running in tiny rivers down to her neck, along her face and dripping from her chin. 
“Maybe you should tell me what’s really going on,” Kindred said. “Or maybe you could talk to Meyer instead of me. If this copy of Meyer is falling apart, maybe you should leave me the fuck alone and talk to the original.” 
Piper watched him for another long moment. Either they were walking lower without meaning to, or the river was rising that fast, because Kindred felt his steps getting wetter. He looked down to see their feet ankle-deep. 
“The man in my head says the Astrals know who we are and where we’re going. That they’ve known it from the start.” 
“Good for him,” Kindred muttered. 
“He says that Jabari really did create a secure line of communication between all the viceroys. And he says that if we can make contact, the Astrals can’t listen.” 
“Good for all of us,” Kindred amended. 
“So far it hasn’t mattered that they can’t listen because they think they know what we’re going to do. He says it’s what we’ve always done, time after time after time.” 
Kindred was going to ask about that, but Piper was inside his head. Her feelings flavored her words, and he found himself understanding. Throughout time, the same events happened over and over. There was always an exodus. There were always survivors. There was always a deposed King who lived, although those who traveled with him seldom did.
“Bullshit,” Kindred said, feeling nerves prickle his neck. 
“He tells me that we have a chance to turn the tables this time. Because of the children. And because of him. We have just this one way to plan without the Astrals listening. This one way to surprise them. This single ace in the hole, as long as we can make it to Jabari’s rendezvous point.” 
“Why are you telling me this? Go tell Meyer.” Then, with venom that came from nowhere, pulling from Piper’s thoughts, he added, “Go tell the King.” 
“Who is the man in boots?” Piper asked. 
Kindred walked a few more paces before realizing she was staring right at him. She wasn’t asking a rhetorical question. She was asking him for real, as if she thought he might have a clue. 
“What the hell makes you think I’d know?” Kindred asked. 
“Because what the man in boots wants more than anything,” Piper said, “is you.” 





Chapter Twenty-Seven
AROUND A COPSE OF BARREN-LOOKING TREES, in a tiny inlet that was more lake than river by the time they reached it, Meyer pointed at the edge of something in the water and said, “There.” 
“There what?” asked Peers beside him.
“It has to be Jabari’s Cradle.” 
“Looks like junk floating in the water to me,” Peers said.
“It’s a dock.” 
Lila came up beside him. Piper and Kindred followed, and Meyer noticed a strange glance move from one to the other. 
Piper said, “What are we looking at?” 
“That thing in the water there. See it?” 
Piper squinted. Meyer tried to see it through her eyes rather than his memory. He’d spent fifteen minutes looking through the information on the tablet at their last stop, careful to stay in the center of the ramshackle shelter and keep both the tablet and its waterproof bag dry. The dock was temporary, shoved way back. In the photos, the thing wasn’t visible. It looked like swamp — a stagnant corner of a river branch where no water circulated, where trees overhung the water and crocodiles were probably plentiful. But the point was to hide, from both the riverbank and the sky. They’d have to cut through brush (and, again, crocodiles) to reach it. Or at least that’s how it would have been, before the coming flood. Now the water had risen several feet above the normal surface, and the river appeared much broader than in the photos. The stagnant inlet was no longer stagnant, raised enough to make it part of the river proper. They wouldn’t have to hack through brush at this point. But they might have to swim. 
“That thing that looks like a piece of aluminum?” 
“Yes.” 
“How is that a dock?” 
“It’s a floating dock. You saw the pictures.” 
“I forget the pictures, Meyer,” Piper said. 
“It’s not permanent. Jabari said they planned to rotate the location if needed, if new viceroys joined or left their little group. So it’s a floating aluminum dock, tethered to concrete anchors.” Meyer looked again. “Tethered well, by the looks of it. We’re only seeing the corner.” 
“You’re sure?” Piper asked. “Maybe it washed away.”
“Concrete anchors wouldn’t keep a floating dock under like that,” said Peers, shading his eyes, trying to see better. 
“The air barrels might have been punctured by river debris. If a few of them filled with water …” 
“There’s no way that’s it,” said Peers. “Where are the trees? The dock in the photos was huge.” 
“The trees are half-submerged, Peers. And so is the dock.”
“The entire dock?”  
Kindred’s hand was between them, snapping its fingers. 
“Give me the pack.” 
“Why?” 
“Just give me the fucking pack, Meyer. You’re not the only one in charge here.” 
Meyer gave Kindred a glance, feeling almost nothing in their shared internal space. He’d grown used to Kindred’s absence, but it seemed strange now that he noticed it. There was something different about him. Some unspoken change of which Meyer was unaware. Usually, Kindred felt like a mirror. But now he struck him as an annoyed man with poor social awareness. 
Meyer watched as Kindred stalked away. There was an abandoned car farther up the hill. He tugged on the door, found it unlocked, then closed himself inside. Meyer and the others watched his head as he did something: probably opened his pack to look at the tablet. 
Meyer turned to Piper. She’d been watching the exchange and seemed to understand his brewing questions. He’d seen them talking — but unlike in the past, Meyer found himself unable to access the content once Kindred was alone with an unoccupied mind. Piper, on the other hand, was a one-way street, able to see into them all. But Meyer couldn’t see into her. Without Kindred’s pairing, he felt incomplete, blind and all too mortal. 
???
And Piper’s eyes and slow nod seemed to say, Later. 
Kindred returned a few minutes later. He handed the backpack to Meyer, with an apology somehow present in the simple gesture. He seemed to be offering Meyer the pack rather than commanding him to take it. The acquiescent manner of a kid about to say, Aw shucks, I didn’t mean nothin’ by it.
“This is it,” Kindred said, looking at Peers first then the others. “Meyer is right. It’s a four-slip floating aluminum dock, and there are twelve flotation barrels beneath it. Jabari’s specs say it’s anchored to concrete with heavy chain, but only in two places. So something would have to have burst the barrels. But this is the spot, all right.” 
Meyer watched Kindred finish, wanting to note his many omissions. The way their minds used to work, their shared consciousness would have determined all the specs, including the likelihood that the entire dock was still submerged instead of part of it having broken away. 
How many upward pounds of buoyant force does a sealed plastic barrel containing such-and-such cubic feet of air exert when submerged two feet beneath the surface? What’s the tensile strength of the chain the builders used as tethers?  Normally, Meyer would know it all. Either eight of the twelve barrels were punctured, or it’s broken off; those are the only two possibilities. And they’d have calculated the odds of each. 
But now there were only Kindred’s words, the river, and the rain. 
“How can you be sure?” Peers asked. 
“GPS is still working through Jabari’s protected protocol — the same one we’ll join once we reach the ground repeater at the rendezvous point.” 
“Maybe the Astrals hacked the GPS signal,” Peers said. “How do you know they don’t know exactly where we are?” 
“They might know where we are,” Meyer said. “But not through the network. It’s secure.” 
“We don’t know it’s secure,” Peers said. And Meyer noticed how Lila stared at him. Cold, like a snake.
“It’s secure,” said Kindred. “I looked at those specs, too. It’s a closed network, like an old company intranet. Not like the Internet.” 
“So?” 
“So it’s not accessible from the outside. There are no connections to any wider networks. It could only be hacked from the inside.” 
“You can’t be sure that means—”
“You’re awfully worried about security,” Lila said, cutting him off, “for a guy whose buddies managed to shut down the palace’s security when they grabbed my daughter.” 
“Now just wait a goddamned—”
“Lila,” said Piper. 
“All that matters,” Meyer said, projecting his voice, “is that we made it here. We can worry about the rest later. “This was step one. Either those subs are still on the dock, or they’re not.” 
Kindred nodded. “The specs say they’re designed to be stored with the ballast tanks flooded, so they’d have been resting below the dock either way. If it’s still here under the water, submersibles should be, too. Each holds ten people, so we can all fit in one. I’d say our odds are good. Only one needs to have survived and kept its tether.” 
“How do we get to it?” Piper asked. The river was dark in the evening light, under the gathering clouds. Its overflown banks had made it surging and angry-looking. The plus side was that crocodiles might have a hard time treading water long enough to eat them, but the downside was that if the crocs weren’t able to swim in this, humans probably wouldn’t either. 
“Jabari put a startup app on the tablet,” Kindred said. “I initiated it for all four subs. Instructions say it’ll take a few minutes for the startup routines to run and safety-check, then blow out the tanks and surface. But she gave us a rigged version of the app because she needed to keep her own authorization while letting us have a piece, so the status indicators are less than ideal.” 
“In English, please,” said Peers. 
Kindred sighed. “I don’t know if the subs are actually there and initializing or not.”
“So what do we do?” Piper asked. 
“We wait,” Kindred answered. “Either one or more will come to the surface, or they won’t.” 
“And if none do?” Lila said. 
“Let’s cross that bridge if we find it,” Meyer said. 
They looked out across the water. It was full of debris, as if the monster swelling the river had reached out, taken civilization by the throat, and dragged it in to drown. Vehicles moved past. Sections of roofing and drywall. A small shed, intact. Clothes, sheets, children’s toys. 
“Something you might want to know,” Kindred said, not turning. “When I was up there on the tablet, I opened the feed to Ember Flats.” 
“And?” Meyer said.
“We don’t have a live line to Jabari, but her man Kamal thought to leave us a message.” 
“Kamal?” Peers said, looking guilty. “So he’s … okay?”
“Okay enough to type. He said Divinity came for Jabari, using a human body. Walked right up to the bunker door and knocked. They told her that the flooding will come from more than the rain, that the big ship we saw moving away was going north to melt the polar ice cap. And they told her the big boat the Astrals left to save a small number of people would be filled however she wanted — her choice alone. So Jabari’s combing the citizen roster, looking for …” Kindred sighed, and Meyer thought of how much it must take for the man — never very emotional — to sigh. “For the people most worth saving if most of humanity is to be exterminated.”
Meyer met Piper’s eyes. She looked crushed, but somehow strong. 
“She won’t be joining us,” Kindred continued. “Divinity put her on the Ember Flats Ark. She’s not allowed to surrender her spot for someone else.” 
“How did Kamal leave the message for us?” Lila asked. 
“Kamal,” Kindred said, “was allowed to give up his.” 
The thought settled. A dark veil fell over the group of six — human and canine — beside the rushing and violent river.
They waited. They watched the river. Rain pounded, and even during the few minutes they all spent being soaked, the level inched higher. Much more, and the delta would flood. Egypt wouldn’t be much of a desert after all.
Waiting for the submersible to surface. Waiting for their one and only way through the coming decimation — and, if Jabari’s viceroy cabal really did have a surprise yet up its sleeve, humanity’s final shot at salvation. 
“Nothing,” said Lila, watching the dock’s corner. “There’s nothing there. There’s no way out.” 
There was a loud and terrible banging. Then another. And another. Even behind the sonic backdrop of rain, it was like gods banging anvils with titanic hammers. 
Across the flooded Nile, the dock was jerking up, then sagging down. 
“Shit,” said Kindred. 
Peers looked at Kindred. Piper and Lila looked at Meyer. 
“They’re not here, are they? The subs. They all broke away.” 
But Meyer didn’t need his Kindred connection to figure out this particular logical puzzle. 
“At least one of them is still here, all right,” he said, “but it’s trapped under the dock.” 





Chapter Twenty-Eight
SADEEM HAJJAR PACED the all-white room, wondering exactly where he was supposed to sit — if he was supposed to. The walls were featureless, and the space had no furniture of any sort. Ceilings and floors blended into the walls in huge, drain pipe-sized rounded corners. If the room were to roll end for end, a child could keep sliding from wall to floor, floor to wall, wall to ceiling, over and over, laughing with boundless glee.  
Sadeem, on the other hand, was not feeling joyful at all. His glee had many boundaries. He’d thought more than once that he was nervous enough to shit date pits, then actually laughed aloud — something that made him all the more aware of just how nervous he truly was. Nothing bad had happened, but he almost wished something would. The waiting was so much worse. He was so nervous he couldn’t stand, and yet it felt wrong to sit cross-legged on the floor. This was its own water torture: put a man in a room, then let him be. Anticipation could kill him. 
A door at the room’s far end opened. Sadeem hadn’t realized it was there. He knew there was a door in here somewhere because a Titan had ushered him through when he’d come over from the Ember Flats mothership. But he’d lost his location the moment he’d turned around. It was like being lost in the world’s easiest maze. 
A woman stepped through the door. Something in her manner immediately told Sadeem that she wasn’t human, nor was she the Divinity who’d spoken with him earlier, before they’d brought him to the big black ship. The Ember Flats Divinity (and this assumed they didn’t rotate forms, which they might) was entirely different. This one — presumably head of the fleet’s biggest ship — was still a woman, but the first ship’s Divinity was brunette where this one was blonde. The first wore no-nonsense human pants and a no-nonsense human blouse. This one was in a red dress, just above the knee. It made Sadeem uncomfortable to see so much skin, but it had been a long time since he’d seen his first Western woman or been truly shocked by their immodesty. 
Except that she wasn’t a Western woman, nor was she a woman at all. 
“If you are fatigued, you may sit.” 
Sadeem was about to ask where exactly he was supposed to do so, but then part of the floor slid slowly upward behind him, forming an all-white stool that looked like a stump blooming from the all-white floor. 
“Thank you.” 
“Your name is Sadeem Hajjar.” 
“And you are?” 
“We are Eternity.” 
“I thought you called your command caste ‘Divinity.’” 
“Divinity control those under a single ship. We control Divinity.” 
“Where are the rest of you? The rest of Eternity?” 
“Who is the Stranger?” 
Sadeem blinked. It was as if she’d heard his question then decided to deliberately ignore it. To blindside him with yet another question that meant nothing.
“What stranger?”
“The one who speaks for you as we speak for us.” 
The use of double plurals confused Sadeem, but he recovered, still unsure what the woman was talking about. 
“Nobody speaks for all of us.” 
“We sampled him. He browsed our repository, and when he was gone we had our imprint. But he is not what he claimed to be.” 
“I’m sorry; I have no idea who you’re talking about.” Then, sure he was being unhelpful: “Can you describe him?” 
In an instant, a tall, long-faced man wearing a plain button-up shirt, jeans, and scuffed brown boots appeared before Sadeem. He blinked so quickly into existence that Sadeem staggered backward away from him, shocked. Then a shiver of interference ran through the man, and Sadeem realized he wasn’t actually there. The man was merely a projection. 
Sadeem stood. Examined the man. 
“I don’t know who this is.” 
“He speaks for you.” 
“He doesn’t speak for me.” 
“He is your nexus. We see it in his trace. Do not try and fool or deceive us. Who is he?”
The woman’s voice had become short, almost angry. Her shoulder-length blonde hair bounced as she spoke. She was slim but full in all the right places. Sadeem found himself inexplicably attracted, despite knowing what she was, despite knowing that even if she was human, he was probably thirty years too old for her. 
“I … I’m sorry. I have no idea.” 
She seemed to make an effort to contain herself. Sadeem wondered what her brief spat of anger might mean, and what it meant that the Astrals’ highest class — one higher than the wisest Elders even thought to exist (commanding the Dark Rider) had so accurately and completely embodied human sex appeal. 
“You are Mullah.” 
“Yes.” 
“You keep our portal. We have always communicated.” 
“Our eldest Elders have. I have never seen the portal.” 
“Who among you is senior? Who would know this stranger?” 
“I don’t know. We were scattered. You sent in drones. You took me away and left at least some of the others. So many of our groups have already come under attack. You probably killed our eldest. If anyone would know about us other than me, it’s whoever sent drones to invade us.” 
“The drones were not invading. We have always respected peace with the portal-keepers.” 
“Is that why you flooded our chambers with flying BBs?” It was Sadeem’s turn to be angry. In all the confusion and panic of abduction (and worry over Clara, who had at least blessedly seemed to stay hidden), he’d turned penitent. But Eternity was correct: The Astrals were supposed to respect the peace. On the human side, there had always been the Mullah, keepers of the portal. It wasn’t correct to say they were allies. The way Sadeem’s teacher had explained it to him had always seemed most accurate: The Mullah were mediators and mitigators. They accepted that the Astrals would eventually return, and did what they could to make sure the damage they inevitably did was as minimal — and painless — as possible. 
“We were sweeping the area.”
“Then why bring me to your ship? Why did you take me from that ship onto this one?” 
“The drones must have detected an anomaly. Something you were hiding. Otherwise you would not have been flagged.” 
Clara? No, certainly not. Even as he’d been dragged away and losing consciousness, Sadeem had seen that the closet was still sealed, Clara almost for-sure knocked out by the incapacitating gas. The drones had moved on. There’d been nothing to alert them of a reason to return. 
Clara was safe. He had to keep believing that. The Lightborn were this epoch’s wild card. Sadeem didn’t know why their puzzle-solving minds were so important or what had caused them to become as they were. He only knew that it mattered — and that the Astrals, last time he’d heard, hadn’t a clue. 
“I wasn’t hiding anything.” 
The woman pointed to the hologram. 
“You have never seen this man?” 
“No. Never.” 
“He is not a leader? He does not represent humanity?”
“Not as far as I know. What makes you think he is?” 
Sadeem watched the woman think, wondering distantly if she actually was thinking in a way he understood thought. Probably not. Divinity — and now Eternity — always referred to “we” instead of “I.” The Mullah knew they thought in a collective. From an Astral perspective, humans simply didn’t understand reality: that individual beings were instances of something larger, not entities in and of themselves. The thought he was seeing on the woman’s face was probably Eternity’s interpretation of modern humanity combining with Sadeem’s own prejudices. The real cogitation was happening somewhere else. Maybe everywhere else. 
“This man came to us. He requested an audience with Ember Flats’s Divinity. He exhibited certain … unusual mental attributes.” She took a step forward, hips swaying as if with intention. “He told us that the Mullah were hiding something. Something you have not yet admitted to.” 
“Then he was lying.” Sadeem’s heart beat harder. He hoped sensors on the big black ship couldn’t see or hear it. 
“He had knowledge he should not have had. Knowledge he said we did not possess, but required. He made a bargain.” 
“What kind of a bargain?” 
“We gave him limited access to an inconsequential data stream. We thought we pattern-tracked him but we did not and the match fell apart. By the time this was discovered and we realized a need to access the man’s mind again, we were unable to find him.” 
Sadeem looked at the hologram. He’d thought it was motionless and that the small movements he could sense were merely a shimmer, but as he watched it now, the hologram reached into its pocket. The hand came out with three sliver spheres, and rolled them across its palm. 
The hologram blinked away and was gone. When Sadeem turned back to the woman, her unflappable Astral countenance seemed disturbed.
“The Mullah scrolls tell us the Horsemen lack emotion. Out of academic curiosity, is that true?” 
The woman’s face again became wooden. “Your scrolls are accurate.”
But that wasn’t true. Intentionally or not, Eternity aboard the Dark Rider had presented itself as a sexually interesting human female sending out all the right signals. It had become angry when Sadeem appeared ignorant. And now, when the hologram had raised its hand, Eternity had grown flustered. Why? 
“Why do you want to find this man so badly?” Sadeem asked. 
“He has information we require. Information you have been brought here to provide.” 
“Which information?” 
“The children you call the Lightborn.” 
Sadeem stifled his shock. And fear. She’d already mentioned that the Mullah were possibly hiding something. Hopefully the two weren’t connected: hiding the Lightborn from Astral eyes. 
“What about them?” 
“What are they?”
“They are children.” 
“But they are different.” 
“Many children are different.” 
“Do not be obtuse. Our drones have observed you in safe zones, where our treaty permits. You have displayed intense interest in them. You have proposed the solution lies in puzzles.” 
“You misunderstand. There is no solution. The children are merely precocious. They grow and develop early. They are highly intelligent and creative.” 
“What causes them to?” 
“I do not know. Perhaps they are a symptom of being raised in Astral presence, or around your impressive repeating stones.” Sadeem watched the woman, wondering if Eternity’s surprising Astral emotion was immune to flattery.
“Why do they interest you?” 
“They simply do. What interests you?” 
“They are an aberration. Why does your interest in them center on games and puzzles?” 
“Why does it matter?” 
“That is not of your concern. You will be kept here until you assist us.” 
“Why don’t you just suck the thoughts out of my head?” 
The woman’s face contorted slightly: another semi-emotional response, indicating that he’d inadvertently stumped her. Apparently the Astrals couldn’t just suck the information out of his head, or they’d have already done it. And whoever this man with the silver spheres was, he and whatever he’d almost told Divinity about the Lightborn before vanishing mattered a hell of a lot. 
“The man in question told us that the Lightborn would see through a certain ruse. We presented the bloodwater out of the archive of human expectation as we’ve gathered through our repeater stones, but it was only presented to gather attention. The humans took it as a plague, but it was not. As many things are not as they seem.” 
“What things?” 
The woman seemed to decide she’d said enough. “That is not of your concern. The man told us that the Lightborn would not be fooled. It did not matter. We observed he was correct. There was a dangerous fault in his frequency, and so we corrected it as he exited his view into our stream. There was no reason to keep him. He was dropped off outside Ember Flats.” 
“And?” 
Another uncomfortable look. “It seems this man was able to open windows we did not anticipate. Windows we used to access this planet from our own.” 
“Like the portal? The one in the Mullah Temple?” 
“Like that window and others. There are substances that alter consciousness here and give humanity access to a connection to the collective mind that it otherwise lacks. This man can do this without those substances.” 
“He can get high without getting high?” 
Her features sharpened. “There is pollution in your stream now. At each point, around your planet, we are seeing disturbances to the expected flow that seem to have no cause. We have recursively scanned our records, including those from the past epoch from our judgment archive, and the only likely conclusion was that we have simply been unable to see the Lightborn minds except in moments of extreme signaling.” 
Sadeem had already figured that out. It’s why he’d hidden Clara. 
“You mean you can’t hear them unless they’re emotional?”
“So you do know of them.” 
“Only from personal curiosity.” 
“Because the disturbances around the globe seem to have no traceable origin, we believe they were begun by Lightborn. But our own investigations show that although your children have stronger mental gifts than the rest of you, it has a limited range.” 
“So?” 
“Ships that have managed to find Lightborn children since and investigate them have found that the children share something in common. One thing. They believe they’ve been contacted by someone from another place. Someone able to open windows.” 
“Your man in boots.” 
The woman nodded. 
Sadeem waited, realizing it was apparently his turn to speak. 
“Someone’s running amok, telling the planet’s Lightborn to … cause disturbances of some sort,” Sadeem said. 
“In the stream,” the woman clarified. “It’s misdirected and unexpected. The only pattern seems to be an intention to cause disturbance. To initiate chaos.” 
“So what do you want from me? Why don’t you poke your Horsemen heads into the portal and shut the windows for good? You have ships around the world. You hold the upper hand.” 
The woman said nothing. 
“You can’t do it, can you? Whoever this man is, he’s beating you, isn’t he?” 
Sadeem looked up at the woman. Her fists were clenched. Her face was set. And for the fraction of a second, her eyes flashed as red as her dress.
In a blip, the floor seemed to vanish. Sadeem thought he might fall but then realized he was on something clearer than glass, looking down on an endless expanse of blank white nothingness. 
He was seeing the ground, far below his feet. And judging by the horizon’s curvature and the black space beyond, he knew the enormous black ship must be very high up. 
A blue glow seemed to bloom from the center of the floor — from the bottom of the ship, far below. 
It grew. 
And it grew. 
“Where are we?” He looked at the stark white landscape below. “What happened to Ember Flats?”
“The Deathbringer is no longer above Ember Flats.” 
He looked down. He saw nothing but white snow and ice, shrouded in the darkness of a six-month night. 
“Let us see,” the blonde woman said, “who is beating whom.” 





Chapter Twenty-Nine
LILA RAN down the shallow embankment, heels skidding in the sandy soil. She’d left the car door open behind her. Mara’s tablet was safe from the pounding rain for now, sitting on the opposite seat. But the passenger side of the wreck, where Lila had been sitting and pretending to be staying out of the way, was getting soaked. She’d need to return for the tablet, and take pains to make sure it was stowed dry and sealed. 
But for now there was only the panic.
“Dad! Piper!” 
They could barely hear her. The rain’s intensity and the sound of its assault had tripled. Her father, Kindred, Piper, and Peers were being pelted with fat streams of water as they waded into the rising Nile, trying and failing to hold onto each other for support. Not long ago — about the time Lila decided the feeds weren’t going to show Clara simply walking past — there’d been hail. The others had simply stood in the open through it. Even Nocturne was helping. He was on the shore, barking at the water. 
“Dad!” 
Instead of turning, leaving the water, and running to help her, he dove in headfirst. 
“DAD!” Lila shrieked, watching him vanish, the fear over her news temporarily lost in a certainty that he wouldn’t surface, that she’d seen the real Meyer Dempsey — former movie studio mogul, father who’d wanted to ditch Raj in New Jersey, and had maybe been right all along — for the final time. 
But then the surface broke, and she saw him paddling among the flotsam. He was more treading water sideways than swimming properly; the surface wasn’t as turbulent near the shores as it was in the middle. But then Meyer reached the current and changed to a forward crawl, kicking in what Lila was shocked to see were the same black dress shoes he’d worn for his State of the City what felt like a thousand years ago. They’d bog him down. He’d drown because he hadn’t removed his stupid shoes.
She was in water to her ankles. To her calves. To her knees. She’d waded nearly to the point where Meyer had started swimming when Kindred’s hand wrapped around her upper arm. 
And he said, “Don’t.” 
She wouldn’t leap into the water. She wasn’t crazy, like her father. And yet she felt Kindred gripping hard to hold her back because her muscles were fighting to go, to follow, to do something, anything. 
“It’s okay, Lila. He’s trailing a rope.” 
She looked and saw it, following behind him like a river anaconda.
She wanted to say something obvious. Like how a rope wouldn’t help him cross. Like how it would only snag behind and pull him under if (when) it broke, and the that other end would merely allow them to retrieve his body. 
But Meyer swam on, arms pumping hard, legs kicking harder. 
“There’s a rip current underneath. Feel it?” 
Lila looked from Kindred to her own waterlogged legs. She felt it, all right. The river was moving near her knees, while flat-out trying to knock her down at the ankles. 
She looked up, watching her father — a champion collegiate swimmer in his day, he’d often boasted — swim a full 45 degrees upstream of the submerged submersible dock. He was staying flat at the top, in the slower-moving water that still didn’t look all that slow, kicking and surging. 
The current shoved him back toward his target. A huge sheet of torn wood and plaster, nails exposed, came rushing toward him. Lila gasped as it nearly clipped him, but he dodged, losing water to the current, struggling harder to push on. The giant piece of debris passed behind him, and for long, horrible moments Lila was positive it had missed her father only to snag his rope and drag him down to his watery grave. 
But the flotsam passed, and the rain intensified. Evening gloom obscured her vision and blocked the sound until finally Kindred straightened and, apparently feeling Lila had found her senses, loosened his grip on her arm. 
“What?” Lila asked, watching him. It came out as a hysterical demand. 
“He made it,” Piper said. 
“I can’t see him!” 
“He’s on the far side, Lila. It’s okay.” 
Lila looked from Piper to Kindred, seeing relaxation she didn’t feel. The situation suddenly seemed absurdly unfair: Everyone could read minds except for her. And Peers, of course. 
“Okay,” Kindred said. “Where’s the tablet?” 
Lila blinked around, heart pounding, panic not nearly abated. But it wasn’t just her father she’d been afraid for when running down here. He hadn’t even gone in yet as she’d been scrabbling down the shore, an announcement on her tongue. But she couldn’t place it. Couldn’t even find her place here and now, as a person, by a river, missing a daughter, afraid for her father. It was all so terrible. But then it slowly returned, along with the fear, and she found herself staring at Kindred, more frustrated by his impatience than moved. 
“The tablet, Lila. Where did you put it? I need to flood the tanks so Meyer can work. I need to— ” Kindred stopped, looking up at the stalled car. “Who left the door open? Where’s the tablet?” 
“It’s in the car.” 
“With the door open? In the rain? Lila, what the hell is wrong with—?”
Then it was all back. The rushing horror. The sense of doom. The feeling that time had already run out, and that every second mattered. She’d just spent a hundred or so, maybe more. And the clock was already at zero. She’d seen it with her own eyes, on the backlit screen, while poking around the feeds to find her daughter.
This is a message from the Fucked Up Earth channel, broadcasting on all frequencies. 
Our movie Desperate Search for Clara will return in a moment.
We interrupt your regularly scheduled programming to bring you the apocalypse.   
“We have to hurry,” Lila said, now gripping Kindred, then Piper as she came up beside him. Her eyes were wide enough to hurt. Hair, drenched by the rain, was plastered to her face. Nocturne barked behind them, as if he alone understood. 
Piper was holding her by the upper arms, peering into her eyes. “We’re hurrying, Lila. It’ll be okay.” 
“Dammit, Piper!” 
Something surged between them — an emotion, cut from its tether. Then Piper understood, too. Maybe not exactly what had happened, but that something horrible had. 
“What is it? What did you see?” 
“They did it. It was on the tablet. Like a broadcast. Like they were proud and wanted us to see.” 
“What, Lila? What did you see on the tablet?” 
“The big ship. The one we saw leaving Ember Flats. It’s melting the ice. It’s flooding the planet. I saw the white disappear and the blue beneath. They showed Greenland and somewhere in Russia or something? Or the Ukraine. Like it was a goddamned news report! Like we’d want to see the waves hit the shores!” 
Kindred looked at Piper. 
“She’s hysterical.”
“For a good reason.” 
“What’s she talking about?”  
“We have to be quick, Kindred. This planet is about to get a whole lot wetter.” 
Something clicked. “Not the ice caps.” 
Lila nodded. Peers, who’d barely heard in the downpour, came over. He was close to Lila, and she fought an urge to throttle and smack him, in that order. She couldn’t touch the Astrals who’d done this, but their buddy Peers was the next best thing.
“We have time. There’s a lot of ice up there. They can’t just melt it all. It’ll refreeze as fast as they do it.” 
“See for yourself.” Lila pointed. “Go look at the feed if you don’t believe me. Go and look if you don’t think they can do it!” 
“Lila, calm down.”
But she was done with calming down. Through pretending that everything would be fine. In the past days, she’d had her daughter stolen, abandoned all chance of finding her again, learned one of their own was an enemy still beside her, been showered in blood, witnessed the world’s end, and was about to lose her father to drowning. That didn’t even count the death she’d seen less than twenty-four hours ago, the death witnessed on the way here, the cannibal rape gangs who’d paused to gawk but could return at any time, the loss of her mother, brother, husband, friends. 
Lila had been calm enough for long enough. It was time to try something different.
“Fuck you, Kindred! Go look! Go and fucking look!” 
“Either way, we need to stay calm. Getting hysterical won’t help us get out of—” 
He stopped when Lila slapped him, hard. Kindred glared back at her, his eyes dark. His stare wasn’t precisely angry, though there was rage within it. His stare was mostly disapproving — the kind a father gives his unruly daughter when she disappoints him. 
She tried to hit him again. This time Kindred caught her arm, pinned it down. And when she tried from the other side, feeling herself losing control but unable to help it, his dodge made her fall. Then Kindred, Piper, and Peers were above her, and she was turning her head to the side, trying not to drown as rain filled her mouth and nose.
“I’ll hold her,” Kindred said. “You help Meyer. Since we can’t see or hear him, you’ll have to flood the ballast then give him time to swim under and hope he can—”
“It’s okay, Kindred. I can hear him now.” She closed her eyes: a yogi in the heart of a storm. “He’s okay. He’s waiting for us.”
Lila was still wrenching out of Kindred’s grip, but now it was protective. She wanted to roll to the side, curl into a comma, cry in the rain, and never move a muscle again. Even if her father didn’t drown freeing the sub, what were they supposed to do? The world would flood — halfway now, the rest of the way when the ship presumably headed south to expose Antarctic soil. It might be storming like this around half the globe as the climate adjusted. The sub would be tossed like a toy. They’d die inside a tin can instead of outside one. Even if they survived, what was the point? Would they live on a sub forever? Or would they find an exposed mountaintop and set up shop in a lonely paradise, lying on a fresh beach until their food ran dry? 
Visions of the Greenland feed returned, followed by the Ukraine.  
How long would it take for those waves to reach them? Would they get the waves at all, nestled in the gulf and bunkered to the north by land? Or would they claim the land, too, and swallow Gibraltar before burying Egypt?
Kindred let go. He stood, maybe moving by Piper. But Lila couldn’t see. Didn’t want to. It would be so much easier to die now and be done with it all. 
Someone else sat by her, water lapping their ankles. 
“There, there,” said Peers, patting her side. 
Nocturne licked her hand. 
The water rose, faster than seemed possible.





Chapter Thirty
“LOGAN?” 
The voice wasn’t really commanding his attention. It was a hesitant word of fear — exacerbated by the video feed that had butted in and displayed itself on every tablet in the Hideout minutes ago, shocking even far-seeing Lightborn minds.
“Logan!” 
The tall boy hustled over. As Clara watched him pass, she found herself feeling sorry for him. He’d somehow become the group’s leader, and had stepped into his role. Based on what Clara could see/feel as her mind touched the Hideout Collective, the group held him in high esteem. They found Logan strong, fair, brave, and as wise as a sixteen-year-old could be while trapped in an adolescent’s turbulent body. But what Clara saw on his face belied a secret he kept locked away, same as they all kept their secrets. Logan’s was his fear, scared as the rest of them most of the time, despite his brave mask. 
Clara followed the others, believing in Logan.  
Her head was swimming with the recent change: this sudden ability to feel not just the Lightborn around her but those that seemed to be far away. As walls between clusters of Lightborn inexplicably became open windows, their worldwide blending was slowly unfolding, like two dogs sniffing before greeting. But there were other voices competing for space in Clara’s head as well. The voice of her mother, whom she seemed to distantly feel but who, she doubted, could feel her, afraid and far more alone than Clara herself. The Astrals, still audible and plotting their worldwide plans. And most of all there was the voice of the man by the fire: the man who saw himself as a pry bar, meant to wedge between gears of a machine and break them apart.
Amid it all were the images seen by them all:
The northern ice cap melting — the planet’s top hat turning from white to overflowing blue. 
The shores of Greenland greeting the waves. 
The people. All of them drowning, the water washing the world away. 
And the big ship leaving. Headed south to do the same thing again. 
Logan came to the door, where the boy who’d yelled was standing. But he wasn’t peering through the peephole as Clara had assumed he’d be, warning the others that Reptars had come. 
Instead, everyone by the door was looking at the floor. Where a slow, even flow of water was leaking from beneath the sweep. 
“It’s happening,” the boy said. He was a big, broad kid, maybe fourteen. He looked terrified. Inside Clara’s mind she could see/feel the blip of consciousness that was slightly more him than the hive mind, and saw little but worry streaming, reaching out for the group’s comfort. 
“It’s only rain,” said the red-headed kid, Cheever. 
“It’s the floods. Like in the Bible. My mom kept reading the bad parts out loud before they took her. She said it was happening all over again. And now it is.” 
“It’s only rain, Josh,” Cheever repeated, rolling his eyes. 
“My mom said—”
“Fuck your Bible-beater mom!” Then he seemed to remember himself and said, more reasonably, “But dude, that shit just happened. There aren’t tidal waves. We’re not …” He sighed then put his hands on the handles and said, “Look.” 
Logan reached out, grabbing for Cheever and the doors. 
“Wait!”
But he was too late. Cheever flung the left-side door wide. Water outside was three inches high and seemed to be rising fast. The flow surged inside, almost knocking Cheever flat. He waded to stay upright as filthy water doused his lower legs, spreading across the Hideout floor in seconds, setting shoes and belongings afloat. Inflowing pressure knocked the catch off the already partially open right door, and for a few long seconds there were miniature rapids at the door until the turbulence subsided, water found its level, and the Lightborn were left with soaking feet.
“It’s happening, man!” Josh blubbered. 
This time, Cheever could only gape back at him, his mouth open and face disbelieving, as if blaming Josh for getting everything wet.
Nick came up beside Logan. From where Clara was standing, they looked like a reluctant leader and his right-hand man. 
Inside her head, she heard Nick ask the collective — Logan mostly: What should we do?
Logan’s response came as if he hadn’t a single doubt, though she knew he had plenty. 
We go to the middle of town like everyone else, Logan thought/said, and take our chances. 





Chapter Thirty-One
PIPER WAS PILOTING THE SUB. 
Meyer couldn’t see her through the weather, and the torrent was deafening enough to drown her out entirely, but he knew it was her hand on the tablet. Meyer had shared his bond with Kindred until it had somehow soured, but beyond that he hadn’t been touched by the psychic kiss so many seemed to feel around the large Astral rocks. Piper was different — especially since Cameron had opened the Ark and done … whatever he’d done. Her mental presence wasn’t passive. It was like a force, and Meyer could feel her shoving his mind at her now. 
Can you hear me? 
He didn’t think he could respond — at least not in words. But the shifts in her thoughts as he worked told him she was getting his flavor. She knew he was alive. She knew he’d ducked below the river, his eyes stinging from the water’s flow and grit, and felt the river shove him back, almost losing his grip. She knew he’d seen the sub, and the dock line snag in the rising water, when the sub’s weight had fought with the submerged dock’s buoyant force. 
Are you okay?
And although Meyer couldn’t answer, he could feel okay. She could sense his feelings, as the empath she’d become, and know the answer all the same.
I’m filling the tanks, her dominant thoughts told his. And that was all right because Meyer had been trying to tell her as much: to fill the ballast enough to drop the sub from the dock, so the line would go slack, so he could use the knife in his submersible rescue kit to cut it. 
He held the dock’s corner, stuck his head under water, and tried to see the dock line through the muck and gloom. If only the submersible rescue kit had included goggles. 
And an unarticulated thought rushed through his mind, red like a hundred-foot stop sign.
!!!
Meyer surfaced, whipped his head around, and saw what Piper must have seen from the other side: a Nile crocodile, its snout long and narrow, swimming by like a log with yellow eyes. But the thing was either fighting the current or riding it like a roller coaster and didn’t even pause.
Meyer’s pounding heart receded, trying to feel okay so Piper would know the crocodile had let him be.  He looked inward, pausing his task, to summon the serenity that came fastest when he recalled their marriage, when they had slept so soundly, side by side. 
And with the image in his head, he tried to think back at Piper: I’m okay. I’m — 
But the crocodile wasn’t what she’d tried to warn him about. 
Meyer dove beneath the surface as a huge sheet of metal came directly at him. The current had its bulk and was tugging it downstream, turning slightly as the middle moved faster and the edges dragged nearer to shore. He heard a crunch as the thing struck the dock. 
It wedged to a stop. He looked up at the thing — heart beating in earnest — and moved around it to surface for air. Time was short. He needed to free the sub then get them all to claw their way over on the line he’d dragged and strung across the river. 
But Meyer went for daylight, and came up short, somehow restrained at the waist.
The sheet metal had pinned itself against his end of the rope, resting overhead, holding him under the surface like an anchor.





Chapter Thirty-Two
“KAMAL. IT’S MARA.” 
“You don’t have to introduce yourself, Mara. I can see you.” 
“I didn’t know if you could see me. Maybe the Internet isn’t working.” 
“The Internet stopped working a long time ago, Mara.” 
“The Ember Flats net. You know what I mean.” 
“Can you not see me?”
“I see you fine.” 
“Then please. Tell me who I am, and introduce yourself again. I think there’s a chance for confusion.” 
Mara almost had a retort for Kamal’s smart mouth but discarded it immediately. It was far too grim and far too true for words: that he sure was sarcastic for a guy about to die by drowning. 
“They’re probably watching this, you know.”
Mara nodded. Kamal was saying to watch what she said about plans to hook up with the other viceroys on their secure channel. Mara herself wasn’t going to make that rendezvous, but with luck Meyer and his group might. Humanity had few chances left — but this could be one, if the secret could truly be kept from the Astrals.
“I know. It’s okay. I’m just checking in.” 
There was a long silence, her question’s weight hanging between them: checking in to see how he felt, knowing the caps were melting, that titanic waves were obliterating the north as nothing refroze, and that once the vessel was full and floating, Kamal would be breathing his final breaths. 
“Things are fine here, but I’m turning your room into a tanning salon if you’re not coming back.”
“I meant—”
“Or maybe an aquarium,” Kamal interrupted. 
Mara sort of shrugged: What am I supposed to say to a joke like that?
“It is what it is, Mara. You have a job to do, and it’s important.” 
“I don’t want it, Kamal. I’m deciding who lives or dies.” 
“Don’t think of it as choosing who doesn’t make it. Think only of the people you’re saving. Have you ever heard the starfish parable?” 
“Maybe.” 
Onscreen, Kamal situated himself as if settling in. “I’ll make it quick because I know Big Muscular Brother is probably looking over your shoulder and tapping his foot. Kid is walking down the beach, and a storm washed a shit ton of starfish onto the sand. They’re all slowly drying out in the sun. And the kid is picking a few up here and there, over and over, and tossing them back in to save them. So an old man walks by and sees him doing this, and he looks along the long beach with all its starfish and says, ‘Hey, kid. There are a billion starfish out here. What you’re doing isn’t making a bit of difference.’ And the kid, he picks one up. He holds it in front of the old man then wings it out into the surf. And he says, ‘It made a difference to that one.’” 
“Yeah, I’ve heard—”
“I know you’re a realist.” He said it like booger. “But you don’t get to win this argument with me. It might be our last one.” 
Mara sighed, nodded, and finally said, “You know, if you’d been as sage, as immature, and as stupidly irreverent around Peers Basara and Jeanine Coffey as you are around me in private, maybe they wouldn’t have beaten you up.” 
“I try to bury my personality and maintain a professional front. My boss is a realist.” 
Mara looked away, blinking. She wasn’t usually emotional, but this was all so sad. Too tragic. None of it fair. 
“Look, Mara, it’s the fate you’ve been handed. Maybe it’d have been easier on you if the vessel had been open seating like you’d originally thought, and everyone had just fought and killed each other to get on and stay there. But from where I’m sitting, the Astrals made it better for everyone else while making it harder for you. They’ve got your back whether you want it or not. Nobody’s boarding that ship without your code and permission. So, yeah, you have to conduct a lottery, and maybe that makes you feel like you’re playing God. But boo-fucking-hoo for Mara Jabari. In a few hours at most, I’ll be drinking gallons of water.” 
“Kamal, that’s not—”
“I’ve been watching the feeds from here. It’s dry and cozy. The sump pumps you installed must be top-notch. I’m good until the seals fail or water reaches the vents. This is how I get to save my own share of starfish, but in order for me to do what I must, you’ve got to do your part without bumming me out. So fuck you for wanting to deprive me of my duty now.” 
Mara nodded. “Okay.”  
“Now that the Astral patrols are back to assist the lottery process and have stopped shooting everyone willy-nilly, the city is more or less behaving. People seem to understand that if there’s pushing and shoving they’ll be shot or eaten by the nearest Reptar. The rioting and killing has stopped. If the city records they gave you to select your fellow travelers were accurate when you got them, they’re probably still accurate now.”
“I’ll try getting them to let me stay. We can hang out together, you and me.” 
Kamal’s face became serious. “Mara, no. You might know more about the Astrals than anyone alive. Your Initiate …” He stopped, seeming to remember their conversation probably wasn’t secure, then tiptoed around the viceroys’ covert plans. “Knew a lot and did a lot of figuring things out. Not to sound like a cliché, but humanity needs you.” 
She considered protesting then decided she couldn’t win and let it go. 
“Just do your best to choose the best and brightest. They’re going to destroy the planet, Mara. The big ship is already at the southern ice cap, so it’s only a matter of time before Egypt gets flooded from both ends. Soon we’ll be a big swimming pool, just like Kevin Costner predicted years ago.”
“Who?”
“Didn’t you ever see that old movie Waterworld?”
“No.”
“Good. Don’t. It’s terrible.”
Mara almost laughed. She was going to miss Kamal.
“They said all the capitals would get vessels. You told me yourself they never totally sent us into extinction before. They erase the old societies but leave a seed to try the human experiment again once the world has been washed clean. You’ll live, and so will those you select. And the people on the other vessels will live. I guess maybe the flood will eventually recede as it did for Noah, and you can begin anew. But it’s still not a lot of people, Mara. Choose carefully. You’re a scientist. So I need you to promise that you won’t flinch from this. Okay? It’s a poor aide’s dying wish.” 
“Kamal …” 
“The shape of humanity to come, Mara. It’s up to you.”
The screen went blank. 
And there were footsteps behind Mara. She turned, angry to have been cut off from Kamal, presumably forever. A shout was on her lips. But it was Divinity behind her, and she’d already learned that with Divinity, shouting never did any good. 
“The time to choose survivors is now,” Divinity said. “The end of this epoch has come.” 





Chapter Thirty-Three
“HE’S STUCK SOMEHOW!” 
Kindred watched Piper’s mood flip from alarm to relief to babbling incoherence then back to alarm (bleeding into red, dripping panic) in seconds. He saw every nuance of each fascinating change. 
“Go help him, Kindred!” 
But the body pushing past Piper to find the rising river water was Lila’s, not Kindred’s. He stood there like a slack-jawed bystander as she struck his side in a run, dove headfirst, and vanished in the brown flow before surfacing with one hand barely grasping the rope Meyer had dragged behind for the rest of them to cross. He’d tied it off on his end, both to secure it and to protect himself lest something snag it in the middle and not drag Meyer away. But according to Piper he’d somehow managed to get trapped anyway, and just watching her was its own feast of emotion. She was by the Nile bank with her chest heaving, mouth open in the rain, hand on her breast, now equally terrified for Lila and Meyer.
“GO! THEY’RE BOTH GOING TO DROWN!” 
Piper shoved him. Something stirred as he watched her, still fascinated. Kindred didn’t precisely feel a sense of concern — more like a memory of the emotion. He remembered the moment Nathan Andreus had told him Trevor was gone. He remembered learning that Heather had gone. And he seemed to remember the time he himself had gone, shot in the chest by Raj Gupta. But that hadn’t happened, had it? Because he was still right here, very much alive. So why was there a ghost of death still inside him? The ghost of loss, of regret?
He wasn’t afraid for Lila, or for Meyer. It was more that he knew he should be, and wanted to be, but came up empty.
Then there was a shift. Looking into Piper’s fear and worry, the same emotions rose from slumber inside him. 
“Lila!” 
But of course she couldn’t hear him, or turn back even if she could. Nobody had seen Meyer across the river in the rain, but they’d all seen the section of sheet metal roofing and felt the crunch as it crashed into the submerged dock. If Meyer was trapped anywhere, it was either between metal and dock — or, worse: underwater. Either way didn’t give him much time, and Lila knew it. If the northern ice cap had truly melted, it was only a matter of time before the rising water made its way to the planet’s middle. 
Kindred doffed his shoes and jacket then dove in after Lila, half swimming and half clambering hand over hand along the strung rope. It seemed to be taking forever. Lila was still several body lengths ahead, and even she hadn’t entered the water until whatever had gone wrong had been happening for at least ten or fifteen seconds, followed by another twenty seconds of indecision and swimming, maybe more. How long could a man hold his breath?
“LILA!” 
She held her lead easily, passion outstripping Kindred’s superior strength. Kindred could practically see need radiating from the girl like heat from a coal. She’d reach him because she had to, not from duty. Not because Piper had ordered it. 
The sheet metal shook in the current, straining as the river pushed it on and the dock held fast. The noise of buckling aluminum was like blasts from a shotgun. 
Lila was gone. Just … gone. 
Kindred looked back to the shore where he’d left Piper and Peers. He could only see silhouettes. He glanced toward the dock, seeing now that there was no way to go around the huge obstruction. Lila had crossed as far as she could on the tied-off rope, but then it vanished beneath the section of roofing. She’d faced a choice: crawl hand over hand around its outer edge until she came back to the dock, or swim for it. 
Swim underwater. 
Kindred looked at the place where Lila had vanished, feeling uncertain. With the bulk of metal above, it’d be nearly impossible to see down into the already murky water. How would she find him, if he really was there — something that, now that Kindred could see the alternatives, seemed almost for sure? And how, if he tried, would he find Lila? 
She’d have had nothing to hold, only blindly swimming, trying to find Meyer and free him. He’d been under water for almost a minute by now. Would he be unconscious? If the chances of Lila making it were slim, the odds of her making it out while dragging a 180-pound man were nil.
You’re supposed to go under. This is where you save the day. 
But the voice of conscience was merely a whisper. He should, but what was the logical point? He wouldn’t be able to see them, or hold his place against the undertow with nothing to cling to. And if one or both of them were somehow hung up, he probably wouldn’t be able to free them. There was a knife in the pack, but it was still in the car, where Lila had left it. Kindred had only his hands. 
Going for them was stupid. It would mean trading two casualties for three. He’d die too, then Piper and Peers would be alone.
You’re supposed to go under.
His mind showed him Trevor, Heather, and a dozen others lost along the way. 
Maybe one minute gone. Then a minute and ten seconds. 
He broke the surface, clawing for purchase under the large flap of metal. To Kindred’s surprise, he found that Meyer’s guideline was not only unbroken beneath it but simple to grab and hold. He kicked his feet in the current, using the line to move hand over hand along the large thing’s underside. It was dark, but once Kindred’s eyes were open and mostly adjusted to the water’s assault, he could see enough to navigate, his own breath assiduously held. 
There was the dock. 
The floatation barrels, two with big gashes in the sides, flooded. 
One of the submersibles, still in its slip, banging against the dock, obviously battered. 
And there was — 
Something hit him. Hard. Kindred’s head spun, and his hand slipped from the line. Semiconscious and losing air, he scrabbled for a handhold, but beyond the rope it was all slippery metal. He dragged his fingers along it, feeling the slower, near-shore current tug him toward the dock’s bent structure, beneath it.
The water became darker. 
Darker. 
He stopped caring about the water. Stopped caring about the fear. It was easier to let it go. 
Instead of two people dead, now there’d be three. 
But at least I did something. 
The last of the light bled from Kindred’s world. He felt the water. He felt it carry him away, like flying. 
And someone or something, maybe God, maybe whatever was out there, was saying, You did it. You did something. You —
— ’d better not fucking give up now! I didn’t get him just to lose you!” 
And there was a slap. Hard. God wasn’t supposed to slap people. 
“Move. Give me room.” 
A strong hand on his wrist. The last of the flying sense became a feeling of dragging. His shirt was untucked, grit and gravel scooped into the back of his pants by the hard line of his belt.
Kindred blinked, a vision before his eyes. At first he thought he was seeing himself from above, the way those woo-woo nut jobs in Meyer’s memory said you saw yourself when you died. Then he saw that the man had the start of a salt-and-pepper beard, whereas Kindred was shaven. And he wasn’t looking down. Rain was still pelting his face —he was looking up at Meyer, who’d dragged him to shore. 
There was a rope around Meyer’s waist, its end frayed as if sawed. Lila was behind him, big brown eyes wide and wet, the backpack knife in her hand. Beyond them, only partially visible, was the popped top of what could only be a freed submersible. Just in time. The river was visibly rising, water surging as if shoved by an oncoming wave of titanic proportions.
Kindred’s mind spun through the past few minutes. 
How he’d reacted when Piper told him to go after Meyer. How he’d reacted when Lila had gone in. The time he’d spent ruminating on Heather and Trevor rather than acting. The recollection of his death, which hadn’t actually happened. And most of all, the way he’d watched the black water, coolly deciding he’d serve them best by saving himself. 
Kindred closed his eyes. Everything was spinning. Everything hurt.
“You’re okay now,” Meyer told him. “You’ll live.” 
Kindred decided the second half of Meyer’s statement was true. 
But the first was so obviously false.





Chapter Thirty-Four
THE EMBER FLATS town square was less quaint than its name implied. The city had started large by the time it officially started at all, like Heaven’s Veil. One day the Astrals came down, helped build the palace, then the walls that kept it safe, and called it the Capital of Capitals. It had since grown further, packing tighter and rising in height rather than expanding outward. Now the town square was a place where four roads crossed in a giant tic-tac-toe board, and instead of making the block between them fit for building, it became green space. But it was always packed, and by the time Clara arrived with the Lightborn, it was as if every citizen had come to the one block of land, pressing so close to the vessel’s invisible shield that the air crackled with warning static. 
But there was no pushing or shoving. The Astrals were seeing to that, patrolling the crowd with weapons Clara hadn’t seen since Heaven’s Veil — and plenty of Reptars in tow. 
On their way across the otherwise empty city, Clara had made a mental count of Lightborn. It had been for practice navigating their shared mental space if anything. And in that common field of thought, she’d counted thirteen distinct nodes, over and over and over again. In the mental sameness, thirteen spots with their own unique sense of self — and maybe, if her experience so far was any guide, their own secrets. Just thirteen of them. Same as the bodies in their group, with Logan at its head.
In the square, water had risen to the height of an adult knee, halfway up Clara’s thighs, surging as it rose. Clara kept thinking of what Josh had said about the ice caps: something she’d already seen inside her mind because the man in boots kept showing it to her. 
She’d seen rising water claim Canadian shores. Same in Ireland and Scotland, in the Ukraine, in Sweden and Finland and Norway. She’d seen the waves crumble cliffs and obliterate fjords. And feeling the force tugging her legs now, it was hard to keep her mind off the idea that propagation only took so long, and that it was only a matter of time before the waves came here, too.
“How long, do you think?” Ella said beside her.
Clara didn’t bother to ask what Ella was talking about. She knew. They were holding minds the way some little girls held hands. 
“I don’t know.” 
“Are we getting on the boat?” 
“I don’t know, Ella.” 
There was a surge in the water from the city’s north. In seconds, it rose to Clara’s waist. She and Ella gripped each other, and in the square ahead the crowd muttered then shouted. Mothers held their children tight, lifting those who could be carried out of the water, and the liquid unknown. 
A few scattered screams. A few jabbering words of panic. 
But the surge stopped, the rise arresting at its new level. 
“If we’re not getting on the boat, why are we here?” 
But Clara didn’t feel like opening her mind the rest of the way, or pandering to Ella’s questions. She liked Ella and the others, but there was something different between Clara and the rest of them. Nick had said as much, and Ella had told her the same. Clara was brighter. A Lightborn among Lightborn, able to maintain balance without the collective, able to reach where the others could not, to keep those thoughts safe. 
“Shh, Ella. Listen.” 
Logan’s strong features and bold eyes were fixed on Ella. 
“Yes,” he said. “Listen.”
The Astrals’ vessel lay in the heart of the square. Up close, it didn’t look like Noah’s Ark at all, except that it happened to be an enormous boat in the center of a flooding city. It was more like a miniature cruise ship without the amenities and logos, metal on the bottom, wood and steel sharing space at the deck and quarters. 
Beside the Ark was a platform. 
And on it was an Astral contingent — Titans and a woman Clara knew wasn’t as human as she appeared — next to Viceroy Jabari and a handful of human assistants. There was a microphone set up, and one of the assistants kept reading names into it, seemingly directed by Mara. Each name brought a person from the crowd, who came to a long gangplank like a tongue from the vessel’s side. A Titan by the gangplank nodded as the person passed, and with some activity on the platform a section of air shimmered and turned green long enough for the chosen to pass through. Then the whole thing would repeat, one by one by one. 
With each person, the assistant read a profession or credential: 
Civil engineer.
Microbiologist. 
Civic leader. 
Mother. 
Mother.
And mother. 
But Clara could hear other credentials that the viceroy and her team weren’t daring to speak aloud. 
With the exception of a librarian and a physician, there were no women over the age of thirty-five. And Jabari’s logic said, Humanity needs fertility. 
The ratio was skewed for gender. There were three times as many women as men. And Jabari’s logic said, Men can father as many children as there are women willing to carry them.
And Clara heard: Eadric Khouri, obstetrician. Taavi Kalb, gynecologist. 
At the surface were trends of rebuilding societies. Minds that Mara seemed to be saving for history’s sake: an archivist, a storyteller, a chess master, a scholar in the study of memory. And below it all a single trend: reproduction. 
Go forth and multiply.
Mara’s logic said: Diversity prevents the chance of quasi-inbreeding — of unfavorable recessive genes finding their matches. We can’t have heart defects. We can’t have cancer markers. We can’t have high cholesterol. We can’t have diabetes. And within Jabari’s radiating mindscape, Clara saw a cloud of internal strife. She saw the viceroy’s guilt. Her hatred of eugenics. Her recognition that what she was doing wasn’t different from when the Nazis tried to “purify” the world, alongside the acknowledgement that she had to do it anyway. 
The only difference between me and Hitler, Clara heard on the wind, is that the Astrals are doing the killing for me. 
Fahim Khoury, mother.
Jacki Sarkis, mother.
Raakel Naser, mother.
Paavo Bitar, nurse and mother. 
Clara felt Jabari’s pain in her chest like a knife. A knife that Clara, even from where she stood, knew Jabari would prefer to use on herself. 
And children were called. Many children. Women and kids came first, this time out of necessity. If there was an extinction coming, survivors needed two things most: healthy children and the potential to multiply.
Then it hit Clara. 
Why they were here.
Why she’d felt so compelled to come. 
“We need to get on that boat.”
Logan turned to Clara. “What?” 
She didn’t bother to repeat herself. Of course he’d heard her. 
“Listen to who she’s picking! It’s all about the future of the species.” Clara sent the collective all the mercenary, triage images her mind could find: hard decisions made by leaders to preserve the greater good. 
“And?” 
“We’re the future. That’s what the man in boots has been trying to tell us.” 
“They’re calling lots of kids, Clara.” 
“Not kids! Us!” Again she flooded the collective with images, suddenly sure that time was shrinking. The collective’s awareness of the world’s other Lightborn seemed to have faded into the background, but in Clara’s mind they were still fresh and bright. Still present. She could hear them in Bristol, in Nice, in Petrograd, in Montreal and Tokyo and Krakow and Stockholm. And the waves were coming. The waves had already come. 
She showed them their own group mind, like looking in the mirror. She showed them the way they processed thoughts in parallel and the way most minds processed them linearly. She showed them other Hideouts like theirs. And she showed them the Astral eye, blinking away but unable to see. 
“Don’t you understand? We can teach them, Logan! We can teach the other kids how to be like us!” 
“We … What?” He shook his head, genuinely not understanding. Clara felt frustration rise and bubble. She wanted to shake him. Wasn’t he supposed to be the leader? Weren’t they all supposed to share a consciousness? How could they not see the puzzle fitting together?
Water surged. More people screamed. Clara found it at her waist, now wearing the waterline like a belt. 
“Come on,” Clara said, not waiting for the others before pushing forward, past a line of Titans who paid them no mind. “I have an idea.”





Chapter Thirty-Five
IN THE ETEMENANKI SPRAWL, terrified locals stared as the sea to the north rose in a wall of water with no ceiling. It towered above them, seemingly as tall as many of their tallest buildings stacked atop one another like building blocks. Their minds told them to run and hide. But a more practical and primal part admitted that there was nowhere to go. The entire island was either lowlands or a risen middle. The wall looked taller than all but the highest mountains, and there was no time left. 
Waves swallowed the shoreline. There was little gap between the first surges driven by the waves and the waves themselves. For a brief time waterlines on the beaches and cliffs rose, sometimes kissing the foundations of far-back houses, sometimes leaking down streets and overflowing storm sewers. Then for a briefer time, water receded, and those unable to flee and only seeing the approaching wall in the silhouette of the north’s short days allowed themselves to believe it might not happen, though every one of them knew it was a lie. Water moved back on the undertow preceding the assault. Beaches became long and dry, cliff basins seeing more of their bottoms. Then the entire island seemed to inhale and hold it, knowing what the broadcasts had made sure they saw. The glaciers were gone, along with the ice shelves. The north pole was nothing but ocean. 
Water came in its first wave, still rising, rolling forward with a continent’s force. Lowlands were leveled first, washed clean second. On the new ocean’s floor, once the people had either died immediately or floated up to perish later, humanity’s artifacts lifted away from the old surface and stirred in the currents like sugar dissolving in water. Today’s buildings now tomorrow’s relics.
Atop the Old Goat crater, Viceroy Maj Anders stood and watched it come. The distant ocean became the sea at her feet. Old Goat was tall, but the water would soon grow taller. It wasn’t yet over, and the seas were still rising. 
The foolhardy had tried to reach the Astrals’ vessel since its location had been reported. The aliens had shot anything with wings or propellers or that glided or floated out of the sky. Lava had handled all the rest who’d attempted bravery and failed. 
There was a tall mountain beside the Old Goat crater, and as Maj looked up she saw the heartiest of her capital’s people at its top. They’d known the water would rise, and they’d tried to rise above it. Maybe they’d survive. Maybe, on those few square miles of barren rock without food, fresh water, or shelter, they’d manage to survive what was coming until they finally couldn’t anymore, and expired in the last of humanity’s unprotected remnants. 
But lower down, near Old Goat’s rim with Maj and the others, hundreds of people wore grim expressions. She’d heard not a word whispered between them, but they all seemed to have reached the same conclusion as the Astrals had given her — as they’d commanded Maj to follow and obey, as viceroy of her people.
The water rose and seeped into the crater, quenching the lava in a deafening dragon’s hiss. The people backed away as the scalding steam rose skyward. 
Water rose. Waves came. And when the ocean was too high to stand, those who’d come to the lip of Old Goat swam away until the vessel broke free and the water cooled to merely tepid. 
Then they swam back to the great boat and climbed aboard, the lava’s challenge irrelevant.
IN HANGING PILLARS, the archipelago trailing from Old Greece went first, those who’d made outland homes climbing into both small and large boats that, in the teeth of the surge, all became tiny. Water towered dozens of feet, to hundreds of feet, and then kept coming. Inland surge on the mainland, away from Hanging Pillars proper, increased its volume and fury as citizens stormed for higher ground. It hadn’t been raining in Hanging Pillars just as it hadn’t rained much at Etemenanki, but once waves swallowed the beaches, humidity rose in the Mediterranean sun, and a low fog boiled from nowhere. 
The rise came more slowly to Hanging Pillars than it had to the northern countries, who’d been first in line for the melted water’s assault. Boaters felt confident at first, many men and women in swimsuits with bronzed skin, daring the apocalypse to take them. They’d live it out in style, they boasted. They’d prepped. They knew how to survive. And in Greece, the sun — once the fog dispersed — would still be warm. 
But as the water rose, currents formed as the ocean found its new level, as water wicked into the land’s hidden spots and dragged eddies with it, as fresh water from the north made its slow way down to the middle latitudes, as fresh water from the south percolated upward when the south was melted. And as the salinity changed along with the water’s temperature — as the fog rolled in and out, as the jet stream shifted in response, moving from high pressure to low — invisible rivers within the water made it turbulent. Boats moved independent of their motors, and whirlpools beckoned. New waves formed as the water tried to equilibrate and find its balance. 
One large boat — a cruise ship commandeered by its former captain and staffed by a willing crew — swayed as a cross-current struck its underside, then listed in earnest as its hull dragged along what had previously been a summit of one of Hanging Pillars’s highest hills. The hull punctured like a modern-day Titanic then was driven toward a large swirling vortex caused by water filling the city’s sewers, tunnels, and subways. The ship sank slowly, its survivors swimming on borrowed time.
Cool, fresh water coming from the north drove the tropical fish toward the warm mass of what had recently been hot, urban rock, and as the fish came predators followed. A man named Spiros, who had prepared his fishing boat with a cooler and hoped for the best after realizing he was nowhere near brave enough to reach the Astral vessel, found himself temporarily superior to many braver men who hadn’t been quite so courageous (or at least fast) enough to reach the vessel in time. He watched as his friends and neighbors swam above what had recently been his neighborhood, then turned away in horror when sharks came in the hundreds. 
IN CANAAN PLAINS, Viceroy Jayesh Sai stood hand in hand with his granddaughter, Nitya, aboard the vessel as it broke its own Astral-fabricated moorings and rose with the ocean, simultaneously guilty and glad for the white stranger’s intervention. The stranger had told Jayesh where the ark was located — a good thing because although Jayesh might have made it on his own, Nitya and her mother never would have. The way was too rough, the terrain too rocky. The Astrals’ challenge, the man had told him, was supposed to test human persistence. Then he’d waved his hand dismissively and said that even pre-Astral video games had offered cheat codes and shortcuts. It wasn’t unfair to exploit them. It took as much persistence to find those shortcuts, and much more courage — for the unknown — to use them.
A very long tunnel, traversable on Jayesh’s electric golf cart. A short climb up a ladder. Then the inaccessible ship had become instantly accessible for anyone to whom Jayesh revealed the stranger’s secret. 
If all board the ship, there will not be room for those who must board. It is not right that I should survive while they do not. 
But you already survived, the man had told him. This is what the Astrals intended. You have the code, and only you can deactivate the shield around their vessel. 
But I was meant to take the hard way, Jayesh had said. I was meant to take the same test and prove myself worthy same as anyone not blessed to be the viceroy.
But what of Nitya? 
What of her?
You would not have gone without her. Not without Nitya, not without Suri, not without your friends Eshan and Keya. Don’t you see, Jayesh? I haven’t shown you a cheat. You would not have gone without my intervention. And because you are the one with the code, nobody would have reached it and all would have died. 
Jayesh had looked at the strange man in his Western garb — blue jeans, scuffed and dirty boots, hands that were large and worn like leather. And he’d said, You are telling me only what I wish to hear, not what is true or fair. 
Balls had reappeared from the man’s pocket. He’d rolled them around for a few seconds then made them disappear. One remained, and he’d handed it to Jayesh. 
Just because it’s what you want to hear doesn’t mean it’s not fair or true.
It’s not as the Astrals wanted this to happen, Jayesh had protested. 
At this, the man smiled. That’s why it’s fair and true.
Now, with the ocean rising and the land almost gone, Jayesh looked across his former kingdom. He’d told no one how he’d reached the ark. Only those he’d taken knew. They were all as reticent to give themselves away. 
He reached into his pocket, removed the stranger’s silver sphere, and tried to roll it across the back of his palm. It seemed to fall away, and because he was at the vessel’s railing, Jayesh was sure that the ball would drop to endless ocean’s floor. But then the thing seemed to pause its fall long enough for Jayesh to snag it. He slipped it back into his pocket, wondering what it was. He had a strange impulse to get rid of it but kept changing his mind. He was curious, now, why it hadn’t dropped away. Maybe it wanted to be held, and staying in the possession of Jayesh Sai had become its purpose. 
There was a storm in the distance. 
This was far from over. 
IN LOULAN MU, Lee Sūn stood by the gangplank of the vessel nestled high in the mountains. All was quiet. Plenty of people had already boarded, but only a slow stream of newcomers had shown themselves. 
She stood, touching her pocket, feeling the silver sphere in its hiding place as she considered, yet again, going for her tablet. The pull was strong but compulsive; she definitely didn’t need to know more than she already did. She’d heard reports that the water was rising fast, closer to the ocean. But despite all the fear in those reports, it was getting hard, now that she’d met the man who called himself Stranger, to separate Astral fact from propaganda. The blood? That had been designed for reaction. The melting ice caps? That, judging by the reports of rising oceans, was fact. But was it really? Stranger made her wonder. 
Do you really think the Astrals didn’t know about your plan to rendezvous with the other viceroys? Do you really think they haven’t known all along that you’re all rogue? Do you truly believe that you and the others were chosen as humanity’s best representatives … rather than because you were the most unwilling to do as others said?
Do you really believe that all of this isn’t propaganda — done specifically to provoke a reaction, same as Heaven’s Veil’s destruction? 
Sūn didn’t buy the insinuation. She didn’t want to. It was too bleak. She could stomach anything as long as there was hope, but Stranger’s implanted idea left little room for faith. If any humans were alive now, it was only because the Astrals meant to keep toying with them, and any plans Sūn made to extricate humanity, the Astrals were already well aware of, giving them the green light to see what might happen. Forget about any genuine odds of survival.
She pulled the ball from her pocket and looked at her reflection in its shiny surface. 
Don’t worry, Stranger had told her. They might know about your intention to meet with the other viceroys, but not what you would say. Just like they know I’m here, but not what I mean to do. Not the ways I’ve made some changes of my own. 
But the words seemed hollow to Sūn now that she watched her vessel fill. The flow was smooth and orderly because only people who stumbled across the thing could board it. Stranger had told her that in other cities, vessel occupants had been decided in other ways — and yes, there had been rioting and bloodshed as citizens jockeyed for their places. The same wasn’t true of Loulan Mu. In Sūn’s city, the vessel’s existence hadn’t been announced. No one was looking, so it was only discovered by the lucky few who wandered far. A crew of hearty, healthy loners. People who hiked enough to discover something so hidden by chance. 
The ball dropped from Sūn’s hand, striking the rocks underfoot and rolling away, before stopping quite suddenly at the feet of a man in worn sandals, surrounded by his family, holding several fishing rods and a box of lures and hooks.
He retrieved the ball at his feet.
Then he limped forward. 
He handed the ball to Sūn and made a small, polite bow before limping up the gangway with his wife and children behind him. 
Sūn watched the man. He didn’t fit the profile. A fisherman who’d come as if prepared, with rods and tackle and packs on his family’s backs — a fisherman with a pronounced limp who’d have trouble hiking for a few hours at most? 
She gripped the small silver sphere. And as she did, Sūn heard Stranger’s voice as clearly as if he were whispering in her ear. 
They know more than humanity realizes, but they don’t know everything.





Chapter Thirty-Six
“LIZA?”
“I know.” 
“Liza!” 
“I know, Mick! I know, okay!” 
Mick held up the tablet. “No, this is from our man Tad. You know, the oceanographer? He says—” 
Mick’s voice was rushed, urgent, jamming in words before Liza could cut him off. But she was just as rushed, equally urgent, feeling like she barely had the seconds required to rebuke her right-hand man. He was supposed to be helping her finish what needed finishing. The world had enough alarmist assholes, and had since well before Astral Day. 
“That there’s a huge wave coming at us from Antarctica? Because their big ship just melted the goddamned ice cap? Yes, Mick, I know! Okay? Now get the fuck over here, and help me with this!” 
Mick walked obediently toward the desk in their makeshift operations center. The place had the feel of a construction office: a converted trailer floored with cheap carpeting, possibly with company calendars on the walls showing heavy machinery moving dirt, cranes lifting girders. This command center was a bit simpler and starker, but that was mainly because Liza and her staff didn’t need much. Charlize was out front calling cutthroat pairs into a microphone. Jason and Lucy were entering results into the vessel’s passenger manifest just because it seemed right to have one. But really, Liza could have handled this by tossing weapons into a pile and announcing a battle royale. And really, now that the clock was ticking, that’s exactly what she wanted to do.
“How long, Mick?” Liza asked. “How long did Tad say we have before the waves hit?”
“Depending on the melt rate and—”
“Just give me a number. Make a guess.” 
“Hell. Thirty minutes?”
“Thirty minutes?” 
“We’re at the cape of Africa. It’s right there. He says it’ll hit us before the water from the north cap makes its way down here.” 
“I just heard from Jabari, and—”
“I thought we were cut off?” 
“Just a message. She —”
“But once we get to the satellite hookup, all the viceroys can talk for real, right?” 
“I don’t think the meeting will happen. Did you see the feed from Etemenanki and Hanging Pillars? Anders and Cocoves are already on their vessels. I’m not sure about the rest. The Da Vinci Initiate never counted on a fucking Noah’s Ark situation. The dishes are either already underwater or will be soon, and I don’t see how we’ll hook up without them. It’s not like a solar sat-phone is the kind of thing that would fly under the Astral radar.”
“But you said—” 
“I know what I said!” Liza held up a hand, palm out, as if to halt her own panic. She’d been deluding herself, and the only way to keep calm in the face of a killer tsunami’s arrival a half hour from now was to keep on deluding herself at least a little longer. Liza’s rational mind understood that Jabari’s plan had probably fallen apart hours ago, when they’d learned the black ship was hovering above the northern pole. But she still had the Canned Heat cylinder in her pocket even now as if she might be able to open the covert frequency. Even as she yelled at Mick for his stupidity in wanting to believe the same. 
“We thought they might just blow us to bits. Maybe there’d be some flooding. Either way, there’d always be a way to reach the communication points. That’s off now, and I don’t know about you, but I don’t want to try my survival odds in a Cradle submersible. I’d be much happier in the big ship the Astrals gave us for that exact purpose.”
“Which reminds me, Liza. The shipyards …” 
“Forget it, Mick.” 
“But there are hundreds of ships there. Some of them giant. I don’t exactly know how hard it is to drive one of those things, but they must have manuals, right?” 
“I said forget it.” 
“But Liza, half the city or more could probably survive on—”
“Mick! Focus. We only have a half hour. You know the Astrals are guarding the shipyards. You know we can’t just run over there and throw everyone onto freighters.” 
“If we just—”
Liza grabbed Mick by the shoulders. 
“You know I love you. You’re a great person, and you’ve always been a great help to me, and I really appreciate it and always will. You know that, right?” 
“Of … of course, Liza.” 
“Then don’t take it personally when I say this. But if you don’t let it go, I’m going to become a lot more interested in the bonus brackets. Me versus you. Just toss your ass out while I take your spot on the ship. I’ll be drinking Mai Tais on the Lido deck, and you’ll be swimming. You hear me?” 
She’d meant it as a joke and a smile had made its way onto her face, but the smile was too toothy, an inch from earnest. The ticking clock was in her veins, in her blood. Maybe she would toss Mick to the wolves — or sharks — to get this done. She hoped he wouldn’t make her find out. 
“All right, Liza.” 
“They’re guarding the shipping yard. And the docks. That big boat there?” She pointed through the command center window. “That’s the only ride out of town. Now are you with me in getting it filled, or do you want to bang our heads against the wall and end up not finishing our business, leaving even more people to die?” 
“I’m just—”
“Triage, Mick. Like I said. None of this is easy. It’s not like we can
(walk right past them)
fight the Astrals on this.” 
Liza blinked at the intrusive thought, returning her attention to the cutthroat brackets. It’s what the Lightborn children had told her when they’d come to her office. It’s what Liza believed. But even if it was all pomp and circumstance on the Astrals’ part — even if she could disobey, knowing the guards wouldn’t stop her — she wasn’t ready to throw the baby away with the bathwater yet. Maybe the viceroys couldn’t meet on satellite like Jabari planned from the start, and maybe Liza’s plan to expose those chats to the Astrals wouldn’t work out. But there were other ways to show the aliens her loyalty. The end was here, and at least some of humanity was going to survive. There were other ways, if she toed the line, to be their new queen.
“Of course, Liza. What do you need from me?” 
The door to the half office banged open. Charlize stood there, her pretty face puzzled. 
“Viceroy Knight?”
“Yes?”
“The brackets you gave me. They’re supposed to be live and real time, right?” 
“Correct.” 
“So if someone is on here …” She held up her tablet. “It should mean they’re alive right now, not caught up in one of the flash floods or something, that they passed the checkpoint on the way into the square, all that?” 
“That’s what Divinity told me. Why? What’s up?” 
“One of the pairs isn’t responding. We keep calling his name over and over, and there’s nothing. Do we assume he forfeits, and the guy he’s up against gets to stay aboard?”
Liza’s eyes ticked toward the clock. It was 4:21. Seven full minutes had passed since Mick had guessed Roman Sands might only have a half hour left. Her pulse made itself known in the hollow of her throat, and it felt impossible to swallow. But she pushed on, forcing her focus. There was only one way they’d all get through this, and it was one choice at a time.
“Is it a high-profile pairing?” Liza asked. 
Charlize shook her head and looked at her tablet. “Random guy. Carl Nairobi.’”
“Then move on. If he doesn’t show up to challenge his pairing, he loses the slot.” 
“Yes, ma’am.” 
Charlize moved to close the door, but Liza stopped her. 
“Charlize?” 
“Yes, ma’am?” 
“How many more?” 
She looked down. “Fifty?” 
“And how many people are calling pairs?” 
“Ten, ma’am.” 
Ten callers. Ten pairs being decided at a time. That was five or more rounds remaining, and people always hemmed and hawed, soul searched on the whole condemning someone to death while saving themselves issue, walked to the gangway slowly, and generally acted like they didn’t know they were all about to be washed away any minute. Probably because they didn’t, and Liza had no plan to tell them.
“Get Jason calling pairs too. And Tanya. Anyone out there who’s not doing something indispensable. Anyone at all.” 
Surprise — or perhaps alarm — crossed her face. But Charlize simply nodded and closed the door. 
When Liza turned back into the room, she saw Mick at the window, looking south. 
“It’s hard to believe that in twenty minutes this town will be underwater, and everyone will be dead.”
“Come on and help me with this,” Liza said, grabbing his arm. “Carl Nairobi might want to die, but I don’t plan to.”





Chapter Thirty-Seven
CARL NAIROBI DID NOT WANT to die. 
At 4:41 p.m. South Africa Standard Time, Carl’s shitburg rundown sonofabitch Chrysler with the rusted-out front grill and the duct tape half peeling from the crack across the windshield struck the shipyard entrance fence. His eyes trained on the heavy chain and padlock strung through it as his big hands gripped the steering wheel. There was a bobblehead Jesus on the dashboard, and Carl often thought while driving that Jesus was nodding along with his music. This time his shaking made Jesus seem scared enough to hop off the dash and run away. That sounded about right to Carl because he wanted to do the same. Fuck bravery. Fuck being the hero the white man had said Carl tended to be. Right now he wanted to be a coward, get the hell out of Dodge, and hole up with some beers and a good woman. 
Carl hit the fence at exactly 60km per hour, the chain and the fence’s center point squarely lined up in the rearview. But Hollywood seemed to have lied because the chain didn’t break, and the fence didn’t neatly pop open. Instead the big car hit the fence and dragged its gate five or six feet forward, bending it to shit, as the car wrenched to a stop. Luckily, Carl was spared the airbag’s assault. Someone had broken into the Chrysler and stolen them a decade ago. 
“Dammit!” Carl told the empty car, pulling back from the seatbelt’s sting. 
But there were people in the rearview, running straight at his marooned ass. 
Carl climbed out of the car and grabbed his thug bat, nicknamed Motherfucker, from the back. The oncomers — a dozen or so people who didn’t look used to seeing a big black man brandishing a bat like he couldn’t afford a single fuck — skidded to a stop. A few had bats and boards as well, but Carl was pleased to see that the Astrals’ ban had worked on at least these former law abiders. There wasn’t a firearm visible among them. 
“Come on. Step up to the bat, and let’s see what happens.” 
“You a captain?” shouted one of the men.
“The fuck you talkin’ bout?” 
“The shipyard.” The man pointed, keeping his distance. “You going for a ship?” 
“The fuck else you think I’d be here for?” Carl swung the bat in tiny circles, like a pendulum made in Louisville. His arms were tensed, legs positioned to hit a home run. Just let this white man try to throw him back in a box. The days of racism were over in these parts, and Carl had won.
“Can … can we go with you?” 
Carl’s arms relaxed, a little. The bat lowered a hair. His eyes scanned the group. They were a mixed batch, enough that it seemed someone had reached into a big bag of the world’s people and grabbed a handful at random. Beside the man who’d spoken was an unarmed blonde who hadn’t yet moved the hand from her stomach. She was pregnant, and now that Carl looked closer, there was a kid hiding behind her.
Before Carl could answer, there was a low hum that set his neck hair on end. He’d heard it before, over and over, and it was never a good thing. 
A silver Astral shuttle came around one side of the shipyard fence. Then another circled from the other side. Walking beside the shuttles, as if escorting them, were Titans — two on Carl’s right, three on his left. There were no Reptars, but the Titans had those giant weapons they only carried when they meant business. That and the shuttles did nothing to relax Carl’s tension. Used to be, Titans wouldn’t touch you. That changed a few years back. Now — at least in Carl’s experience, in Roman Sands — they tended to shoot first and ask questions later, just like human police. 
This was the sort of situation where Carl figured he was supposed to raise his hands. But then again, fuck that. He’d driven here because although he was willing to do as Stranger asked and not participate in the cutthroat competition for passage on the vessel, he sure as hell didn’t plan to sit home and drown. All boats floated, and the shipyard had plenty under lock and key. He’d come here intending to break through the locks and steal the keys necessary to keep his ass above water, and he wasn’t about to surrender now. 
Let them shoot him if they wanted. He’d driven through several flooded areas on the way over, and if what he’d heard about the aliens melting Santa’s crib were true, it was about to get a lot wetter real soon. He could die now or take a chance of dying later. Desperate times, as the expression went, called for a man to stop giving a shit. 
“You wanna shoot me, just do it in the chest. My mamma gonna want an open casket.” 
The Titans didn’t raise their weapons. They marched slowly forward, shuttles hovering and humming along between them. 
“I ain’t going with you. Don’t even try.” 
The group of people hadn’t retreated. Carl could see nervous glances from several members, trading time between looking in Carl’s direction and looking back, behind a rise where Carl couldn’t see. There must be more Astrals behind, coming to surround them.
The aliens didn’t advance, or level their weapons. Instead the Titans acted as they used to: staring mildly as if politely amused. The shuttles didn’t open or shift in any way Carl could see. 
He lowered the bat. Let it hang near his side, ready if needed. His eyes moved to the fence. His Chrysler had wedged it up enough to crawl under — something he’d already have done if the ET patrol hadn’t shown up first. 
“You ain’t gonna stop me from going in there.” 
The nearest Titan smiled. 
“I ain’t gonna do your stupid contest. Ain’t nothing worth that.” 
The first Titan looked at the next; both of them nodded like idiots. 
Carl kept his eye on the Titans. Approached the fence. And when the Titans and shuttles still didn’t move, he got to his knees, ready to spring if given a reason.
The man who’d spoken earlier was staring at Carl, a question in his eyes. Carl nodded, flicking his attention to the flanking aliens. Then the group came forward, and as they moved down the ramp toward the gate, the invisible third Astral contingent followed at a distance.
The man reached Carl.
“My name is Lawrence.” 
“Fuck if I care!” 
“Why aren’t they stopping us?” 
“Who cares? Get in there if you wanna get.” 
So the group made its way under the wedged-up fence while Carl waited with a wary eye on the Astrals. When they were all through, he ducked under, moving backward, and pushed the group back, retreating. 
There was a sound from Carl’s rear. He turned and saw something that definitely would have made Dashboard Jesus jump and jive: The line of the ocean was much higher than it should be — much closer to the sun. 
“We gotta hurry,” he said. 
Lawrence looked where Carl had been looking, then several others in the group did the same. There were gasps as they realized what they were seeing: an ocean swell tall enough to swallow half the country.
Lawrence pointed. There was a small, apparently noncommercial slip off to the right. Docked there were several pleasure cruisers and fishing boats, none of which should be much harder to operate than a car. 
Carl looked away then ran toward the commercial — behemoths that were like small towns more than vehicles. 
“Hey! Hey!” Lawrence shouted from behind him. For a second Carl thought he might be on his own again, then the man decided he’d rather not go it alone and gave chase. The woman, the kid, and the rest of the group followed. 
“This?” Lawrence looked up at the ship Carl was crossing a gangway to board. The huge ship. He was looking at it as if only seeing the thing’s unwieldiness, but to Carl — who’d never been on open water and wasn’t looking forward to doing it now — saw only practicality. They could try a yacht and live in luxury, or board something meant to survive the open ocean — maybe something that, if they were lucky, came standard with stocked cabinets and freezers, made to serve hundreds of people for weeks. 
Carl didn’t answer, uncaring if they came or not. 
“Can you drive a boat?” Lawrence asked, scampering along behind him. 
Carl didn’t answer until the entire group was aboard and the door was closed behind them, the watertight wheel already spun. 
“I guess we’ll find out,” he said. 





Chapter Thirty-Eight
THE RIVER SURGED UPWARD. Piper, with one foot in the sub, faltered. She almost fell, but Meyer caught her. She gave him a thankful look and was about to say the same, but a loud shout from the south grabbed her attention. Piper turned to see something that, at first, knocked her sense of equilibrium out of kilter: They were all soaking wet, climbing into tiny submarines they didn’t know how to use, without yet knowing where they were going. And now there were rows and rows of people on the opposite bank, painted blue and red and black and purple. Someone had shouted, audible even over the downpour. Even as hard as it was to see them (only the slightly abated rain and their colors made it possible), every one seemed ready to spring forth, bellowing, coming hard. 
Menace, in multiple human forms. 
“Get inside,” Meyer said, looking back. 
“The cannibals,” Piper said. 
“Get inside. Leave me if you have to.”
Piper was about to protest, but Meyer shoved her roughly downward, through the hatch. The interior space wasn’t as cramped as she’d feared — utilitarian but well lit as Peers managed to spin up the power from the front, surfaces padded in what almost looked like tan-colored acoustic paneling. There was a bench along each side and a circular hole in the floor that looked like it might be home to the supporting post of an easy to stow, temporary table. There were strapped-down cabinets along the top like airplane overhead compartments that Piper assumed (and dearly hoped) were full of food.
There were portholes along the outside. She pressed her face to one, noting the glass’s thickness. The thing, as Piper understood it, wasn’t a true submarine designed for depth. It was more like a boat meant to skim just under the water as much as on top of it — and, if she’d read things right, could float topside where the river got shallow. But the portholes still meant business, and seeing how thick they were gave her a creeping sense of claustrophobia. 
Meyer and Kindred were still outside. Peers was in the nose, monkeying with controls, oblivious to the newcomers’ arrival. Lila was beside Piper at the next porthole, her presence more felt than seen.
“Are those … ?” Lila trailed off. 
“I guess they followed us. Got tired of staring at the big ship.” 
“Or maybe they saw the broadcasts, too. Maybe they know what’s coming.” 
And although Piper didn’t want to say so, she tended to agree. When they’d approached Ember Flats the first time, the cannibal crews had chased them almost like sport. This time, she could see method to their colorful madness. They seemed to be lined up almost like allies: hundreds of warriors meaning to pull the sub’s occupants into the open first then turn to the task of deciding who’d replace them in the lifeboats after. 
The cannibals knew the flood was coming, all right. Many of the other capitals had already been hit, and Ember Flats was living its final hours on borrowed time. 
Meyer and Kindred stood in front of the sub, hands defensively raised. The clans were moving in an orderly fashion toward the line Meyer had pulled across the river, already grabbing at the big piece of sheet metal to climb aboard as a pull-along ferry. 
“Close the hatch, Piper.” She heard Meyer’s words as if through a pipe, coming down from above. 
She moved away from the porthole and poked her head topside. Something shot past her and struck the metal, making her duck. The sub lurched upward again, harder than it had moments before. Piper, feeling dizzied, poked her head back up and looked north, toward the surge, and saw a torrent of water coming from the Nile’s gaping mouth. 
“Close the hatch!” 
“The flood is coming, Meyer! Get inside!” 
Something else flew past Piper’s head, milliseconds after barely missing Kindred. It was a spear. Some of the clans had fashioned them, just as others brandished knives. More were poised to throw, their arms back like tensed slingshots. Their clan vehicles were just behind, and only the river held them in check. 
“Meyer! Kindred!”
Sounds from behind. From the other bank. 
Piper turned and saw more of them behind her, engines idling, shouts and motors beaten down by the rain. 
“Get inside, and close the fucking hatch, Piper! Go without us!” 
The cannibals began to cheer and shout. 
The onslaught came.





Chapter Thirty-Nine
CLARA’S IDEA crumbled the instant she had it, and the panic began. 
Just as she and the others were moving forward, something seemed to crash on the outskirts of town. Rain slowed, and a new surge entered the square, carrying debris — and bodies. Several people screamed, but most didn’t even see the dead people floating in. Their attention was on a big screen at one end of the square that the Astrals and viceroy used to project news or magnify the faces of speakers on the platform, and as the town watched, it changed to show cities Clara had never seen and now knew only from the banners at the bottom.
El Dorado Lea, Peru. Underwater, civilization’s remains turned to floating detritus, humans clinging to whatever they could, screaming for help that would never come.
Etemenanki Sprawl, Iceland. There was literally nothing visible above water during the brief clip other than a single mountain peak: just wave after wave battering its shores as people shuffled worriedly about at its top, water eroding rock at its enormous base, trying its best to knock away the last of what remained. 
Avalon Downs, Iraq. This one was equally flooded, with one macabre addition: Astral shuttles flying above, shooting lifeboats from the water. The Lightborn watched, feeling a sickening drop inside as beams struck and each ship exploded in splinters and blood, as each death seemed to erase someone from their internal equations — gone, as Clara nearly met their eyes onscreen, from the collective unconsciousness. 
“Wait,” said one of the adults near the group of children. “If that’s Iraq and it’s already underwater, isn’t that about the same latitude as—” 
A horrible wrenching of rending metal screeched through the square like a living thing in pain. There was a distant explosion, possibly an implosion. And in the abating rain, a lesser but much more frightening sound grew dominant: the immense rush of oncoming water. 
“Hurry!” Clara shouted to the Lightborn.
And as she led the group, only half caring if they followed, Clara thought: So much for the plan. So much for Mara’s lottery and ensuring that only the best and brightest made the vessel’s manifest. So much for subtlety and the need to find a way onto the ships in the name of the greatest good.
They rushed forward, stopped short by a human wall made of muscle and fat and bone and unyielding backs. Nobody in Ember Flats seemed to care about decorum, or about the children prying and pressing at their backs. There was only their own survival and those of their children, clamped fast at their fronts like belongings. The Lightborn had homes and mothers and fathers, of course, but based on what Clara had seen inside their minds, those old ties were so far abandoned that they might not have existed. Logan and Nick and Ella and Cheever and the others might have once had parents in the crowd to protect them, but they would never find them now. 
Josh, the big kid who’d been so near panic, was ripping and clawing at the people in front of him, his fear a red-hot presence in Clara’s mind. Others were doing the same. There was the hive, and then the individual. 
Clara forced herself to breathe. To press something cool and quiet into the Lightborn mind. In her internal vision it was blue-green and viscous, like aloe smeared atop a burn. 
In the chaos, minds turned to her. Panic eased. 
Around the back. 
Water came fast. Clara chanced a look behind her as she led others to the side, away from the gangplank and Mara’s gatekeepers — away from the shoving throngs reduced to the monkey brain’s animal needs — and saw it come as rounded surges like the waves in a water park pool. It squeezed between Ember Flats’s curious old-new buildings, stone, glass, and wood finding harmony in the city that was so recently desert. Astral glass didn’t crack, but wood did, and stone beneath crumbled as debris struck it. Even as far forward as Clara and the others were, the mostly-filtered water struck and shoved them into each other, jostling like bobbing corks. The wave passed, and Clara found it had reached her armpits. It was no longer walk and wade. Now it was push or swim. 
Inside her mind, the cool aloe pacifier bubbled as the panic beneath threatened to boil. 
There’s a cargo hold. Around the back. Just keep moving. 
And someone thought, How do you know? We’re moving away from the entrance!
But they’d never make it through the entrance, properly, up the gangplank. Water was coming hard, but there were still minutes on the clock, and Mara’s people were still in front, holding hurried court, seemingly intent on properly loading the vessel before it was forced from its moorings. Many of the Astrals had lifted off in their shuttles, buzzing over the water in the square. Clara watched, rationally understanding they still meant only to assist the orderly loading of the boat, irrationally certain at the same time that they’d turn on the citizens and blast them to ash. Visions from the screen were on her mind, of Avalon Downs and the target practice there. 
What’s the difference between there and here? she wondered. And the difference, she decided, was time. In ten minutes, Ember Flats might be like Avalon — if too many people took to unsanctioned rescue vessels, insistent on saving themselves in unapproved ways.
They’re going to kill us all, someone said. 
Just keep moving. 
Clara could feel them behind her. She felt their hesitancy, wanted to leave without them if they chose to stay and drown. But this wasn’t about saving their lives. She understood that now. The man in boots wasn’t here, but she could hear him as though he was. And in that way, his ghost kept whispering in her ear: 
The children are the tinder. But you are the spark. 
Soon there would only be a few humans left — millions still, but a handful for an empty and flooded globe.
Those who remained would be disproportionately children because they were the future. 
And if the Lightborn weren’t around to light them up, the future’s children would remain … only that. 
Around the vessel’s back, away from the crowds, not at all away from the rising water. 
Clara moved to her tiptoes. Some of the smaller children were swimming, fighting the current. Bigger kids had taken those who couldn’t swim — some tottering on unstable backs, some merely clinging, treading water as they held tight with one arm. They pushed forward, into a protected pool behind a stack of crates beginning to lift up and float away. Once at the rear, the shouting grew hushed. The water’s surge waned, and they found themselves in a still pool that had become a flood’s version of stagnant: cluttered with everything floatable that had previously lined the streets. It was filthy, clotted with garbage, topped in places with the rainbow slicks of unknown oils. 
“Gross,” said Ella, treading along at Clara’s side, dodging something that looked like a sock.
Beyond the great vessel, there was a long, low crumbling. Screams chased the sound like an aftertaste.
“There’s nothing back here, Clara,” Logan said. “Maybe we should … you know … try to find our own boat.” 
But inside his mind, she saw only death. Logan wasn’t a fool. They wouldn’t allow any boats to survive, even if the Lightborn could find one. Which they couldn’t because water kept surging, bringing the level nearly to Clara’s chin, lifting her like a tall slat of balsa wood on her scrabbling toes. 
“We have to get on. We have to!” 
“That’s what everyone feels, Clara. Maybe it’s not meant to happen. Maybe we should just accept that …” 
He sighed, half shrugged, and gave Clara a frown that looked like the one Cameron used to give when he said, Shit happens.
He didn’t understand. She wanted to shout at his idiocy, but that was only frustration. Logan meant the best but didn’t see that his best wasn’t good enough, and that if they stayed behind to let others have room on the boat, they were merely condemning them.
There was a loud commotion from the boat’s far side. Clara heard bodies shuffle and strikes clang on wood or metal. There was a gunshot: Someone had kept an illegal firearm and was now using it as an ace. Then there were screams, more clangs, and a heavier shuffle. Finally there was the brief, businesslike pfft sound of an Astral weapon discharging. 
More screams. 
Then mutters and the soft sounds of sobbing, the trudging of feet. 
“We can get in through the cargo hatch.” 
“What hatch, Clara!” It came out as an exasperated sigh rather than a question. 
Something broke in the distance. Something fell. There was another bang, but this one more like an explosion than a shot. Water surged, making the junk behind the vessel rise, sickening Clara with its filthy presence so near her face.
Clara’s eyes scanned the vessel’s smooth, metallic hull. Nothing else would get loaded. But Logan was right: there was no hatch to the rear. She’d been so certain. This was the only way to do as the man in boots had told her. Had told them all, Clara thought in frustration, if the other Lightborn would only look back to their shared vision and listen. 
Not just the Lightborn in Ember Flats. 
Every Lightborn child, everywhere. 
A great surge tore through the square. Clara sensed it before she felt it, then experienced it before she saw it. The vessel creaked on its big base, the scaffolding holding it upright creaking like a tree in high wind. Her feet left the ground for the last time, and they all found themselves swimming as the waves rose and fell, fighting the current, gasping to stay above the surface. 
With a mighty groan, something snapped like a twig, and the vessel drifted toward them, its enormous side leaning over as the thing’s supports broke, the water not yet quite high enough to support it. But that lasted only seconds, then another wave came. This time Clara could see buildings in Ember Flats succumb and fall as the water lifted her higher. The ship settled in, now a giant bobber, its smooth sides offering no purchase. On the far side, people screamed and shouted and splashed — Clara heard a long and low grating that must be the gangplank being retracted. 
To the north, water came. The next swell toppled the church tower and the library’s western spire, red bricks hitting the waves and vanishing. Then water took the gymnasium dome and the white stone buildings where the government had made its home. 
She looked up at the vessel’s side, couldn’t look at the children behind her, whom she’d led around to the back, away from the entrance, to drown. 
They were going to die. 
But then an aperture opened in the vessel’s side, just above the waterline. No hatch, only a hole, born from nowhere. 
One by one, they swam over, clambered up, and climbed in. Within minutes all the Lightborn found themselves inside the big ship’s guts, wedging feet against down-arcing support members to keep from sliding to the pinched space at the bottom of the thing’s long keel, below the cargo hold. 
The hole closed.
The dark that came next, made worse by the ship’s sickening sway in the rising water, nearly stopped her heart. She felt around blindly, groping for the hatch, unsure why. Was it so terrifying in this rocking, lightless space that she meant to open the door and jump back out into the flood?
But she couldn’t find the door’s edges because the door wasn’t there. 
A hand somehow found Clara’s in the darkness. 
I’m scared, said Ella. 
Said — in feelings if not in words — every member of the collective. 
Clara realized that they were no longer looking to Logan as their leader. She had somehow led them here. And it was Clara, if anyone, who’d know what to do next. 
But Clara was scared, too. 
Something hopped into her other hand. Small. Heavy. Warm. It had the feeling of a small animal climbing into her palm, but for some reason Clara didn’t flinch. It was already giving her the comfort that Ella wanted from Clara. A comforting presence. Something she didn’t try to understand, because confused comfort was better than raw-edged terror. 
Clara closed her hand on the thing. 
It felt like a small, smooth sphere, about the size of a golf ball.





Chapter Forty
MEYER WAS ABOUT to climb up and slam the submersible door — knocking Piper out to keep her from preventing it, if he had to — when he heard the sounds. 
The cannibals seemed to hear it, too, even over their shouting and deafening engines. A one-two punch, two events in seconds. They shouted; they drove forward and they ran; they threw their spears and brandished their blades. But almost immediately afterward there came the cacophonous riot of a levy breaking, like the roar of an oncoming train. 
They all looked up, assaulted and assaulters alike. And when they saw it, the chase stopped mattering. Reaching the sub was all that mattered in the world. 
“Meyer!” Piper shouted. 
His paralysis wouldn’t have broken in time. It happened too fast. But then Kindred was against him, shoving Meyer like stubborn luggage, pushing him against the submersible’s side, up the short length of ladder. Only a few seconds had passed, but no human seeing what they saw could have moved before the shock became fear became flight because fight wasn’t possible. 
But Kindred wasn’t human.
“Move!”
No hesitation. No pause. No shock, just logical recognition. The space between Kindred and Meyer’s decision to board the sub after all (the others soon wouldn’t need defending) and the cannibals’ decision to give chase was only a second or two at most, but it was enough. 
Piper grabbed Meyer at the shoulders and pulled hard, inverting him as he made his way inside, dropping him headfirst to the deck. Kindred followed, trying to climb in properly, finding himself unable as the clans turned and came at them. They almost had him; Kindred tried to kick one in the face, and the green-painted man grabbed it. But then Piper had his other leg, dragging him down, almost racking his head. Kindred got his leg free and kicked hard, the man’s nose splintering underfoot like the crunch of a smashed cockroach.
Peers was at one of the portholes, gaping out. And he said, “Oh, fuuuu—”
Water hit them, and the submersible, meant for calm exploration, took off like a rocket. In an instant their pursuers were gone and had become their own problem while Meyer, Kindred, Peers, Piper, Lila, and even the big obedient dog faced a new one. 
They were weightless, turning end for end in the water. Meyer felt the sub hitch and jerk sideways as they struck something, hearing a crack that he hoped wasn’t vital. But it could have been anything. There was — or there had been — an array of delicate-looking instruments to the sub’s stern. They could be for communication; they could be for navigation; they could be for their goddamned air for all anyone in the sub knew. Whatever they were, Meyer hoped they weren’t essential to survival. Because Piper had already shouted that they had a bevy of supplies including food, but he doubted even a bonus cache of phones would let them talk to anyone if an antenna was supposed to be necessary. 
He couldn’t get his bearings enough to be sick. For a long time, the world was just limbs and equipment and the sub’s padding-wrapped surfaces. And thank God for those; Meyer was only dimly aware as they rolled of striking one and then another like balls in a hopper. He felt a sharp but not particularly painful bang to his temple; it felt like pressure and confusion. One leg was caught in something he thought might be a bunk, and in the space of a long second he had time to wonder if it’d stay trapped and break as the sub whipped around. 
An endless time later the chaos stopped, and Meyer found himself on the floor, staring into a pool of vomit that was probably his own. He wasn’t alone; Piper and Peers were both retching in the corner. The air inside was hot; it smelled like acid and burning and adrenaline. He hadn’t yet found his equilibrium; he nearly fell as he stood. His head hurt. He seemed to recall smashing it on something. Although he didn’t have it as bad as Peers — the man was bleeding from both mouth and nose. Piper was shaking out one arm, bending it, seeming to wonder if it was broken. Lila was caked with blood. 
“Is everyone okay?” Piper asked. 
Mumbles filled the sub. 
“Answer me!” She exhaled, seeming to gather herself. “Lila.”
“I feel sick.”
“Anything broken?” 
“I don’t know.”
“Meyer?” 
“I hit my head. But I think I’m okay.” 
“Peers? Are you … ?” She looked him over, watching his face smear with blood as he tried to wipe it away, the flow not stopping.
“I bit my tug,” he mumbled, barely comprehensible. “And I hit my node.” He nodded as if trying to convince himself. “I’d be okay,” he flubbed. 
“Kindred?” 
“I think we’re all okay, Piper,” Meyer said. 
Nocturne barked as if in support. He looked unharmed, and Meyer noticed he’d somehow become tangled in blankets. Built-in doggie bed and shock-absorption system all in one. 
“Kindred?” 
“He’s okay, Piper. We’re all okay.” 
Piper turned to Meyer. 
“You sure you’re fine?” 
“Yes.” 
“Absolutely certain?” 
“Yes.” 
Piper slapped him very hard. His skin stung. 
“I told you to get on the sub. I told you.” 
Meyer rubbed the spot, meeting her glare. “Someone had to keep them from getting to you before you could launch.” 
“How did that work out?” 
“I don’t know. Have you been eaten?” 
“Fuck you, Meyer. You don’t always know best. You don’t always need to think of yourself!” 
“I was trying to help you!” 
“We couldn’t leave without you! Don’t you get that?” 
“If you weren’t so goddamn stubborn, you sure should have. You’d have been screwed if that wave hadn’t come. It was supposed to be the difference between three of you surviving instead of none of us.” That made Meyer wonder, and his eyes went to the porthole to see what the surface looked like and where they’d ended up.
“No, I mean …” She sighed. “Tell him, Peers.” 
Peers turned around, said nothing, and threw up in the corner. 
“You survive,” Piper said. 
“Thank you.” 
“No. You don’t understand. You survive. At least one of you, anyway.” She looked at Kindred, rubbing his arm. “Peers was telling us. The Mullah know all about this. It’s happened over and over.” 
“Good for the Mullah.” 
Piper looked like she might hit him again. She was that furious, and Meyer didn’t understand why. 
“You survive. No matter what, Meyer Dempsey makes it. Do you understand? If you want to protect us, stay with us. Then maybe we’ll survive, too.” 
Meyer didn’t understand. He survived? What kind of nonsense proclamation was that? What loose balls in his usually kooky wife had recent events finally knocked loose? 
He opened his mouth but had no idea what to say. Should he apologize for some weird metaphysical discourtesy? Should he ask questions? She was speaking about it all as if it should be obvious, but she’d been doing the same since Cameron died. Maybe she’d finally tipped. Or maybe — and this, he didn’t like to consider — she was right, and he’d almost done something terribly wrong and nearly killed them all. 
Except for himself and possibly Kindred, of course. Because he survived. 
“Piper …” 
“Hody sit,” Peers said, speaking around his wounded tongue. “Look ad dis.” 
Piper gave him a final glance then moved to the portal. 
Meyer put his face to the thick glass. They were bobbing along the surface of what looked like an endless ocean. He couldn’t see the dock or inlet. Only water, as far as the eye could see.
“Bad news,” said Kindred from behind them. “We’ve got no power. None at all.” Meyer turned. Kindred flicked the caged light ahead, somehow intact, lit up like a contradiction. “These seem to be solar. But that’s all we have.” 
Meyer moved to the sub’s center, tested its stability by rocking back and forth while grasping the ladder, and then, satisfied that he wouldn’t tip them, reached up to open the hatch. Once up, Meyer realized he could see some features invisible from below: one of the other subs, presumably vacant, off in one of the otherwise featureless directions. In the other, a distant mountain that remained above water. And worlds of debris. 
On the sub’s rear was a sheared-away stub of metal: the communications/navigation/whatever array, broken off as anticipated. 
“Bad news, Piper,” he said, surveying the open water. “I think Plan A to hook up with the other viceroys is off the table.” 
Nobody answered. 
“Piper?” 
Then her voice came up, quiet and tentative.
“Meyer? What’s this?”





Chapter Forty-One
THE WAVE HIT WITHOUT MERCY. 
Carl watched it bombard the bridge’s right side window. The ship was titanic, meant for hauling something — Carl had no idea what — across the open sea. He barely had a clue how to enter the thing, let alone find the steering wheel, or have any clue what it did beyond moving left and right. Carl couldn’t swim, had never been on a boat, and was frankly more terrified of open water than aliens eating his brain. That’s why facing the Titans and shuttles at the gate had felt so easy. If they killed him and all the folks who’d run along behind him, so what? 
But now Carl was reminded of why this had been such a terrible idea. 
The system of docks at the port was long and complex. Here, where the oceangoing vessels were harbored, docks were sprawling concrete piers. But out on a jut were smaller concrete piers, wooden piers, and a spider’s web of dinky slips for rich people’s pleasure craft and indigents’ fishing skiffs. 
Carl watched the wave as it propagated toward them, seeing it crest, ripping the everyman’s piers from the bottom like tearing carpet from the floor. Wood broke apart like a house of matchsticks. Time froze as Carl watched in horror, as Lawrence and the lady that might be his wife stood just behind as if they thought he could protect them. He watched the water rise from flooded but mostly flat to a ski slope, pulling pillars from the inlet’s bed like rotten teeth. The boats came with it. They looked like a giant’s bathtub toys, then the wave rolled and crashed, its sound like a bomb. 
“Jeeeeezuuus …” said someone behind him. 
Carl gripped a chrome handle on the control panel. He hadn’t commandeered this freighter because he planned to explore the world’s wet corners. He’d taken it because it could float. And sure, plenty of shit could stay buoyant, but this toy might be big enough to come up top after a wave that size ripped the —
“Oh, motherfucker!” Carl blurted.
The thought struck him like a punch to the face. He let go of the dash and took a half step toward the bridge door before realizing it was too late to de-dock the ship or whatever the shit captains called it when they untied the big ropes and prepared to hit the open sea for a few months of scurvy and sodomy. They’d passed the lines on their mad dash up the ramp to the first of the sealable doors, and those lines had looked as thick as Carl’s upper arms, fastened to cleats the size of small automobiles, bolted to the concrete. He hadn’t a clue what they were tied to on the ship’s side, but the time to analyze and care was long gone. They were about to find out what happened when an unstoppable force hit an immovable object. 
Lawrence looked over. 
“What? What is it?” 
The wave killed the need to answer. It rolled the moored ship hard, the impact that might have shattered the bridge windows thankfully dispersed as the wave’s angle flattened. Carl and his prisoners of misfortune slid halfway down the floor toward the left (port, his mind corrected, unsure how he even knew) of the high-up room before the big dock lines caught with the feel of an enormous dog running into the end of his leash. The ship shuddered, unknown tons of floating metal waging war with the bolts or ropes or whatever else held them in place. Carl lost his footing and crashed to the deck, finding himself suddenly tangled in some white guy’s bare lower legs and running shoes. The pregnant woman landed on her back and, sliding, half crotch-planted against the support pole of a high stool. Carl cringed in spite of the chaos. Good thing that kid inside her hadn’t stuck his head out to see what the fuck was happening in the crazy outside world. 
Then the leash snapped them back to more or less upright, the first wave passing, everything apparently still in place. Carl heard a tremendous groan. He imagined a massive section of metal shearing away from their ark’s side as water fought bolts, dooming them.
“It’s okay,” said an older man in jeans, maybe fifty-five, with a midnight-black beard. “It’s okay, we’re still—”
As the ship rolled back to center, they leered back in the other direction, now on the secondary wave’s downside, the metal sides of the freighter sounding like they were raking lines in the concrete. Weren’t there bumpers out there? Carl thought it crazily as the man with the beard quit yammering, his eyes like saucers of milk with chocolate drops in the middle.  
The second wave hit, this one cresting instead of rising. It caught them in its surfer’s sweet spot, and for long moments as women screamed and men screamed like women, Carl was certain they’d somehow ended up underwater. This was it. This was the flood, and it had happened in half a minute. The water had risen two hundred feet, and here they were, lassoed to the bottom in an undersea prison. 
But then the water rolled over the top and the ship swayed and jerked just as hard, toppling the few people fool enough to try and stand between volleys. They were still on the surface. 
But a quick glimpse — all Carl could manage as the horizon dipped and dove, as his footing and stomach lurched in tandem — proved the other docks gone, like the marina they’d seen farther down, and all of the land, everywhere. 
The freighter was leaning into the next wave, no longer upright between swells. The ropes were still in place, holding them taut to a pier that was now underwater. They were on their side, about to be swamped. 
The people around him were skidding on the slanted wet floor, clinging to whatever they could as the ship struggled to right itself, fighting its moorings. 
“We need to get lower,” Lawrence said. “We’re still—”
The long, low, tortured sound of bending metal grew from the ship’s side like a machine winding up. Lawrence stopped his lips, looking at Carl. Carl wanted to shout at him but saw the next wave coming and gestured in a way that was supposed to mean Hang the fuck on or die. He opened his mouth to shout in case none of them saw the approaching wall of water, as they leaned right into it, but then it came and the sound of metal crested and popped like a thousand shotguns blasting in tandem. A fresh shudder ran through the floor and walls and the handles under Carl’s fist, then the ship lurched in one violent arc to the opposite side, now rolling with the water. Then the roll arrested, and Carl realized that only one of the lines or cleats must have busted and the other was still there. The wave, instead of rolling, swung them hard, wrenching and grating as the ship’s bottom struck God knew what underwater that had so recently been above it, the whole works canting, stuttering and digging for purchase.
As they settled with the bow 30 degrees into the wave, with the horizon 30 degrees from normal ahead, water came like a dam breaking, and the front windows finally did crack and shatter from their seals at the sides and corners. Water flowed in like a fire hose, and the floor became a skating rink, filling from the bottom, flooding trapped in by the watertight doors, the whole thing like unfunny slapstick as they fell and half swam and coughed and gagged and fought for air as it filled with spray. 
With a lurch, the final mooring gave way. There was another tremendous racket, and after freeing its bonds the freighter bobbed upward like a cork held underwater, overcorrecting and tossing them all from their feet and scrambling knees in a half second of weightlessness. 
Another great splash of water. 
Another great lurch, and then another. Carl found his feet between them and was tossed down hard, on the meaty side of his right leg, muscle striking something on the deck, mashing between floor and meat with the force of a bullet. 
More water. More bobbing. More tossed horizon, and in the chaos Carl heard someone vomiting. 
Then another wave, smaller this time. 
Another lurch. 
But the worst was over, and the rest was ending. If their violent departure from the pier had put a hole in their side, it was a slow one. They seemed not upright and level, the chaotic rising sea now more like the surf in a small storm. 
After a few more minutes of tossing, the world seemed to still, and Carl lifted his head from crossed arms, his face wet and dripping, clothes soaked. He found his feet, smarting at whatever blunt protrusion had slammed into his thigh. He looked down, found his pants still in one piece, no blood apparent. But it hurt like a beaten whore, and he was going to have a motherfucker of a bruise. 
But to be alive? That was something. 
Carl stood. Slowly, the others around him — battered and shocked, but seemingly unhurt — stood to join him. 
They looked toward what used to be the shore. 
But as far as Carl could see on what he thought must be the northern horizon, South Africa was gone. Floating debris was the only thing left. Other freighters had come untethered and floated around them like a child’s game of Battleship.
The man who’d shouted when it started pointed through the window and yelled, “Look!” 
Carl did, along with the others. They saw battered-but-alive people on the nearest ship, and the one a bit farther on. There were many boats between their freighter and the large thing in the far distance that had to be the Astral vessel, safely off and upright, and on each, Carl saw survivors who’d thought ahead. Or who’d got lucky. 
Then he heard a buzzing. 
A crackle of electricity. 
And a small explosion, followed by screams. 
They ran to the far side of the bridge, toward the sounds, and again Carl struck a console and felt that same blunt pain wallop his bruising thigh. He winced but didn’t feel it for long; his attention was stolen as they all watched a shuttle settle over another of the surviving ships. 
An energy blast. 
A rain of twisted metal.
And then the shuttle moved on to pick off its next target.
They watched as one by one, shuttles cleared the world of unauthorized survivors. 
Carl couldn’t speak, could only watch it happen. His hand rubbed his chin. His fingers clutched unknown controls on the unpowered freighter’s panel. He touched his leg where it hurt. 
There was something in his loose pants pocket. Something big that explained why it had hurt so much when he’d hit the deck. Whatever was in there had slammed hard into his leg.
The shuttles, now moving systematically across the lawn of survivors in a coordinated group, picked off more. And more. And more. 
Then two of them turned to the freighter. Came closer. And closer. The shuttle’s humming engines set Carl’s neck hairs on end. They all watched as the things came to them broadside, hovering, electricity in the air, charging their weapons. 
Carl’s hand touched the object in his pocket. It was like a ping-pong ball but harder — smooth and almost powdery, like fine brushed aluminum. He pulled it out and saw it was the ball the man had given him — the strange magician who’d told Carl not to try the cutthroat, but to survive another way. 
Carl looked at the shuttles. Felt the gathering charge. Waited for death. 
The ball warmed in his hand. 
The shuttles seemed to power down, then made small, searching circles in the air.
The shuttles moved away.
And went about clearing the rest of the surviving ships, leaving their freighter alone. 





Chapter Forty-Two
BETWEEN THE BLONDE and Sadeem was a sort of projection he’d never seen. The closest was something one of the Mullah Elders had shown him after too much wine: an artifact said to have been left behind by the Horsemen —something that would, if you touched it, pull you into a sensory-immersive memory. This effect was similar but more distant. Sadeem, watching the scenes, didn’t just see the world rendered in three dimensions like a hologram. It was more like he’d been there. 
Or maybe that was simple human empathy. Watching the ships capsize in Hanging Pillars and then seeing the sharks take the swimmers had sickened his stomach as accurately as if he’d witnessed the blood firsthand. And that fit because he’d see it firsthand forever, in his dreams. 
The projection ended. A soft blue circle of light appeared in the center of the all-white floor. It faded slowly, then the room was again featureless, disorienting as a stroll through nothing. 
Eternity turned toward Sadeem. “It is done.”
“How long will the flooding last?” 
“In the past the cleansing phase has lasted forty days.” 
“And forty nights?” 
Eternity looked at him as if he were an idiot.
“And then you will leave.” 
The woman nodded. 
“Why?” 
“Because it is not our purpose to be humanity’s stewards. You will be granted another epoch, and when you feel you are ready, we shall return.”
Sadeem wanted to press on and ask more but got the impression that there would be time for that before the Astrals left Earth alone to try again — apparently forty days and nights to ask Eternity questions. Seemed that some facts and figures could indeed survive a few thousand years of telephone without distortion. 
“So now we wait.” 
“The cleansing will continue. But yes. You will wait.” 
“Continue?” 
Sadeem waited for the woman’s curious gaze to depart. She knew he was Mullah and might be able to read his mind, but Sadeem wasn’t a Temple Elder. Perhaps the scrolls had survived somewhere — hell, maybe the Astrals even had their own copy from the last intergalactic contract-signing. But Sadeem wasn’t senior enough to have read them. He didn’t know all she was assuming, and wasn’t entirely sure he wanted to.
“The human population remains excessive. We estimate your race still numbers in the hundreds of millions.”
“It used to be in the billions.” 
Eternity was unfazed. “The cleansing is not complete until the proper seed number has been achieved. Your species requires a diverse gene pool for a new epoch, but not one so broad-branching that it introduces variables we cannot control for.” 
Sadeem wasn’t entirely sure what that meant.
“Optimal target population is an order of magnitude less than is current.” 
“You’re going to reduce us to tens of millions? You’re going to kill another 90 percent?” 
The woman ignored him. It wasn’t an air of blatant snubbing — more that she seemed to feel this was unworthy of discussion. A bit of 101-level information obvious to even the dumbest person accustomed to apocalyptic resets. 
“The Mullah will remain our contacts. You will be the first Elder.” 
“I’m not an Elder.” 
“You are now. The location of your previous portal is submerged, and the connection to the old portal has been severed. There has been no contact from those whose energy we have experienced before. We believe they have perished. We will help you establish a new portal once the waters recede and will shuttle your tribe’s remainders to the new location, for you to lead.”
“You killed off the other Elders?” The thought was chilling. Sadeem was a respected man in the Mullah order — knowledgeable for sure, a thought-leader without question. It was Sadeem who’d argued most vehemently that the Lightborn were worthy of exploration; Sadeem who, when an unexpected opportunity had presented itself to study one, had jumped at the chance. Clara’s visit to the Mullah and all he’d learned about the children’s unique position in the mental order had happened almost as if by divine providence, and Sadeem had been looking forward to reporting his findings to the Elders. There were many to tell. He was three broad levels from the top as far as he knew, and it was possible there were levels above about which he knew nothing. 
But now Eternity was saying they were all gone? All of the Elders — enough to leave Sadeem at the top? Was this how the Astrals treated those who they’d tapped as partners?
“It was unavoidable,” Eternity said. “Any intercession to guide your senior individuals to safety would have compromised the larger plan. Your order did not feel the call to reach a capital, or chose not to heed it. Yet one more example of the failure of this epoch’s interconnectedness.” 
“There is supposed to be a truce between us! Between Mullah and Astral! We had an agreement! We do not interfere with you, and you do not interfere with us!” 
“We did not interfere,” Eternity said. 
“You killed them!” 
“They failed to extricate themselves from circumstances past epochs and your own scrolls foretold. But we honored our agreement. We have not harmed the Mullah.” 
Sadeem’s mouth hung open — an incredulous look that would have had an obvious meaning for any human, but Eternity simply waited for him to speak again. 
“You killed them,” he repeated.
“Only individuals perished. The Mullah remain.” She nodded toward Sadeem.
He still didn’t know what to say. She wasn’t being obstinate, if Astrals could even be such a thing. She was stating fact as she saw it.  
“You may choose the new portal’s location,” she said after Sadeem failed to speak. “You may choose those who will go with you to build your new society of guardians.” 
“So that you can betray and kill them off the next time around?” 
“The individuals you choose will not be alive at the end of the next epoch.” Again the woman looked at Sadeem, seeming to wonder if he was a fool. How could the Astrals possibly betray the new Mullah’s founders thousands of years in the future? They’d betray those founders’ ancestors. Why wasn’t Sadeem getting this?
“What if I refuse?”
“Then you are of no use to us.” 
“Why me? Why should I be their leader?” 
“Because you are here.” 
“Why am I here?”
Now the woman faltered, and Sadeem found his mind falling back to what they’d almost discussed: the reason he was on the ship, having nothing to do with a new generation of portal-keepers. That was just before something that looked a lot like human anger had prompted the massive ship to melt the ice caps, inviting what was apparently only the middle phase of the human apocalypse. 
Eternity had mentioned both Stranger and Lightborn: two wild cards that prompted a rapid shuffling of the human deck. And when Sadeem had none of the answers she’d wanted, the woman became vengeful like a human scorned.
Obeying an instinct, Sadeem spoke again before she could reply. 
“How is it going for you? This reset of yours?”
“It proceeds as expected.”
“Exactly as expected?”
“You have seen the process. It is something your order must understand, and record in its new scrolls.” 
“Why?” 
“Because the old race memories must be expunged. It is the only way for a fresh start. But one group must keep the secrets. One must harbor past knowledge so as to facilitate the next cycle and prompt those who remain to avoid its immediate mistakes. That is the Mullah’s burden, and yours to recall and record.” 
“So you kill us off, down to a few million survivors. You somehow erase our memories. And then you leave and let us do it all over.” 
“As was in the last epoch’s Elder scrolls.”
“And that includes the Archetypes mentioned in the scrolls: the King, the Innocent, the Fool …” 
Eternity’s head cocked — another all-too-human expression. She didn’t know this part of what he was saying, and it was written all over the face she’d either fabricated or commandeered. Apparently the Archetypes, like other aces in the-hole, were something the Mullah had discovered or created while the overlords were away. 
“Never mind,” Sadeem said.
Eternity paced the room. If Sadeem didn’t know better — if he didn’t know her to represent the supreme Astral intelligence and instead accepted the illusion that she was a stern human woman in a red dress — he’d have thought her preoccupied. As if she was uneasy about something despite the complete and total Astral obliteration of the planet, and couldn’t help wondering at unseen grit in the works of their supposedly flawless machine.
“Something wrong?” The moment it rose to his lips, Sadeem knew it was the wrong thing to say. Speaking to Eternity as if it were the human it pretended to be wasn’t just ridiculous; it felt dangerous. Like poking a venomous snake with a branch, daring it to strike. 
Eternity glared at him.
Then the projection snapped back into the room’s center, its sensory radiation already fogging Sadeem’s sense of place. 
The scene showed a large group of survivors at the top of a very tall hill, safe from the floodwaters, making camp. Sadeem heard a minute cracking sound like shards of broken glass crunched underfoot. A few of the campers’ heads turned, and their breath puffed out like cotton in the suddenly cool air. At first Sadeem didn’t understand what he was seeing, until he realized the crackling was the sound of ice forming at the edge of what had previously seemed a tropical sea. A vortex formed overhead, bringing an intense chill down from above. The people ran about, shouting, clutching themselves as they shivered. Ice crystals spread and raced out from the shallows like messengers in a hurry to deliver horrid news.
“Watch carefully,” Eternity said, her blue eyes as cool as the forming ice in the projection. “There is so much left of the cleansing for your scrolls to record.” 





Chapter Forty-Three
STRANGER REACHED OUT, felt the mind complementary to his own, and borrowed its computational power the way the humans once called on their great computer network to do the same thing. It wasn’t much of a trick once you knew what you were looking for — once you understood how this epoch’s people were different and unexpected. That’s what Meyer Dempsey had subconsciously realized long ago, before his mind had birthed one Astral copy and then another, before the Astral hive had forced a part of Meyer’s essence out to become the Pall. Before the Pall had, in turn, been changed by the addition of another human mind to become Stranger, as he was now. 
Meyer had taken mind-altering substances to feel the shared connection. 
But Stranger could open those same connections with a thought. 
His mind spread out, became not quite itself. Machinery turned. And he saw the changes, the critical mass forming within the collective unconsciousness that was (Astral opinions notwithstanding) very much in existence. There weren’t many humans left, relatively speaking, but those remainders belonged — not by the Astrals’ definitions, exactly, and not quite by the intentions of the viceroys forced to choose. But by another definition, superior to them all. 
Even now, inside the foreign mind, Stranger could feel the energy. 
Puzzle pieces slotting together, as if solved by a Lightborn. 
Like Clara Gupta, even now, grappled with the same puzzles as she discovered her silver orb, terrified in the dark with her friends. Even now her mind was turning, fitting the subtlest pieces together. If he focused, Stranger could almost see it happening: a corner of the mess slowly resolving.
Yes, Stranger thought, borrowing his counterpart’s brainpower, things were coming along just fine.
He pulled a trio of silver balls from his pocket. He let them lie in the expanse of his big right hand. They turned, and as they did he let their hypnotic rhythms show him his work across the world. 
ICE FORMED ACROSS THE TROPICS. Not everywhere; only under the motherships ushering change. Stranger wasn’t an archaeologist and even now found no true interest, but he could imagine the bafflement of future archaeologists when seeing the evidence: apparent glacial grooves along the western shores of Africa; fossils of frost-stunted plants buried in time at the Earth’s hottest spot. The great ships’ engines siphoned molecular inertia into themselves by a mechanism Stranger didn’t understand, and as they did the water’s tiniest pieces slowed, stopping, coming to rest in a crystal lattice. Within hours the equatorial waters where survivors thronged, despite the sun’s assault, were frozen twenty feet deep. Those who’d thought themselves survivors discovered otherwise, and another percentage of the population perished. 
IN THE TINY SUB, Stranger watched as Piper Dempsey found the silver sphere in the backpack beside Mara Jabari’s tablet from what must feel like forever ago. He watched as she summoned the others to see then saw her hide it when they turned to look. I meant this, Piper told Meyer. What is this? Showing him the first thing she could find after changing her mind, which turned out to be a cache of medical supplies. Wounds were patched. Bruises were treated. And only later did Piper pull the small sphere back from her hasty hiding place and stare into its polished surface: a face that Stranger, by looking into one of the spheres on his own palm, could see looking back out at him. 
Stranger watched as Piper noticed its warmth and vibration, as she noticed the Cradle’s instruments warm from dormancy as she held the sphere close, as she tucked it into a compartment near the steering fork and announced, without explanation, that the sub’s electronics were working again … and that the GPS, which had no signal, was nonetheless steering them somewhere she believed they should go. 
STRANGER WATCHED Etemenanki Sprawl as the city’s vessel left its former shores, full of those ingenious enough to board it. He watched Viceroy Anders set aside the sphere he’d sent, obeying an internal compass she felt was truer than his as she commanded the vessel to turn and rescue the stranded. But then the last of the crust holding Old Goat’s true bounty at bay sheared apart under the water at the urging of the nearby Astral mothership, lava frothed forth, and before it could be quenched the waters around the former Iceland boiled. There were no magma ducts leading to the higher peak where Etemenanki’s survivors, near but not atop Old Goat, had made their marooned new home. Still the magma found its way upward as the Astral mothership cut its way, and the tip broke loose before Anders could reach the stranded. An ordinary mountain birthed a new volcano, and the people burned. 
STRANGER WATCHED AS, in both Hanging Pillars and Roman Sands, late waves settled and those who’d found vessels were overtaken by motherships and shuttles. Unlike Viceroy Anders, Liza Knight of Roman Sands was more practical. She did not command that the already-overfull vessel turn back as shuttles worked. 
The raking did not take long, and mere hours later Stranger could tune into both cities and see almost nothing — except for a single ship that the Astrals had for some reason failed to jettison: a freighter with a captain that could not fire her engines or steer her, and yet found himself both knowledgeable and able once he set the sphere from his pocket onto the great ship’s dashboard. And after that, Stranger watched the big ship make slow loops, its movements curiously agile for something so large, its engines burning no fuel. He watched as, one by one, the small group in the bridge found boats and land the Astrals had missed, stopped beside them in ways such a large ship should not have been able to manage, and dropped ladders that they had no trouble finding or knowing how to use. 
When the local sea was bare and the freighter was more occupied, Stranger watched as the captain — a Warrior of sorts more than a captain — turned the ship on a bearing that avoided obvious land, toward the seemingly endless water, inspired by his spherical lucky charm.
THE VESSELS of both Canaan Plains and Loulan Mu were only partially filled, but as Stranger looked at both places he saw a sea overfilled with all the world’s nightmare creatures, overtaking lesser vessels one by one and leaving the large ship untouched. He saw sharks, all of which had developed an intense interest in human flesh. He saw fish with teeth — knowing that despite their reputations they seldom attacked people — swarm and leap. He saw those too near the water get snatched like something from a bad movie, dragged sideways, tipping their boats into the water. He watched water snakes and fish with deadly barbs clog the surface like flotsam, turned inexplicably savage. There were aggressive whales and unkind dolphins. Smaller craft were capsized, while larger ships were bombarded with wave after wave of kamikaze sea life, rushing the spinning engine blades until they were jammed, overheated, and stilled. Then the few clouds parted, and the marooned ships baked in the sun, decks covered with ravens who’d developed curious eye-jabbing habits, with goliath hornets displaced by the flood, intent to vent their aggression on any humans who chose to stay on deck. 
ONBOARD THE VESSEL previously of Ember Flats, the old order’s Capital of Capitals, Stranger watched Viceroy Mara Jabari stare into her own silver sphere, wishing irrationally that the time was right to reach out and speak to her. But the dominoes had been laid, and this was a delicate time, as the Astrals plunged powder-white fingers into the soft flesh of humanity’s psyche, believing it to be disconnected. Now was not the time to reveal the truth: that humanity had not grown without a developed collective consciousness, but that it had simply grown one the Astrals had never seen. Stranger, being mostly human himself, could see the connections, feel them forming as the Astrals did their work, reducing the human population to only those who, thanks to some wrenches in the works, contained enough seeds to germinate. 
But Jabari looked into her sphere and rolled it across an old map of the former globe that someone of wit had included in the vessel’s onboard supplies. And if Stranger focused, he could catch the tone of her thoughts: guilt, regret, and resentment. Jabari wondered at what might happen next, more fearing that she’d remain a leader than hoping to be one. 
I’ve failed them, she thought. The viceroys cannot meet. There are no hookups remaining, and the Astrals control the satellites. 
Meyer, and all that made him special by the Da Vinci Initiate’s reckoning, would die along with everyone else. Even if he and Kindred made the Cradle, they’d starve like the rest of them, with nowhere to be and nowhere to go. 
They might all be dead, her mind twisted the knife. ALL of the viceroys. I might be the only one left. This single ship might be all that’s left of mankind. 
It wasn’t true, but Stranger couldn’t tell her.
More would perish. Many, many more. 
The viceroys would not meet as planned. 
But below the surface, something new was growing. 
STRANGER, as he sat atop the big hill, looked down into the spheres. He wondered if this — all the work he’d done — made him selfish. He wanted very much to live, and it was only his own arrogant need that served the rest, purely by chance. 
In the end he decided that there were many things that even he didn’t know or understand, and that all plans had their masters, and that the only thing more selfish than what he’d done so far would be to ignore the commands of his own plan’s master.
Then the first thing happened that Stranger hadn’t anticipated. The first of many things he hadn’t — and wouldn’t — see coming.
The first connection lit. 
And then the next. 





Chapter Forty-Four
“DID YOU SAY SOMETHING?” a girl asked. 
Clara looked over. They were in the lowest level of the Ember Flats vessel, half the ship’s kids tossed into one giant pile with only minimalist wooden bunks to tease their comfort. Clara didn’t understand any of it. If the Astrals were such magicians, how about a few mattresses? Heck, how about some TV? Anything to pass the time in this dank ship, so much like something from hundreds of years ago. 
But, she thought, at least it was better than the belowdecks space they’d been in before finding a hatch leading up here. That had felt like pure luck, and thank God for it. Clara didn’t know how it had happened. She’d had this feeling that the hatch was to one side so she’d crawled there, even as other Lightborn protested in the dark. 
“Sorry?” 
“I said, ‘Did you say something?’” The girl stopped, realizing the absurdity of telling Clara what she’d said when she’d asked if Clara had spoken. Then she laughed. She looked maybe seven, like Clara. But this girl wasn’t Lightborn, and felt much younger. 
“I didn’t say anything.” Clara let herself smile. She knew this wasn’t the only ship of survivors; she could still sense the other Lightborn who’d managed similarly miraculous stowaways on other ships. But Clara felt mostly alone — the simple, quiet solitude of the surviving few. Talking to anyone felt nice. To see even a ghost of humor. 
“I thought you said something about boots,” the girl told her.
“I didn’t.” 
“I don’t have any boots.”
“That’s okay,” Clara said, “because I didn’t ask for them.” 
“And I especially don’t have man’s boots.” 
Clara looked at the girl again, this time taking her in from head to toe. She was wearing a fine blue dress — the kind of thing Clara’s mother used to make her wear for fancy balls, back in Heaven’s Veil. A strange thing for a ride in an apocalyptic ark. Clara fought an urge to take their conversation sideways, to ask where the girl had been when the water started rising. 
She was watching Clara right back, as if in expectation. Her skin was almost as dark as Ella’s, but her eyes were emerald green. It was a curious look, and Clara found herself spellbound.
“You heard me say something about men’s boots?” 
“Or a man in boots,” the girl answered. 
Clara turned in the opposite direction, finding the area behind her still empty. Some of the Lightborn, once they’d found their way out of the ship’s pitch-black underbelly, had been antsy. Logan had nodded to Clara knowingly (deferring to her as the group’s new leader, perhaps) and risen to take them away, leading them like a chaperone. Clara had felt the group’s anxiety but didn’t want to go along. And now, looking at the green-eyed girl, she wondered if there’d been a reason. Maybe she’d heard her the way the girl seemed to have heard Clara’s thoughts about the stranger with his scuffed brown boots, and she’d stuck around to have this very discussion.
“I might have been mumbling,” Clara lied. She’d been silent, but her mind had been active — yawning back to a vision of the man by the campfire, wondering if what he’d seemed to be telling them all was true. “What else did I say?” 
“Dunno.” The girl wrinkled her nose. “Did you say you went camping or something?” 
“You don’t know if I said it or not?” 
Again the girl shrugged. Perhaps the oddity was dawning on her. Clara tried to sympathize but couldn’t. Ever since she’d been inside her mother, she’d heard the thoughts and feelings of others. She didn’t know what it was like to suddenly waken to a latent ability. 
Or more accurately, being woken to one. By Clara’s mere presence, if she had to guess. 
The girl seemed uncomfortable, probably trying to decide how she could think Clara had spoken without any details about what she’d said. But mental and spoken communication weren’t the same. When speaking mind to mind, answers occasionally came before the questions. You sometimes smelled aromas before knowing their source. 
Clara turned herself around, rotating without standing. Once fully facing the girl — the two of them nearly knee to knee on shoddy wooden benches as if preparing for a game of patty-cake — Clara smiled. “What’s your name?” 
“Zoe.” 
“And of course you already know mine.” 
“Clara.” The girl’s face wrinkled again as she tried to recall if Clara’s name had been said aloud before her friends had left to go exploring. 
“That’s right. Do you want to play a game?”
“My brother has Go Fish,” Zoe said. 
“Not like this. It’s a pretend game.” 
“Okay.”
“We close our eyes and pretend we’re somewhere else.” 
“Where?” 
“Anywhere. This ship is smelly.” 
Zoe laughed. “Okay.” 
“What kind of a place do you want to imagine?” 
“I don’t know.” 
“How about if we pretend we’re camping? You said camping.” 
“Okay.” Zoe reached for a pair of long metal rods lying along one wall, apparently as leftovers from construction that never existed. “These can be our hot dog sticks.” 
“No, we don’t do it like that.” 
Zoe held the rods then set them slowly back down. “Then how?” 
“We close our eyes.” Clara closed hers, to demonstrate. 
“Okay. Now what?” 
“Now we take turns filling it up.” 
Clara looked around inside her mind, watching the scene come into being like a 3-D model rendered. It was the same campsite she and the Lightborn had visited with the man in boots, but this time he hadn’t created the space. This time, Zoe was doing it. 
“How do we fill it up?” 
“Just put something there. In your imagination.”
A pink dinosaur, human sized and standing on two legs, more cute than menacing, popped into existence in a small green hat.
“Nice. I like his hat,” Clara said. 
When Zoe said nothing, Clara opened her eyes. Zoe was staring at her. 
“Whose hat?” 
“Close your eyes,” Clara said. 
After a second, Zoe did. Then Clara did the same. 
“My turn.” 
Clara pictured a dwarf with a nose so big he could barely hold it up. The nose was bright red and dripping. 
Zoe laughed. 
“What?” 
“I just imagined something else. A little guy with a big nose.” 
“Hey! It’s supposed to be my turn.” 
“Sorry,” Zoe said. 
Clara turned the imaginary dwarf into a troll. It growled, and leaped. Zoe gave a tiny shriek, and when Clara opened her eyes this time, Zoe gave a tiny embarrassed laugh. 
“Something just kind of freaked me out.” 
“In your own imagination?”
Zoe looked slightly away, frowning. The answer, from Zoe’s perspective, was probably Sort of. Other people’s thoughts always struck Clara as obviously foreign no matter how well they meshed with her own. Each thought had an accent, and a discerning mental ear couldn’t help but gather the accents of others. She knew something was strange but had no frame of reference. 
But children, unlike adults, had malleable perspective. That’s the whole reason Clara had been sure, once they were aboard the ships, that this was possible. 
Adults had to be convinced. Their minds, through the passage of years, set like concrete. 
But not children. Children could still convince themselves to believe. 
“It was the troll, wasn’t it?” Clara asked. 
Zoe nodded without thinking then stopped to wonder why she was nodding. 
“Close your eyes, Zoe. I want to show you something.” 
Clara focused. 
“What just popped up around the campsite, Zoe?” 
“Dunno.” 
“I think you know. Look behind the pile of logs.” 
Zoe laughed again. “What are you doing here?” she said to something that didn’t exist.
“What do you see, Zoe?” 
“It’s a pig. Why did I think of a pig around a campfire?” 
Clara inserted a clown. 
“Probably the same reason you’d think of a clown.” Then Clara added two elephants, a spotted leopard, and a banana tree. “Or those elephants. Or the leopard. Or even that banana tree over by the pond.” 
When Zoe looked over, she seemed almost ready to run. This playmate was no fun after all. This playmate, Zoe seemed to have decided, could do black magic. 
So Clara sent her emotional mind toward the girl’s, cupping it in a nonphysical palm. Her mind touched Zoe’s, and second by second the girl began to relax. It was like hypnosis. It wasn’t easy, coming psychically alive for the first time.
“What’s my mom’s name, Zoe?” 
“L … Lila.” 
“What about my dad?” 
“R …” But then rather than finishing the name, Zoe’s hand went over her mouth and she said, “Sorry.” 
“For what?”
“He …” 
Clara slowly opened her mind, sending out only what Zoe needed to know. She’d picked up on the fact that Clara’s dad was dead and that had been expected, but Clara hadn’t realized Zoe would know her father’s misdeeds as well — knowledge that Clara could see on Zoe’s face even now, as the girl groped for proper expression. 
Clara took Zoe’s hands in hers, feeling rattled. She’d had the feeling that the Lightborn would be able to rouse the dormant minds of non-Lightborn children since before the big waves — that they’d be able to “light up the connections,” to use the cowboy’s expression. But she hadn’t realized how smoothly it would happen. Zoe’s mind, as Clara peered inside, was wide open. And through that mind, Clara could see Zoe’s brother’s. And her brother’s friend. And the kids that friend had met on the vessel, all of whom were a level up, above them now. 
In Clara’s mind, connections lit like Christmas bulbs coming alive. 
“What’s happening?” Zoe asked. 
And behind that first question, Clara heard a hundred others. 
Clara wasn’t entirely sure. So she gave the only answer she had.
“What no one expected.”





Chapter Forty-Five
FOR THE FIRST FEW DAYS, as the food held out — shrink-wrapped dry goods like crackers and preserved meat sticks, plus bottled water and juices — Lila occupied herself by watching the tablet, staying amused with its stored media, taking a strange and savage pleasure in knowing they had no connection to get more media, and that for all they knew, they were the planet’s only survivors and that no media would ever be made by humans again. 
She watched reruns of Piper’s favorite old show, which just so happened to be her late mother’s favorite old show. Friends. It had been old when the world ended the first time, when humanity learned it wasn’t alone. And it seemed ancient now — memories of a day gone by when people had no more pressing concern than getting to the coffee shop to sit around on an orange couch, worrying about their ongoing relationship issues. 
Lila watched the show, numb, playing the tablet too loud, without using the headphones she’d found in one of the compartments. Hours passed. 
For the next few days, after the dying satisfaction of watching mindless entertainment had lost its edge, Lila watched the waterline, occasionally popping the sub’s top to scan the horizon. Kindred told her to be careful, but that was a laugh; if there were humans left, they’d have better things to do than concern themselves with one and a half rebellious viceroys. And if there were still Astrals? Well, there would be worse things, after days in an endless ocean, than getting shot to bits. 
Lila’s father told her to watch for land if she had to go topside. But that was a laugh. 
Piper said nothing. She’d kept to herself since the electrical equipment had come inexplicably back online — divorced, it seemed, from the power that should have come from the engines. None of them were mechanics or engineers, but Lila knew that something was fishy with the sub and that they were all pretending it wasn’t so they wouldn’t break the spell, causing ruin. And since that time — since that little bit of sub-related magic — Piper had been strange. Almost secretive. She woke some nights screaming, clutching a small purse she’d found — a purse she wouldn’t let anyone else touch. And Piper would say that she remembered nothing of the dreams. And she’d look at Lila with wide eyes and repeat the same: It’s nothing. I don’t remember why I was scared, only that I had a bad dream. 
 But Piper looked at Lila as if she thought Lila knew something. As if whatever she knew, Piper didn’t want her to know. So she kept to herself more and more, clutching her purse, peering inside it, obsessing over the sub’s broken navigation, seeming to pretend that she knew a way to go even if there was no way she could. There was no GPS. Only a nonsense heading. A place toward which Piper kept them pointed, without notes or calculations. 
After five days, the food ran out. 
After seven, Lila remembered that Peers was an enemy. But she forgot why, exactly. There’d been a time in which she’d had all sorts of problems with the man. She’d considered stabbing him once she found something sharp — that thought had come on day two. But she hadn’t killed him and couldn’t remember why. There was something between them, so for the sixth and seventh days she sat across the sub and stared until he looked away, over and over again. And when he went topside to look futilely for land as Piper tweaked the controls, mumbling to herself, Lila considered following him up and shoving him overboard. There must still be sharks in the ocean. She could cut him before knocking him into the water. Let Peers bleed and the predators come. 
On the ninth day, Lila found herself forgetting her own daughter. Worse: She remembered that daughter suddenly one day and realized that not only had she forgotten Cora but that she’d been forgetting her for days now. But Cora might still be alive. Cora might not have been killed by … 
??
Or she might not have perished in the … 
??
Except that her daughter’s name wasn’t Cora, it was Clara. Clara. Clara. Clara. Lila repeated it over and over like a chant. 
“Lila. You look like shit.” 
Lila’s father, talking to her, looking a whole lot like shit himself. It took her a long time to remember why there were two of him, and once she remembered that, she couldn’t recall the circumstances that had created the second. Were they twins? Was the other her uncle? 
“Are you okay? How’s your … your head?” 
Lila was annoyed by the question. She hadn’t hit her head. But then she realized why her father was asking, and it wasn’t about Lila at all. His head wasn’t all that well, and he seemed to be seeking company in some sort of mental misery. 
“Why?” she asked him. 
“Have you been having dreams?” 
“Why?” 
“I’ve been thinking about when you were a kid. Do you remember that?” 
Of course she didn’t. What a stupid question. 
“Do you remember that, Lila?” 
And he, the great Meyer Dempsey, who might be a twin, didn’t remember either. At least that’s what Lila thought. 
“Do you remember what it was like, growing up in Colorado?” 
Had Lila grown up in Colorado? She thought it had been somewhere else. 
The questions were too hard. Lila went to lie in her bunk. She fell asleep, and dreamed of eight people, crossing the desert. 





Chapter Forty-Six
CARL’S ARM snapped out as if it were spring loaded. Without opening his eyes, he wrapped his hand around the wrist of someone much smaller than him. Someone whose arm — if they were doing what he thought they might be — he could break like a twig. 
“Carl! Jesus! You scared me!” 
Only then did Carl open his eyes. Lawrence fell a half step back but came up tight in Carl’s grip and stopped. 
“What you doing, Lawrence?”
“I just wanted to check the maps.”
Carl felt fully awake. For the past two weeks, he’d been sleeping right where he was, below the wheel on the big ship’s bridge. He’d never figured out how to operate the freighter, but that was okay. The engines had come on without him touching a goddamned thing, and now turning the wheel seemed to be the only thing required. Any fool could turn a wheel. Never mind all the other things that should go into navigating an ocean vessel.
“Ain’t no point,” Carl said, “unless you figured out how to read the stars.” 
“I was just curious where we were.” 
“Don’t matter where we are.” Carl’s upper back was still slouched against the console where he’d been dozing when Lawrence made the mistake of trying to steer. “We’re in water.” 
“I think we’ve been going north,” Lawrence said. 
“Yeah. To more water.” 
“I can only guess at how fast the engines are turning.” He looked around, then said in a half whisper. “Carl, nobody’s watching them.” 
Carl let go of Lawrence’s wrist. “Guess the gas tank is still full. Don’t need watching.” 
This had come up before. But Carl was a practical man, and it was Carl — not these others — who’d decided to try and steal a big ship. It was also Carl who’d decided to pull all the other poor suckers from their shitty little shuttle-target boats. If the engine situation wasn’t broke, Carl felt no pressure to fix it.
Lawrence’s eyes flitted around as if the man felt guilty. Then, seeing that they were alone, he sat. Carl slowly stood, shaking his head clean of cobwebs (couldn’t get them all; shit was foggier all the time) and sat as well. He put one hand on the wheel — guiding their ship on its trip to nowhere made him feel better. 
“Everyone is worried,” Lawrence said.  
“’Bout what? There’s food enough. And it’s raining plenty.” 
“The food is fine.” 
“What, then?” 
“You, frankly.” 
Carl turned another hard stare on Lawrence. The man didn’t flinch, and finally Carl said, “I’m fine.” 
“My wife keeps dreaming about you.” 
“That’s your problem.”
“Billy, too. And Wendy. It’s the same dream, Carl.” 
“Good the fuck for them.” 
“You’re in the desert.”
Carl looked out across the endless water. “Wouldn’t that be nice.” 
“And you’re with other people. Seven others. One is a kid. And one of them …” His face twisted, trying to articulate. “It’s like two of them are kind of one person.” 
“Fascinating.” 
“None of this sounds familiar to you?” 
Carl turned back to the water. The answer was that, yes, it sounded crazy familiar. But these were crazy times, and the last thing this little floating commune needed after two weeks with no hope of an end was rumor or superstition. Those kinds of things, given the way they’d all been lately, could lead to panic. Or worse. 
“No.”
“But there’s more. Roman Sands. Do you remember Roman Sands?” 
“’Course.” 
“Where was St. Augustine’s? Can you tell me?” 
Carl’s lip curled. He should know, but didn’t. 
“Fuck if I know.” 
“Carl, that’s where my son was christened. Before the Astrals came, it’s where I was married. People came from all over the world to see us there, and now I can’t remember where it was or what it looked like.” 
“You just tired.”
“I can’t remember the street I lived on. Or the name of my high school. Half the time I have to think a while before I can remember my parents’ names! And look at this!” 
Carl turned. Lawrence had a small bag by the foot of his stool, and as Carl watched, he picked up the bag, opened its top, and removed a small black device that seemed to be made of metal and glass. 
“What is this, Carl? Do you know?” 
“Some Astral shit.” 
“It’s mine! Look!” An image filled the screen: Lawrence and his wife standing in front of a waterfall. “It’s mine, and I don’t remember it!” He tapped on the glass. “Look! All this music in here. The ship’s outlets are all working so I can plug it in to keep it charged. And I’ve been playing the music. I kind of remember it, but like from a long, long time ago. You know how you’ll hear music in the background and strain to recognize it? It’s like that. But as far as specifics? I’ve looked at the name of every singer, every damned song. There I know like ten out of a thousand.” 
“It’s nothin’, Lawrence,” Carl said, unsettled, trying to recall the house he’d lived in just two weeks ago and coming up blank. His mother’s name was Sondra, but she’d died … sometime. 
“All of this!” Lawrence said, fishing device after device out of the bag. “I packed this. At least I think I did. And I don’t recognize any of it. What is this?” A long, silver device studded with square keys. “Or this?” Kind of like a tablet, but maybe not. Carl knew tablets because they used them on the ship most days, but then again, maybe not. “Or this?” 
Lawrence threw the bag to the floor. Something heavy broke.
“I’ve asked around. It’s happening to all of us, Carl. Everyone down there’s got bags of stuff, and they have no idea what half of it is. Terry has a shirt from a race, dated last year, that he swears he didn’t run in. LaShawn has that tablet, with TV shows on it, and yesterday she looked at me and said, “Why am I watching this? I’ve never seen this show before.” So we passed it around. Nobody remembered the show, Carl. And yet I’m sure we were all watching that tablet a few days ago, laughing. I remember how good it felt to laugh for a while … but now, nothing!” 
Carl looked down at the bag, and whatever had broken. He felt unhinged, even uneasier than he’d been when Lawrence had broken his sleep. But … 
But what?
“I don’t know what to say, brother. I still remember you.” 
“But what if you forget?” 
“I ain’t gonna forget.” 
Carl sighed, his face suddenly defeated. His shoulders slumped. His head hung. 
“Something is happening. I can feel it.” 
“End of the world, is all.” 
“And you just sit up here every hour of every day, watching the wheel.” 
“Just coping the only way I know. You do your thing, and I’ll do mine.” 
Lawrence looked at the big wheel. At the maps he’d almost touched before Carl had woken and grabbed him. 
“Where are we going, Carl?” 
“I don’t know.” 
“What are you steering us toward?” 
“Nothin’.” 
“Then why does it matter? Why do you guard the fucking thing like it’s your … your …” And then he gave up, unable to finish the thought. 
“I ain’t guarding it. But man, if we ever want to see land again, someone’s gotta do this.” 
“Then let someone swap you out. Take shifts.” 
“No.” 
“Why not?” 
“I ain’t gotta explain that to you.” Then Carl stood, to remind Lawrence how much smaller he was.
“Just tell me where we’re going. Give me that, and I’ll be happy.” 
And Carl told him, “I don’t know.”





Chapter Forty-Seven
ACCORDING to the black hashmarks Clara had been making beside her bunk, the storms came on the fifteenth day. 
They saw them on the horizon, coming from the left and right, on the line where sky met water off the ship’s bow. They didn’t move in tandem the way weather was supposed to: in one direction, obeying the jet stream. These came together, like two cars meaning to smash a third between them. 
They’d been motoring for hours before the skies darkened ahead. Somewhere up front, Viceroy Jabari or today’s appointed captain had been calling arbitrary shots as always, steering them in big circles through the world’s largest pool, pretending this little pleasure cruise had a destination. They’d been moving in roughly the same direction as they did on most days — what everyone seemed to think was mostly west. Then the ship turned, and the children all ran topside, knowing that a sudden change in the big boat’s direction usually meant land ahoy. It was hit or miss out here: an enormous game of Battleship, played blind. Only land was worthy of changing direction, though so far they’d only seen the swamped tops of tall island mountains or volcanoes, devoid of life or space to thrive. 
When Clara and the others reached the deck, they saw what the person behind the wheel must have seen: not land but other ships. 
Many other ships. 
To Clara’s eye, it looked like a floating city. She sent her mind to Ella and the others, and to the non-Lightborn children who, by now, were nearly as lit up as only the Lightborn used to be. Clara and the others were powering their minds as the man in the boots had predicted, and now even some of the adults had shown a glimmer. The powerful circuit gave them an antenna, and they collectively sent their attention forward: to passengers on the other ships, who’d found each other. An armada out of nowhere. Thousands — maybe hundreds of thousands — of survivors. 
Clara felt her mind touch them, magnified by the network on their own ship. She felt her shipmates’ hope and elation. But she could tell, just by listening, that the floating city of people ahead hadn’t grown as interconnected as they had — possibly because they didn’t have Lightborn for kindling, possibly because their own situation had a special ingredient that made it unique. But regardless Clara could feel them. She knew they probably couldn’t feel her, and that made what bled through so much more helpless. 
Fear. 
At first Clara didn’t understand. None in their mind-net understood. What was there to fear? If anyone should be afraid, it was them, on the single ship, previously wondering if maybe they’d ended up alone. But these others? There were dozens — hundreds — of ships.
This was civilization. A new kind of home, where all would be as well as it could be.
Then she saw the storms through their eyes. Two, approaching from both directions. 
Even if the Ember Flats vessel could have halted the planet’s rage, they were too late.
Possibly hundreds of thousands had been on those ships. 
But when they reached the pool of debris, storms now departed as if they’d never been, they found no survivors. 
And inside, Clara heard a mental voice she’d been hearing since this began: the overheard Astral intelligence, going about its business. 
First they turned water into blood. 
Then they flooded the world. 
Now, storms. 
Clara didn’t think it mattered so much that the Lightborn could hear them, even if the Astrals seemed ignorant. What was left to pull over on the aliens? They’d already won; now they were only twisting the knife. 
The voice seemed to say, Fifty-five million remaining.
And behind it, Clara thought she saw the Astrals planning. 
More storms.
Ice. 
Fire, for those who’d found land. 
Disease. Dehydration. Contagion. 
Clara climbed the metal gangplank. There was a guard at the door to the ark’s bridge, but he barely gave Clara a glance. They’d been through this several times before. They might live at sea forever, until they all died. There was little need for formality. 
Clara found Mara in a rolling chair, bedraggled, face in her hands, jet-black hair knotted and frayed, breathing deep and slow, seemingly close to tears. 
“Viceroy Jabari?” 
Mara looked up. For a long moment, there was no recognition. Then she said, “Lizzie.” 
“Clara, Viceroy.” 
“I’m sorry. Of course. Clara.” 
Still she seemed out of sorts and confused. Clara broke the invisible barrier and moved into the customary greeting they’d shared since making her presence on the ship known: a hug, as the closest thing each other had to family. 
“I had a niece named Lizzie. I’m pretty sure.” Mara held up her left hand. She used her right index finger to point at a small diamond ring on her left hand. “This, however, has me stumped. Was I married, do you know?” 
“I’m sorry,” Clara said. “I don’t.” 
“Oh.” Then: “How long have we known each other? Since you were … three?” The viceroy might as well have been throwing darts behind a blindfold. 
“Just a few weeks,” Clara said patiently. “We came to the city before the flood.” 
“How long ago did the flood begin?” 
“How long does it feel like?” 
Jabari’s mouth opened. Then closed. Then opened again. Then she sighed. 
“I don’t know.” 
“It’s been fifteen days.”
“Oh.” 
Without warning, Jabari’s head dropped back into her hands. Tears came, and Clara let them, casting I’ve got this looks around the bridge at the others. It was hardly necessary. An hour from now, no one would remember this moment. Or the countless lives lost. 
When she was done, Mara lifted her head. She wiped her eyes, and only redness remained to echo her breakdown. She no longer wore makeup to smear. 
“I remember a big house. And a chandelier with crystal baubles shaped like moons. I remember a room with … leather? … chairs. Where I’d use some sort of a thing to make sure people couldn’t overhear me and whoever I talked to. Was that real? Or was it a dream?” 
“It was real. I remember the room. I even remember the chandelier.” 
“Why don’t I remember?” 
Clara sighed. She thought she knew the simple answer but not the complication behind it. Mara didn’t remember because she wasn’t like Clara. The Lightborn had mostly kept their memories, but everyone else — even the children who now shared the collective mind — was forgetting. Behind that loss, Clara could still feel something expanding, not contracting. But that was deep down, while at the surface everything rotted like old fruit. Why was anyone’s guess. 
Clara met the viceroy’s eye. She’d come up to tell her what she was still overhearing from the Astrals, but what was the point? There was nothing anyone could do. And Jabari would forget most of what Clara told her in no time at all. 
“Do you dream, Viceroy Jabari?” 
“Yes.” The reply, at least, came without hesitation. One thing she could remember. 
“Do you dream about my grandfather? Sometimes I dream about him.” 
“Who is your grandfather? Not the black man. And not the Arab.” 
It wasn’t the response she’d expected. It bristled the hairs on her neck. 
“Meyer Dempsey. Viceroy Meyer Dempsey.” 
A light flickered — the former Mara Jabari surfacing from the mental sludge. “I know something about that name.”
“You sent him off. Him and some others. To lifeboats you’d set up ahead of time. You told me about it when the floods came.”
“Yes.” Concentrating, holding a mental finger in a book to keep her place. “Yes, I remember that.” 
“You sent them to some sort of a meet-up. With leaders of the other capitals.”
“Where?” Jabari asked. 
“They weren’t going to meet in person. You said it was a satellite connection. But I didn’t think to get all the details before you …” She paused then regrouped to give Mara some dignity. “I just didn’t think to ask any more about it at first.”
“Oh.” 
“But then you said they couldn’t make it to wherever they were supposed to go. Not after the flood.” 
“Oh.” 
“But in my dreams, I see him all the time. He’s in a little boat, sealed with a top that opens, kind of like a submarine. And I get this feeling that he’s alive.” Clara swallowed. “Him and the others, including my mom.” 
“Oh.” Mara shook her head. “I’m sorry. I don’t know.” 
“But you said you dream.” 
“Those are dreams. This is reality.” 
“But that’s just the thing. We’re all having the same dreams, Viceroy. Everyone I’ve talked to. In the dreams there are eight people. But I get the feeling that somehow, they’re really just seven. And I …” She wasn’t sure how to articulate the last bit. Really — and this seemed unique to Clara’s dreams — it felt more like there were six, not the seven (or kinda eight) that everyone else described. But when Clara tried to understand why, the answer that came was confusing. It wasn’t like one of the seven vanished. It was more like Clara’s presence in the dream came forward and knocked it out like one billiard ball striking another.
“Do you think it means something?” 
Clara had mulled that topic many times. She’d always had a mental bond to someone — often her mother, once Cameron, occasionally Piper, and now the Lightborn. But most people had lived isolated mental lives before the Astrals came. It was strange for them to hear the thoughts of others, but Clara knew for a fact that it happened — especially in the cities, and around those big rocks. If everyone was having the same dream, it might mean something indeed. But what? Was it a real thing? Or another of the Astrals’ games? 
Clara looked through the glass of the vessel’s enclosed bridge. Her mother had always said she was seven going on forty, and right now Clara felt like an old woman, several long lives into an eternity of existence.
“If you look deep inside yourself,” Clara said, “do you see anything you don’t recognize? Anything that surprises you?” 
Mara looked confused. “Like what?” 
“Everyone is forgetting things they used to know. The Astrals know it’s happening. It’s what they want. It’s what has to happen, I think, before they can leave.” 
“They’re going to leave? Is that something you can hear them saying?” 
Clara sighed. They’d had this discussion many times. 
“Yes, but it’s also been broadcast to the world. On the tablets. You don’t remember?” 
Mara shook her head. 
“They’re not done with us. I think they need to get us down to a certain number before they leave and let us start over. But I think there’s something else that has to happen before they can go. I think they need to wipe us clean. They don’t want us to remember what happened when they were here or what came before, so we can restart with a blank slate.” 
“Oh.” 
“But at the same time, when I close my eyes and look deep inside, it’s like I see lights. Same for a lot of the kids, and not even the ones like me. Something is growing while something else is going away. Do you know what I mean?” 
Mara took a long second to think then shook her head with what looked like resignation. 
“Try it. Now, please.” 
Mara shut her eyes. 
“Just look deep. Breathe slowly. Shut everything out, and look into the darkness. Let me know if you see anything there, or feel it.” 
“What would I see or feel?” 
“Anything.” 
Mara sat and closed her eyes, inhaled and exhaled, then finally opened her eyes. “I’m sorry.”
Clara put her hand atop Mara’s, which was resting on her knee, and gave the viceroy a grim little smile — and then, on instinct, a spontaneous hug. She finished, stood, and looked down at the viceroy. Clara felt as if she were the adult and Mara a child, waiting for whatever came next. 
“It’ll be over soon,” Clara said. “One way or another.” 
Clara left the bridge, returning to her bunk. 
When she was gone, Mara touched the sleeve of a tall and authoritative woman passing by and said, “Do you know who that little girl was?”





Chapter Forty-Eight
A HAND on Liza’s shoulder suddenly woke her. She bolted upright from what seemed to have been a slouched position, remembering all at once that she wasn’t in her quarters. She was right on the bridge, napping in a chair in front of everyone. But as far as Liza saw, nobody cared that the viceroy was asleep (literally) at the switch. None of the people milling purposelessly through the room was paying her any mind. And why would they? A ship without a destination was like a person without a reason to live. Every day was the same: water, meager food, and the reek of confined human bodies. 
Liza followed the arm, still on her shoulder, to its source. She saw a man with stubble thick and dark enough to merit werewolf jokes. Mick. He looked as exhausted as she felt. His eyes were baggier than his age, slightly red. His bearing was mostly the same as always, but to Liza it seemed more effort was being expended to maintain — lack of shaving notwithstanding. 
“Bad dream, Liza?” he asked, watching her settle from the surprise he’d given her. 
“No. I don’t dream.”
“I almost wish I didn’t. I don’t suppose you remember an old comedian named Mitch Hedberg?” 
Liza shook her head. 
“He had this bit about how he didn’t like dreaming because dreaming is work. ‘I’m in my soft bed, relaxing, and now all of a sudden I have to build a go-kart with my ex-landlord.’” 
Liza laughed. Mick laughed for a few beats, then his face withered.
“It’s funny. I don’t remember where I lived three weeks ago, but I remembered that. I could give you more if you want. Strange how it’s all happening. When I’m not horrified at what’s happening, I’m fascinated. It’s like standing beside a grand old building, watching the walls fall in.”
“You remembered my name,” Liza said, knowing how pathetic it must sound. “You said it just now, when you woke me up.” 
Mick gave her a grim little smile. Then he held out his arm and rolled it so she could see the pale underside. In ballpoint pen he’d written himself a reminder: VICEROY LIZA KNIGHT. 
“If I decide to take a shower and don’t remember you afterward, you can’t take it personally.” 
“Maybe you’ll forget to take showers.” Liza wished she could call the words back as they left her mouth. She’d been trying to play along, but that was too harsh. 
“What do you need, Mick?” 
He stood for moments. Then sat. 
“Shit. I don’t know.” 
“I asked you for a population report. Was that it?” 
“Yes. That’s it.” He reached into his pocket and retrieved a scrap of crumpled paper. “We have to take the Astrals’ word for it because they’re the only ones broadcasting, but apparently there was a massive plague in a colony of North African survivors. And a group in Switzerland, up in the Alps. On the Jungfrau. They came up from—”
“You already told me who they are. Did something happen to them?” 
“They’re all dead.”
“How?”
“Locusts, if you can believe it.” 
“Were they farming?” 
Mick glanced at his cheat sheet, which made crinkling sounds as he ran his thumbs and fingers along it. “According to what I saw, the locusts didn’t eat their crops. They …” He stopped, apparently appalled by something he himself had written five minutes earlier. 
“They what?” 
“I guess the locusts swarmed them. The people.” 
“How do locusts kill people?” 
“I’m not sure I want to know.” Mick folded the paper and returned it to his pocket, looking disturbed.
“Where did they come from, anyway? We’ve seen this story before, right?” She gestured around the bridge, indicating “this story” to mean the entirety of their current existence, the flood, everything. “Noah loaded up with two of every animal. We have a few dogs and possibly some lice. So what happens with the world’s animals? Did the Astrals take care of it somehow, or are we going to be alone this time, then die off because there’s zero biodiversity?” 
Mick was looking at her, not really hearing the question. 
“What?” 
“Is Noah a story?” 
“Noah’s Ark,” Liza said. 
“How do you remember it?” 
“You remembered Mitch Humbug.” 
“Hedberg.” 
“See?” 
“It’s hardly the same. You don’t forget my name. You don’t have it written on your arm. You keep referring to the way things were, casually mentioning things I get the feeling I’m supposed to remember but don’t. And you know stuff like Noah and his animals.” 
“But I don’t dream.” 
She said it offhandedly, but Mick seemed to think it over, his head bobbing in thought. 
“I get the feeling something fucked up is happening, Liza. I don’t like it.” 
“It’s hard to get much more fucked up than global elimination. I think your feelings are normal.” 
“It’s more than that. The guys in my bunk room say they’re having the same dream. Every night, like a premonition.” 
“What’s it about?” 
“A group of people in the desert.” His lips pursed. “I think one of them is you.” 
“Me?” 
“You and six others. Or maybe seven.”
“Are they all people you work intimately with and have an excuse for being in your subconscious?”
“I don’t recognize the others. At least, I don’t think I do. They’re all men except for you. Plus a girl.”
“Maybe it’s not a girl. Maybe it’s just a really, really short person.” 
Mick gave her a look. “I’m serious about this, Liza. I’ve been meaning to say something about it to you for a while.” 
“Why? It’s just a dream, Mick.” 
“It feels like more than that. And there’s … an importance that goes with it. Like, I feel that this matters a lot. Or like I’ve been waiting for it.” 
“So it’s in the future. Your prophetic dream.” 
“I don’t know. Maybe.” 
“Like you’re a wizard.” 
“I know how it sounds.” 
“Well,” Liza said, not contradicting the notion though it sounded plenty ridiculous, “at least we know we’ll find land again. Me and my buddies.” 
“Did we discuss that already? I feel like we talked about land.” 
“Promises, promises. Yes, we talked about it. I’ve had bulletins, presumably from Divinity, same as the population reports.” 
“Funny thing about that,” Mick said, pulling the paper back from his pocket as if trying to recall something. “I don’t actually think those are broadcast reports. The geeks think they’re reports coming directly to us from one of the motherships, out of sight, maybe bounced off a satellite or something. Maybe being sent only to us.” 
“So what?” 
“So maybe they’re fucking with us. Still.” 
“I guess we’ll find out in …” Liza leaned forward, flipped a calendar’s pages. It was ten years old; she’d found it in a pile. The date didn’t matter. Only the number of boxes passed. “Nineteen days,” she finished. 
“What happens in nineteen days?” 
“Supposedly, the oceans retreat. That’s when the Astrals say we’ll find land. Real land, not a mountain peak. So I guess we’ll see if your Nostradamus dreams were right.” She leaned back. “Then all I’ll need is a desert, a little girl, and a bunch of men.” 
Mick looked like he might chastise her again for not taking him seriously. Liza felt annoyed by it all. She was still the fucking viceroy and he was still her employee, underling, go-fer, whatever. The entire ship was stir-crazy. Only Liza was holding her marbles. They’d be lucky to survive nineteen more days without a killing, cannibalism, or both. 
“Relax, Mick. This is all just …” She waved her hands, trying to convey a general sense of undefined fuckery. “You know. But we have to hang in there for another three weeks. Less than that, unless I’m being lied to. Then they’ll be done with us. They’ll pull the floods back, maybe plop the animals down from wherever, then do you know what they’ll do?”
“What?” 
“They’ll leave, Mick. The Astrals will pack up their ships and go the fuck home. And the few of us left will have the planet to ourselves. And that’s not just me believing what they tell me. That’s what Jabari’s think tank said, too. Each time around, the aliens have advanced our societies, killed us off, then left. Anything else is Future Earth’s problem.”
Mick looked unsure. But she could tell the idea of an Astral departure was extremely appealing. Light at the end of an endless tunnel. They’d talked about this already, of course, but Mick’s mind was a sieve. Too much confinement. Too much fear and upheaval. The brain could only take so much, and not everyone had the mental strength that Liza herself had, to weather it all intact.
“Look,” she said. “Everyone’s nerves are thin. You’re all feeding on each other’s paranoia. You want to feel better? You want to think better? You want to sleep better? Maybe get out of that bunk room. Sleep up here if you want. I have plenty of space.” 
“Maybe things should go the other way. Maybe it’d be better if you left this place every once in a while. People are starting to talk. They wonder about you. You’re up here all the time, never interacting, never leaving your hole. You’ve got your guards. I’ve even seen things. Like how you get paranoid whenever you’re near the controls. You won’t let me come close.”
“Hmm. Let’s compare tactics, shall we? I’d say I’m doing just fine in my Howard Hughes existence. I could draw you a detailed map of Roman Sands. But you? You’re all going batshit crazy.”
It was cruel, and for a second Liza thought he might call her on it. Instead he fixed her with a dumb, animal stare. “Howard who?” 
“Never mind. Was there anything else, Mick?”
His eyes moved upward, brain fruitlessly searching for recall. 
“Guess not. There’s that superior ‘interaction paradigm’ at work again.” 
Mick glared for a moment, then left. Fine with Liza; she’d had more than enough of Mick. Just like she’d had more than enough of the others on the bridge, who wandered around like lost assholes, pestered her for empty reassurance, and generally looked at her when she checked on the navigation like she — not they — was the crazy one.
Liza picked up the small bag she kept tucked under her chair, its long strap always securely around her arm. She removed the silver ball, looked at her reflection in its mirrored surface, then set it aside. 
The small metal canister was still in the bag’s bottom. She sighed, looking at it. So much for Canned Heat. So much for cracking open the rebel viceroy’s secret little club, letting the Astrals listen in on their whispers, paving the path for her competition’s elimination and ensuring Liza’s place at the head of the post-apocalypse pack.
If the viceroys couldn’t meet, that chance to find Astral grace was out the window. 
She set the canister aside and again held the ball.
If she did what it told her, there were many more chances to come. 
Liza closed her eyes. Tried to imagine the dream the others were having, wondering if she could force herself to join. But instead of seeing people in a desert like Mick described, she saw a stark white room. She saw a woman with a backbone as rigid as a steel rod. She remembered distant, unarticulated pain. She remembered a far-off, vaguely troubling sense of isolation. 
Liza’s eyes opened. She went to the vessel’s navigation system, glancing over her shoulder for watchers as she went, then made a tiny adjustment. 
She didn’t know where the ship was going any more than the others did.
Liza gripped the ball, feeling its intelligence, knowing only that no matter what, they had to get there.





Chapter Forty-Nine
THERE WAS no way to track time in the mammoth ship’s all-white room, so Sadeem metered moments by the cycles that seemed part of his routine, then used a sharp edge on his zipper to score a line into a discrete spot on his arm. By this count, twenty-five days had passed since the flood. 
There was a meal of human breakfast food, a meal of human lunch food, and a meal of human dinner-type food. Eternity came in to speak with him several times each day, at roughly the same intervals. Sometime after the dinner meal, there was a long period during which Sadeem assumed he was supposed to sleep, and did, on a large pillow left on the floor like a dog’s bed. Days passed, and he he grew increasingly used to it all. 
Each day, Eternity would show him sights of the world below. It was never clear if the ship had hovered above the spots she showed or if they’d been broadcast, but a total lack of motion meant it could be either. 
Sadeem saw fires, floods, and manual destruction, when the Astrals discovered a pocket of humans in one place and had a mothership handy. 
Big waves, stirred from an otherwise calm ocean, sent to drown settlements.
Where there were still volcanoes above water, he saw eruptions. Dust clouds. Burnings. 
There were many storms of all types. Eternity showed Sadeem visions of people swallowed by tornadoes, flattened by debris in hurricanes, drowned in flash floods in the few areas of remaining high land, even people struck by curiously abundant lightning. In areas frozen by the Astrals, blizzards froze people to death. Subzero winds suffocated the marooned, usually in warm-weather clothes. 
Ice ages were localized, as if created by an enormous focused freeze ray. 
Pestilence. Disease. There were illnesses on Eternity’s Death Of Humanity program that Sadeem had never seen. Which diseases made people bleed from the eyes? Made them shit blood as if from a faucet? It was a macabre playground where masochistic alien scientists could invent beautiful horrors that, in the pre-apocalypse world, wouldn’t even have made logical sense. 
And each day, Eternity gave Sadeem a number. 
Fifty million. 
Forty-two million. 
Thirty-seven million. 
Each day, the number fell. Some days by a lot. On the third week Sadeem realized she’d never told him what the number was. But from context, its meaning was clear. The number never rose. That would be for after the Astrals finished their pruning and finally left the planet alone, when the time came for humans to become fruitful and multiply.
Each day, Eternity asked Sadeem about the man in boots, the man who called himself Stranger. It had become perfunctory. Sadeem had told her dozens of times that he knew nothing of the man, and it’s not like he ever left to discover more. But whoever the man was, he seemed to have stayed hidden from the Astrals, his dangerous secrets still unrevealed. 
So afterward, Eternity would turn to ask Sadeem about the Lightborn children. 
What are their abilities?
What caused them to form?
Why do you present them with puzzles? 
How are their brains different from yours?
Sadeem answered for as long as he could then finally turned it back on Eternity. 
You want to know so damn bad, why don’t you go down and grab one?
Then Eternity would ask more about puzzles. Make plans for the new Temple’s location. And she’d teach Sadeem more, and more, and more of what he’d need to know if he was to be the first new Mullah Elder. 
His mind turned inward. Comparing new information with old. Sprinkling in what he’d learned from Clara Gupta. 
Eternity was supposed to know everything. And yet for some reason, judging by her actions, he was the sage. 
A SCANT FEW days following the big storms, Mara Jabari forgot they’d ever happened. Clara considered telling her, along with anyone who’d listen. It seemed wrong that all of those people — maybe a half million, she sometimes thought — should be blinked out of existence without anyone knowing. But it was like fighting the tide. No matter what she told Mara, the woman always lost it. 
Ella understood. 
Nick understood. 
Logan and the rest of the Lightborn understood. 
And what’s more, while the rest of the Ember Flats Ark was losing its sense of place and history, the Lightborn’s connection to other Lightborn on other ships was increasing. Clara found she could dip into the collective and speak with a boy from Hanging Pillars as easily as she could speak to Logan beside her. Maybe it was the lack of interference, as the rest of the world’s minds went dim. As the rest of humanity became the blank slates preferred by the Astrals. 
Sometimes, Clara envied them. The collective remembered every bit of their shared past. Clara knew how to play video games she’d never experienced, enjoyed by teenagers before the fall. Clara knew the best place to buy a taco in New York, though she’d only been there as an embryo. She had lived the invasion and occupation from every possible angle. She’d seen them come to Iraq. The Northern Territory. She’d seen them above London and Budapest and Warsaw and Chang Mai. She’d seen Moscow destroyed from the inside, through the memories of a child who’d been there. She’d seen Black Monday’s decimation hundreds of times, when the Astrals had made their first round of human cuts, knocking the planet’s population from nearly eight billion to three. And of course she still saw Heaven’s Veil in her dreams. 
Her father’s death. 
Her grandmother’s death. 
The deaths of hundreds of other kids’ fathers, other kids’ grandmothers. 
What would it be like to forget like the others? To arrive one day on dry land, and start over without history’s agony? Without all the baggage? 
At night, Clara let her mind drift into the collective. Into the place that seemed unable to forget. And in that space, she watched connections form — fresh meat forming beneath a diseased skin. Too late, something was happening. They were waking the other young minds, but in time it only happened below the level of consciousness. The girl she’d talked to her first day on the vessel, Zoe, could barely remember Clara’s name. But she was there in the collective, like one more node in an outward-spreading network. 
Nodes here and there. All over the globe. The brightest were Lightborn, and the second-brightest were the non-Lightborn children they touched. But there were dimmer nodes too — more precisely wired and not as flexible or bright. To Clara, they felt like adults. With her eyes closed, the network was a thing of beauty. Ideal pieces in perfect slots in the big puzzle, each placed as if by design. The growing hive couldn’t have existed before humanity’s garbled noise had been pruned. There’d been too much distraction. Too many flimsy connections. Only now could she connect to an Indian man she felt staring out at the ocean. Only now could she hear the thoughts of an Asian fisherman, whose mind was a curious puzzle box that acted like a key the man had never known was there. 
Usually it was too much to think about. The network — forged from genocide, invisible except to the Lightborn as the race memory of humanity melted to mush — was pointless. It helped nobody. 
Days ticked off. 
Clara found a node in the network that felt familiar as if from long ago. Just an ordinary mind, nothing special.
With her eyes closed, she nuzzled her mind close to the unremarkable node, wishing it could sing her to sleep like it used to. 
ON THE THIRTY-FOURTH day at sea by Peers’s count, Lila spotted land and shouted down to Piper, telling her to steer toward it. But Piper didn’t hear because she was huddled over the controls, in her own little world as usual. 
Peers caught Piper’s attention. She glared at him. Then he took the controls and tried to steer toward the land, but the ship’s rudder wouldn’t turn. Or it would, but the boat wouldn’t follow. The sub moved in the same direction it had been, and in that moment something in Peers finally broke, and he pounded on the instruments while Lila shouted from above. When she finally came down, Lila shouted at him for his obstinance. And shouted. And shouted. But this time Peers shouted back, and the fight became about something else entirely, and Lila threw a stainless steel cup at him, bouncing off his elbow. By the time the fight was behind them, so was the land. 
Another day. 
Another day. 
Peers pulled out a roll of nautical maps stowed in the sub’s nose, mostly useless without land above water to use for comparison. Peers had tried to guess their position at night and came away frustrated, unable to tell anything more than that familiar constellations meant they were still in the northern hemisphere. The total lack of information was unsettling. Weather had changed, and there were no landmarks. Hot days followed frigid ones. They gutted the few fish they managed to catch and often ate them raw. They constructed rain traps on the sub’s top and caught rainwater to drink. But there was no end in sight. No place to go. Only Piper seemed to have any thoughts on their direction, but she never shared her reasoning, or used GPS to navigate. He had no idea what Piper was using — only that the instruments bowed to her fingers alone. 
The little boat powered on, somehow avoiding swells and storms and ice, the engines forever spinning on tanks that never needed fuel.
CARL WOKE with a start when the world jarred on the thirty-eighth day, tossing its contents hither and yon. It took him a while to realize that the disturbance had been caused by the freighter grinding to a halt. He ran to the deck, looked around, and saw nothing. 
He didn’t know how to fire the engines, because they’d come alight without human intervention. He didn’t know how to figure out where they’d become inexplicably marooned because he knew only that they’d started south and steamed north. But in the intervening five weeks, they’d taken one detour after another, filling the big ship to what had to be quarter capacity or more, moving east and west, then south again, obeying the weather and the silver ball’s whims. But now Carl was worse than lost, and there was no way to fix it. 
Still he lowered one of the small boats stowed on deck from their massive boom arms, the motor operating as inexplicably well as the rest of the ship’s systems. While in the water, he steered the boat around and away, searching for the problem. And after much peering and staring down, he found it. Or rather, Lawrence did. The ship had run aground. On what, nobody knew. 
They slept. And in the morning, the underwater obstruction was just visible from the freighter’s deck where it hadn’t been before.
Carl went to sleep that night wondering if what he suspected might be true.
And the next morning, the fortieth day, he felt the ship tilt as its weight betrayed it, coming to rest at a few degrees of lee. 
Below the bow was a low rise covered in long and bedraggled green grass, now visible above the water. 
They’d come aground two days ago. And now, as water receded, the ground was finally making its way to them.
THE NEXT TIME they saw land, it was Meyer, not Peers, who took control. He was prepared to cut the ship’s hydraulic and electrical lines to stop and change its course, ready to jump into the water and push. He’d make them all get out and kick, if it came to that. 
But the controls obeyed his touch, turning them toward land. Toward, he saw, a large something near the land’s edge that had to be man-made. 
Piper didn’t stand in his way as she had before. She sort of blinked and looked at him with curiosity, as if this were a party she was just now entering. When Meyer ignored her, she turned to Kindred. But he’d weathered the trip worse than the rest of them. Which was to say he’d weathered it better. Lila had complained; Peers had exacerbated his own obnoxious, compulsive habits; Meyer had stewed, and Piper had been in a fugue. But Kindred had been none of the above. Most days he’d sat in one place, staring out at nothing.
Meyer called to his double for help when they got closer. He’d need the help to shore them up, and no one trusted Peers. When Kindred came up, Meyer tried to see into him, the way they once shared a mental office. But there was nothing there. Kindred was an empty vessel, still half of Meyer, but touching his mind was like touching nothing at all. 
“What’s wrong with you?” Meyer asked, not bothering to blunt the point. 
“I can tell he’s close,” Kindred replied. 
“Who?” 
But Kindred had already finished his work with the dock line, tying it to a dead tree just breaking the water’s surface. He’d waded to the new shore and was making his way, alone, toward the man-made thing Meyer had seen from open water. 
Meyer recognized it immediately. He’d seen it — or one of several just like it — over and over on Jabari’s tablet, on the Astral broadcasts. 
One of the big vessels the aliens had left behind as human lifeboats, sent from a distant capital. 
LIZA KNIGHT STOOD on her vessel deck as a dozen people with sponge brain attempted to figure out how to extend the gangplank and disembark. She had no idea where they were, but she’d been circling this place for days and had been watching spots of land appear — here and there, then suddenly everywhere. Based on the underwater obstacles they’d encountered just trying to get close and tie the thing off, they’d come upon a relatively flat, definitely large area. By tomorrow or the next day, their Noah’s Ark would probably be permanently beached, fallen over on its hulking side in the middle of a gently rolling meadow. 
“Um …” said a voice at her side. 
“Liza,” Liza growled, seeing Mick’s perplexed expression. In the past two weeks, she’d gone from sympathetic about his mental issues to irritated to flat-out angry. She didn’t like spending more than a month on a boat to nowhere more than anyone else, and yet everyone came to her expecting things, trying to tell her what to do. But wasn’t she the one with the little metal ball that told the ship where to go? Not that she’d shared that tidbit with anyone.
“Liza?” 
“Do you have any idea who I am?” She should be more elated at finding land, but found herself nonetheless unable to enjoy it while surrounded by monkeys. 
“You’re Liza.” 
“I’m in charge here. I’m the fucking viceroy, Mick.” 
He watched her vacant, as if waiting for her to finish. 
“What do you want? If you can even fucking remember.” 
“I left myself a note to ask you to try a GPS bearing.” 
Some of Liza’s annoyance departed. She’d forgotten. But at least it was garden-variety forgetting, not the amnesia they all seemed to have caught like a cold. Or so she hoped. 
She pulled the mobile phone from her pocket. Mick looked at it as if he’d never seen something so fascinating. Like showing fire to a caveman. 
“Nothing.” She put it back in her pocket. 
Mick nodded. She realized he had no idea what a ‘GPS bearing’ was despite having made the suggestion. Mick’s new systems were more efficient than sensible. He left himself reminders but seldom knew what they meant. 
“I guess it doesn’t matter where we are as long as there’s land. Make yourself another note, Mick. Check all of the communication devices in there to see if anyone else has popped up, if there are any broadcasts, anything.” 
“Um … Liza?” 
“You don’t know how to work any of the equipment, do you?” 
Mick shrugged. 
“Fine. I’ll do it. But I sure hope you like the people on this boat. Because if the Astrals are leaving soon and communications stay down like I think they will, like forever, this is your life.” 
Mick waited for her to finish. Liza realized that if what she’d just said was true, she was going to be supremely unhappy. But what had she expected? The capitals had been spread across the globe. If Jabari’s plan had worked out and the viceroys had managed to reach their virtual meet-up and make their plans, maybe there could have been a New World Order. But now she was destined to be a queen among idiots. The other ships could be anywhere, if they’d survived. 
“You can go,” Liza said. 
Stewing, she moved around the big boat, inspecting her soggy new home, for better or for worse. 
But it seemed that Liza wasn’t alone after all. 
There was a small watercraft in the distance, aground not far off. It wasn’t big like the ark, or small and flat like a normal boat. It was almost rounded, like a mini-sub. 
A man was walking toward her. 
And far behind him, Liza saw another man who looked an awful lot like him. 
STRANGER HID behind the big rock, watching Kindred cross the new land toward the Roman Sands vessel. He watched as the leaders stood face to face, unable to see their expressions, knowing they’d be good. He watched as Liza Knight extended her hand, as Kindred took it, as they shook. And then he watched the two larger parties move toward each other, local pools of thought already beginning to intermingle. 
The next day, the water had moved more than ten feet farther down, and Stranger knew without looking inside that the big Astral ship had moved back to one of the poles and would soon go to the other, siphoning the global flood back into mountains of freshwater ice. The ice didn’t return to the north and south as glaciers. It returned as liquid, then obeyed the ship’s whims and went to freeze where the Astral machinery told it to. If human scientists were to bore into the new ice, they wouldn’t know what to make of their discovery. But the world’s population was down to the seed number the Astrals had wanted, and the Forgetting had already peaked.
There would be no more scientists on Earth. Not for a very long time. 
A few days on, Stranger moved to where Carl Nairobi had run his big ship aground. He stayed out of sight — more because he was curious than out of need. Carl had seen enough wonders that he might not even be surprised to see Stranger. The man might even expect it. And by the time Carl crested a particular hill not far on from his group’s position, he wouldn’t have much surprise left in him, anyway. Carl, like the others, had no idea where they were or where they’d been headed throughout the past month and a half. And yet over that hill, he’d find Jayesh Sai and Maj Anders, who’d already made each other’s curious acquaintance. But, Stranger thought, was it really so shocking that they’d been drawn together? Life always began in this place, every single time. 
Stranger watched the disparate groups assemble, keeping his distance. He felt the click each time a new piece was added to the whole, as new humans found the swelling collective. As the Roman Sands survivors and Meyer Dempsey’s small group met with Spiros Cocoves of Hanging Pillars and his group, as both watched Lee Sūn’s group, summoned by her small silver ball, enter the plain to join them. 
With proximity, mentality grew. And the Forgetting, its work done, allowed their minds to function again. Friends could soon easily remember friends and new shared histories, but the old past — and its mistakes — were gone forever.
Stranger watched for two weeks, staying apart, letting the new city form in the drying land. The sun came out as the continents returned to the surface, and the land became arid, and the survivors marched until they found fresh water again in a fertile valley not far from the desert, where they discovered other viceroys who’d already made temporary homes. 
Last to arrive was the Ember Flats group, who found ground late and stayed far off until they began to run out of drinking water. Then they followed Clara’s ball, and Stranger watched the final thing he’d wanted to see before joining the group, finally a participant instead of a puppeteer. 
And that thing, he watched close: Clara finding Lila. The two reconciling and Lila’s heart breaking with joy, two halves made whole after a drought. 
Stranger watched. And waited. Then he entered the new city as the mental grid flickered. 
His work as maestro was done. 
Now it was another’s turn to guide them.





Chapter Fifty
“ALL THAT REMAINS,” Eternity told Sadeem, “is the matter of your Legend Scroll.” 
Sadeem looked up. Having essentially been abducted, he’d brought no belongings onto the first mothership, then onto the larger Deathbringer. So he wasn’t precisely packed to leave, but it was a similar vibe. He was in the same white room as always, fed and healthy but phenomenally bored after nearly two months in captivity, now standing with no bags by his side and the unmistakable air of a man about to pick up and shove off. And yet here was Eternity, saying something that could change everything. His insides longed to scream. 
“I’ve shown you all our scrolls. All my key can access.” 
“And we’ve sent all that was previously paired to the old Mullah Temple to the new one,” Eternity agreed, nodding slightly as if finally comfortable acting human. “Your key will now access all of what your Elders were granted at the prior Temple. Your portal links to ours, and the knowledge has been sent there, from our side, for any new Elders you groom and train.” 
“So nothing remains. And I can go home.” Sadeem thought to correct himself — wherever he was headed, it wasn’t home. Floodwaters had receded and the ice caps had been restored, but the planet was cleansed, with most of what humans had built upon it now shrapnel, half-buried in silt or washed away. 
“The Legend Scroll,” Eternity persisted. 
“I know of nothing by that name.”
“We scanned you during your sleep last night, using the same process used to create progenitors and progeny.” 
Sadeem had heard those words. He didn’t like where this might be going.
“Are you saying you’re going to duplicate me like you duplicated Meyer Dempsey? You extracted my mind the way you did with him, and now you’re going to bring a Titan in here and … and …” 
“It is merely the same process.” Betraying what Sadeem had watched bloom in the Astrals over the past months, Eternity’s face wore an expression that seemed to add, So fucking relax already. “The human conscious mind is only so aware of itself. As we created the new portal, we needed to be certain that information obtained by the Mullah and elaborated on in our absence — not just from your perspective but from your admittedly weak attachment to a species collective — was accurate. The scan went as anticipated, and gaps on the human side have been filled. Information required for the new Temple and Mullah knowledge base is complete. And yes, you can … ‘go home.’ But first there is one unexpected discovery, hidden within your mind. Of the Legend Scroll.” 
Sadeem felt his skin starting to creep. Eternity, as the human woman she wasn’t, was beautiful. But when she stared — especially now, with a secret unexpectedly revealed — she was more terrifying than attractive. 
“I don’t know about a Legend Scroll.” 
“There is no point in deception. Your intent to conceal knowledge of this matter from us was as obvious in the scan as the matter itself.” 
“I …” 
“Tell us about the Seven Archetypes.” 
“I thought you knew it all? Plucked right from my brain while I slept?” 
“Knowledge is different from context.” 
“Same as for your lost man in boots?” 
“That issue is at least partly resolved. In your mind, you call the man you claimed not to know the Magician.”
“I don’t know that. It’s just a guess.” 
“Tell us.”
Sadeem sighed. He only knew middle-tier information anyway. Perhaps the Elders knew why the Archetypes mattered, but Sadeem could only tell her the facts (or legends) as the Mullah saw them. It was probably a useless secret — like confessing to knowledge of the boogeyman, but not of where it was hiding.
“It’s just a story we tell. In a book of prophecies. The Elders knew more, I’m sure, but to the rest of us it was one more thing we heard — alongside legends of the Horsemen returning to the planet, and bringing the end.” 
“Who are they?” 
“Some in my group thought Meyer Dempsey might be the King. And that’s one of only a few things rumors of the Scroll agree on: that the King survives. It made us curious to follow him, knowing that if we were right, he’d make it to the new Mecca. Or Jerusalem. Or whatever. So were we right? Did Dempsey survive?” 
“He is in the new capital. The new Cradle of Civilization.”
“What about his group?”
“Do you mean Clara?” 
Sadeem stopped, mouth open. 
“Who is Clara?”
“The girl you were hiding from us. The Lightborn.”
Sadeem said nothing. 
“We cannot see the girl your mind recalls in the new city, no,” Eternity answered. 
Sadeem’s head hung. A slow exhale escaped.
“Why were you hiding the girl? Did you think she was one of the Archetypes?” 
“No, she …” 
Eternity waited. 
“Okay. Fine. She was Lightborn. We didn’t know what they meant. Only that they were different. Something about the way their minds process things. They were unusually skilled at telepathy, beyond what we saw happened in most people around your broadcast stones. They sometimes seemed to be prescient, definitely precocious. Clara was a child in many ways, but in most ways her mind was adult. Or beyond.” 
“Why did you hide her from us?” 
“It was just a matter of the unknown. The Astrals didn’t seem to know much about the Lightborn, and that made us more interested in them. When Clara came to us, we took the opportunity. I gave her puzzles and watched her play. I discovered only that her mind was extraordinary. Nothing beyond that in any way that should bother you. If you’ve scanned my brain, you know there’s nothing more. There wasn’t enough time to learn about her before your Dark Rider came and it all fell apart.” 
Eternity seemed to think. Finally she nodded, apparently satisfied. 
“And the Archetypes?” 
“From where I stood, they were exactly that: Archetypes. Personifications of the types of people who’d be needed when a new epoch began. Even those below the level of Elder knew the basics of what was supposed to happen when the Horsemen returned: You’d judge us with your archive; you’d cause ruin and destruction if we failed, as we always have. When it was over, the population would shrink, though I hadn’t realized how much. But when you left, the new humanity would require certain attributes to be strong in its bloodline. It would need leadership, so there would be a King, if not a literal king. They’d need wisdom, so there’d be a Sage. But to counterpoint wisdom there’d be an Innocent, which some feel is where the Christian story of Eden comes from.” 
“In all the past epochs, humanity has never been ‘innocent.’ There has always been evil.” 
“And that’s why one of the Archetypes is the Villain,” Sadeem said. 
“It is merely a construct. A way for the Mullah to imagine each epoch’s beginning.” 
Sadeem nodded. 
“This is consistent with our scan. But if it was a framework for your society, why did you keep it secret?” 
If she was asking, the scan hadn’t been deductive enough to provide Sadeem’s real answer: That I never learned the details of the Legend Scroll and kept hoping they might be a kind of resistance against you. But even that had been absurd from the start. The Scroll was replete with words like “always” and “each time.” That alone meant that if the Archetypes had formed a resistance in past epochs, it hadn’t been especially effective. 
So Sadeem gave an answer that was still true, even if not all the way: “I couldn’t just give you everything. Humans fight.” 
He thought Eternity might balk — might say “irrelevant” a few more times. But instead she nodded in apparent acceptance. 
“This does explain another anomaly we’ve discovered. It may even explain the Stranger we’ve discussed during your time here.” 
“So you don’t know everything?” 
“In each epoch, there has been an element of uncertainty. The Founders seeded it as an essential part of your species’ existence, but it has always been foreign to us. The intention was to create a variety of experience for our Watchers to study, beyond what happens in our purer consciousness. But doing so meant working with a tool that was useful on one hand, but dangerous on the other.” 
“What element?” 
“Your mind calls it chaos.” 
“So what’s the anomaly?”
“Our intention was to recall all Astrals from the surface. But there’s one entity within our collective that we have been unable to recall. A soldier, in your words, who spent enough time with humanity to become infected. That one has not returned.” 
Sadeem pondered Eternity’s words, feeling a strange kinship with this woman-who-wasn’t-a-woman — this force that had killed off all but a few tenths of a percent of his world’s people. In the moment, she was almost a person, like him. A being who’d faced a human sense of defeat, even if tiny. Something she didn’t understand, despite her best efforts.
“A Titan?” Sadeem said. “Or a Reptar?” 
“A Transformed.” 
“A … ?” The word clicked. “Wait. Are you talking about the second Meyer Dempsey? The one Clara called Kindred?” 
She seemed distracted, head down: a parody of human pensiveness as if there was one brain in her one head. “But now, with your story of Archetypes, there is context. Because we can still feel our Transformed the way you can feel one of your fingers, and what’s there isn’t worse than defiant. It is black with infection. Perhaps it is right to stay behind. Not just to protect our collective but to seed your new humanity with evil, as your Villain.” 
Sadeem found himself about to respond — perhaps to protest the idea of Astrals discarding their garbage with humanity — but she was right; it almost made sense. In the Eden myth, it wasn’t Adam or Eve who brought Original Sin — or its potential — to the Garden. It was the serpent.
Eternity looked up, and for perhaps the final time, Sadeem was struck with just how good at imitating humanity this inhuman thing had become. 
“Then the issue is closed. Humanity has reached our intended seed number, and the land masses have been restored. The Forgetting is complete, and that seed shall start fresh.” 
“They’ve forgotten everything?” 
“Now that we’ve retracted our influence, their minds will stabilize. Only factual memory of the past has been erased. They will not remember their past wonders. They will not remember their old civilization or old cities or old ways. Once we have returned you to the surface and verified the Forgetting is complete from within our stream, our ships will leave your planet, and they will not remember us. But they will know each other. They will know how to build fires and shelters, how to hunt and work together, how to begin the next attempt at evolving their consciousness into one like ours. Perhaps humanity will be what it has the potential to become the next time we return.” 
“And by ‘potential,’ you mean like you.”
“Humanity can evolve a collective like ours. It has nearly happened before.” 
“Maybe we’re not supposed to be like you. Maybe, since you intentionally made us different, our ‘collective’ is supposed to be something else.” 
“Perhaps.” 
“When you send me back home, before you leave,” Sadeem said after a moment of silence, “will you make me forget, too?”
“Oh no,” Eternity replied. “Someone has to be the Sage.”





Chapter Fifty-One
PIPER ENTERED THE SMALL SHELTER, feeling an increasingly common sense of dislocation. It was almost like seeing something move in the corner of her eye then looking properly to discover that whatever she’d almost seen had jumped back into place after turning her head. Something wasn’t quite right, but she didn’t know what. Piper had the sense of her mind as a bathtub, plug pulled from the bottom and thoughts draining faster than she could turn on taps to refill it. A helpless situation — and even more, it felt inevitable. Maybe something was going very wrong, but it wasn’t anything she could stop. And it would be over soon. 
She sat beside Lila, who had Clara on her lap. She was too big, but Lila had barely let the kid leave her grip — let alone her sight — since their reunion. Lila didn’t seem exactly eager to go through … 
To go through … 
Well, whatever peril they’d recently left behind them. 
“Feeling okay?” Lila asked her, looking up. She was sitting in a chair made of metal and canvas. Not the kind of thing that could be easily made, the way cobblers in the square made things. So where had it come from? Piper couldn’t recall. 
“Just kind of uneasy. I keep getting these weird … visions.” 
Lila almost asked one question then obviously diverted to another. Piper wasn’t the only one having trouble articulating herself these days, and looking at Lila she seemed to remember a sense of visions meaning more than they did now. As if one of them had been a psychic or a fortune teller, seeing visions and reading other people’s thoughts on a regular basis.
“Visions of what?” Lila asked. 
Piper looked down at Clara. “Clara, honey? Do you mind helping your grandpa with some stuff he’s doing outside?”
Lila’s grip on Clara’s arm tightened enough that the girl flinched. Then she let go a little, but Clara looked up at her, wincing. 
“He’s right outside, Lila. It’s bright daylight, and you can see for miles.” 
Lila still held Clara’s arm, reticent. But Piper was right. Nobody could snatch Clara without someone seeing or stopping it — especially not with Meyer and his brother watching her in the dooryard.
Lila turned to Clara, urged the girl out of her lap, and said, “Go ahead. Just be sure to stay with Grandpa and Kindred. Don’t go wandering off, okay?” 
Clara rolled her eyes, but only a little. Then her mother beckoned for a hug, and Clara complied without comment. A moment later she was out the door, and Piper heard the strike of Meyer’s axe, the small clicking sounds as Clara stacked wood. 
“What’s going on?” Lila asked. 
“You’ll think I’m crazy.” 
“I promise I won’t.” 
“This is going to sound so stupid.”
“Just say it. I won’t laugh.” She smiled. “Or send you to the medic.” 
Piper’s eyes darted around, her mind trying to cobble the interior mess into a cohesive whole. “Look. I feel like an idiot, but I keep thinking I see …” She sighed. “Visitors?”
“From up the delta? From the desert?” 
“From the sky.” 
Lila laughed. “The Astrals.” 
“So I’m not crazy?”
“Not about this, no,” Lila said, still smiling. “Have you talked to Stranger?” 
Piper shook her head. “He’s so busy. Everyone is planting soon. Everything needs a blessing.”  
“I did, not long ago. He said, ‘Thoughts of the Astrals are slippery.’”
“So he knows about them?” 
Lila nodded. “He says they created us. They’re from the heavens, like the gods. But then he said they’re preparing to leave, as they have in the past. And that until they do, we’ll remember them a little … but once they’re gone, we won’t remember them at all. And for now, it’s like clinging to a dream.” 
Piper tried to focus. She remembered personal details fine: She was Piper Dempsey; she lived in the fourth house to the far side of the square with her husband, his twin brother, their daughter, Lila, and her daughter, Clara. They spent most nights with their neighbor Peers and his dog, just sitting and talking. She knew she liked Peers but hadn’t always, though she now couldn’t remember what he’d done to offend her. 
But when her thoughts turned to the alien ships in the sky —  Peers called them chariots of the gods — it was like trying to recall something from her earliest years. Much of her history was similarly foggy, as if in flux. How had she and Meyer met? What had her pregnancy been like, and what of Lila’s first years? All those things might as well have been from a hundred years ago, from another life, from a whole other world. And the Astrals, as Lila called them, seemed to be tied up in all of it. 
“How has Clara been?” Piper asked, deciding the topic was exhausted at best, frustratingly deadlocked at least. 
“Good. But she’s strange, Piper.” 
“Strange how?” 
“She doesn’t talk much. She’s not as lively as she used to be.” 
“It’s only been a week since she came home, Lila. Give her time.” 
Lila’s mouth opened. Her head cocked. 
“It’s been more than a week.” 
“No, a week. I’ve been washing her shirts. One a day. Seven shirts.” 
“I thought she came back months ago. Are you sure?”
“I’m sure, Lila,” Piper laughed. “Maybe you should go to the medic.” 
But Lila was shaking her head. “She came back with Mara Jabari. The same time that Gatekeeper Carl and his clan joined the village.”
“Lila, I’m positive. One week.” 
“But Carl, Mara, the others … the village wasn’t even built when they came!” 
“I don’t know what to tell you, Lila. Maybe you’re right. Maybe we built the village in a single week and don’t remember.” 
This time, Lila laughed. 
“She’ll be okay. She’s a kid. Kids are resilient. Just let it pass. If she wants to talk about where they took her, let her. But if she doesn’t, don’t pry. She needs to move on, and so do you.” 
Lila nodded. 
But that night, Lila also brought a rock into her bedroom. She began to make marks on it, to count the days with a stick of chalk.





Chapter Fifty-Two
AND SO LIFE in the village continued. 
The river gave them a ready supply of clean water, so they hauled buckets and used the water to drink and to bathe and to cook their meals over fires using pots that none of the citizens precisely remembered fabricating, purchasing, or trading for. They sat inside their homes (which, similarly, nobody really remembered building or even moving into) at dark, for protection, and wandered about during the day. 
Sometimes wolves and coyotes came in the night, so villagers kept their food contained and their children inside and their small animals penned. Sometimes snakes made homes under their houses so they had to fish them out. The sun had a tendency to crisp the skin so they wore loose clothing or stayed in the shade when the sun was high. The land was fertile. And crops grew. 
By the time the corn was knee-high, lapping up water from the river and laughing at the desolation of dry desert beyond the village, almost everyone had completely forgotten the strange visitors who’d come from the sky. There were nightmares, with black things that scuttled like bugs, purring with blue sparks in their throats. And sometimes, when a man as large as Carl came from the sun with his white covers on, those who saw his big, muscle-bound form would flinch until seeing that his skin was black, not powder white like the phantoms they remembered without recollection. 
But for the most part nobody knew anything of the ships by then, or the catastrophe that had befallen them, or the old, distant cities, or the function of any of the strange relics people occasionally found in their belongings. When the villagers found such objects, they took them to Stranger, who pronounced them witchcraft, or to the strange desert-dwelling sage named Sadeem who made his home far away, in the hills, with a small tribe of disciples he called Mullah. Sometimes Stranger would make pronouncements about the relics, and often Sadeem told tales of a magic that once permeated the world like the very aether of existence, and how the shiny things — many of which came alive if you touched them — talked to that magic. 
By the time two months had passed, the village was at peace. There were squabbles among the villagers, and the constant feud between Governor Dempsey and Liza Knight, who ran the rectory and seemed to know everything about everyone whether it was her business or not. But there were no outside enemies other than the wolves and coyotes and snakes, so life went on as well as it could. 
The Dempsey family, which held esteem as the family of their fearless leader, was a mixed bunch, underpinning so much of the tribe’s day-to-day existence. There was Meyer, of course, who ran things when not bickering with Liza. There was his twin brother, Kindred, who was strange and distant and dark — a brooding, troubling figure who most knew to avoid. There was Piper, who acted as the First Lady and made clothing as her profession. There was Lila, who taught at the school. And lastly there was young Clara Dempsey, who spent much of her time with Stranger in his magician’s hut. It made Lila uneasy, but she permitted the friendship. Clara was different, and although Stranger was odd, he was trusted by the village and seemed to understand Clara — something Lila herself had given up on. 
In Stranger’s hut, he and Clara discussed things they shouldn’t know but both did. Long after the Astrals were gone, Clara asked about them. Long after the ships had last graced the others’ memories, Clara and Stranger still whispered. And they spoke in hushed voices about Stranger himself, who struck Clara as instantly familiar in a way she didn’t entirely understand — and most often about Kindred, whom Stranger avoided like a plague. Many avoided Kindred, but with Stranger it was intentional — each steering clear of the other despite what both called “an intensely strong mutual attraction.” Whenever Clara spoke with Stranger or her grand uncle, the other man surfaced in conversation. Kindred wanted nothing more, it seemed, than to sit opposite Stranger for a meal. And Stranger, likewise, wanted nothing more than to visit with Kindred. Clara could feel their mutual pull, but for a reason neither would divulge they refused to meet — as if doing so was dangerous. 
Stranger would say, “We all have our burdens to bear, Clara, just as you have the burden of knowledge and insight.” And Kindred, who knew less of Clara’s unique “insight,” would say the same. Kindred spoke of little but Stranger, using drink to still unknowable demons. Except that when he drank enough, another subject would surface. Lila heard this topic often, as the one tasked with shuttling Kindred to bed when his intoxication became too great and filled him with menace. He spoke of a woman named Heather, who seemed to haunt his past, but that Lila had never heard of. 
In the mornings, Clara would often tell her mother that she was going to Stranger’s place then walk past it, headed to a place far in the hills — too far for anyone to walk alone. She could make it in two hours, most of that time spent crossing barren desert with no landmarks to guide her. Clara never got lost. She tuned inward to another kind of guidance, listening to whispers from her friends: a group sometimes called the Unforgotten, but which called themselves Lightborn. Clara could hear them any time she chose to tune in, same as she could still see the strange network with all its nodes with her mind’s eye. When she walked, she called on the Lightborn to guide her, to the cave where she’d find Sadeem and the Mullah. But when she realized it wasn’t just the Lightborn offering directions from afar, she chose to ask the Sage, knowing he’d have answers to questions nobody else had — that nobody else could even understand. 
“All the time I was on the vessel,” Clara told him, “I could see this network in my head expanding. And I could mentally tap each of the bright spots, which I kind of thought of as nodes. And when I did, I’d get a sense of what that node was: not just a spot in a grid but as a person. You were one. So was Piper. All of my Lightborn friends were in there, each appearing as a node in this big, expanding grid of people. At first I thought we were connecting, the way my mind plugs into the Lightborn. But it’s still there, even after everything! I think that’s how I can see my way through the desert: Millions of people saw this piece of land before the flood. Even with all the landmarks washed away, what they know — or knew — seems to have made me a map.” 
Sadeem nodded, thinking. “It makes sense. Many tiny inputs from nodes on the grid, and your mind assembles them into a picture of the whole.” 
“But they’ve forgotten, Sadeem! Nobody remembers the old world! Nobody even remembers the flood, the Astrals, none of it! My own mom doesn’t even remember her mom — she thinks Piper had her!” 
“And?” 
Clara looked at Sadeem with disbelief. He was sitting in front of her cross-legged, peaceful like a meditating yogi. 
“And?” she repeated. 
“Why would you expect it to be different? Just because they’ve forgotten doesn’t mean they don’t remember.” 
“Stop speaking in riddles!” 
Sadeem’s composure broke. He laughed. 
“I suspect we’ve always been connected a little, Clara. That’s what you’re able to see. You’ve kept an eye on what humanity lost. It changes nothing, but at least offsets the burden of being how you are.” 
“So I can remember things that everyone else has let go? How is that a benefit? I wish I’d forgotten, too!” 
“They told me everyone would forget, Clara. But they’ve never been able to see the Lightborn. It’s one tiny piece of victory. They knocked down the buildings but left the foundation, in you.” 
“And what good does it do me?” 
“You won’t get lost, for one. And at least until you die, a small piece of the old world won’t be gone forever.” 
“The same is true of you. Big whoop for being special. Even if we told people how it used to be, nobody would believe us.” 
“Part of their plan, I suppose. The Astrals wanted us to start over, and that could only happen if we were blank slates. It had to happen before they left. But it’s good because we needed them to go. The healing had to begin, and if memory was the price, so be it. The network you see won’t last forever, Clara. It’ll wither and die. Enjoy it while you can. Your mind, my mind, the minds of other Lightborn and perhaps the one you call Stranger? That might be all that’s left of the world we knew. But like all things, it’s only for a time. I’m already forgetting things — naturally, at least. Just as your subconscious network is fading. Don’t resent it, Clara. Pity it. Don’t push those people’s remains away. Embrace and celebrate them while they’re still here.” 
Something sighed inside her. Sadeem was speaking as if the world wasn’t dead, but dying. As if the people she already knew and loved, in the small village and the others pocked across the planet, were dying. 
She closed her eyes, feeling exhausted. She saw the network almost immediately. And it was as he said: a still-vibrant core of bright nodes surrounded by endless acres of slaughtered chattel. Subconscious minds of the more than seven billion humans who’d died during the occupation were now husks. But the rest of what Sadeem had said wasn’t as obviously true: As those old minds shed, leaving the living to burn inside Clara’s mental network, the remaining nodes weren’t dimming. Each mind still in the grid fit perfectly — more perfectly than they ever could have during humanity’s populous but scattered heyday.
Clara opened her eyes. 
“Sadeem?” 
“Yes, Clara?” 
“You say the nodes — this collective network — I see inside me … you say those are the roots of people before they forgot everything? So the Peers Basara node inside my head, for instance — that’s Peers as he used to be, not as he is now?” 
“It’s his entry into the collective unconscious. So yes.” 
“And because everyone has forgotten, that’s why the whole thing should be shutting down? Because all those old memories and thoughts are erased?” 
“That’s right.” 
“But Sadeem?” 
“Yes, Clara?” 
“It’s not shutting down. The network keeps growing brighter and brighter. It’s not dying. It’s almost like it’s coming alive.”
“I think you’re imagining things.” 
“No, Sadeem, I’m not,” Clara insisted. “It’s been getting brighter since we boarded the vessel. Since those other, non-Lightborn kids started to light up, and even some of the adults.”
Sadeem looked puzzled. “But they forgot. All of them. The kids. The adults. Everyone.”
Clara closed her eyes. Watched a small blip of internal light move from a live node to a darker one. The new node brightened a hair, then passed the light on.
She was about to try and describe it when the walls began to shake. Dust sifted, and Mullah began to shout. Then Clara saw it, all at once — inside her mind before she saw it with her eyes, as the people of the distant village saw it first, and uploaded the knowledge directly to her screaming cortex. 
“It’s a quake,” Sadeem said. 
“No. It’s not.” 
They walked up the tunnels, reached the cave’s mouth, and emerged into the open air. There they saw it together: overhead, covering half the sky, was the enormous Deathbringer that had supposedly left Earth three months earlier. 
Sadeem gaped up at the thing, his Mullah ranks speechless beside him.
“They were supposed to leave,” Sadeem said. “Why didn’t they go?” 
Clara looked inside. And in one gestalt leap, she knew the answer in full. 
“Because this time it’s different,” she said. “This time, they can’t.” 





Resurrection








Chapter One
THE HOODED FIGURE slipped out of the village before dawn, setting off from his dwelling before most of the others had risen for their daily chores. This was saying something because the village woke early. The sun was oppressive by midday, so people worked at first light then stayed in the shade to stay cool later — or bathed in the river, or slept in their small homes with the doors open on both ends to invite a breeze. 
When they did the latter, the villagers napped on cots high enough to keep the insects and snakes at bay. Superstition said that if you slept on the ground, minions from the underworld would take you for your laziness — for putting your back to the ground rather than toiling on upright legs. 
But that was all bunk to the cloaked man. The idea of never resting used to be called the Puritan Work Ethic and had, unfortunately, survived the Forgetting deep in the people’s minds. And as to snakes and spiders? They weren’t from the underworld. Near as the cloaked man could guess, the Astrals had somehow preserved them and the other creatures from the Old Earth on an unknown ark — or, for all he knew or cared, created them again once the land had dried.
He passed the Dempsey house — made of better stone and larger than the rest but still surprisingly modest. 
He passed the rectory, which had grown, where Mother Knight held her meddlesome meetings. 
And finally he passed the outer ring, where most of the Unforgotten made their homes. Beyond them were the wilds and the desert, and as the man walked west and the sun blushed in the sky behind him, he found it fitting that The Clearing had known just how to form itself. Like a flock of birds instinctually finding its array, so had the thousands instinctually settled into their ideal configuration. 
The Unforgotten — who’d taught The Clearing’s villagers so many things they didn’t question their knowledge of — didn’t usually need defense from the desert and the wilds. They knew when unwanted things were coming. 
But even windows of the Unforgotten weren’t lit with candlelight as he passed, leaving the quiet of night’s end unbroken.
He crested a rise then walked down its lee side. The bluing horizon vanished for a while, restoring his world to near darkness. And so he walked that way for a while, his eyes closed because the moon was new and the stars were hidden behind clouds and seeing simply didn’t matter. 
One foot in front of the other. 
No worries of stepping into something. Or on something. Or going the wrong direction.
Because the true guidance was within him, on the network, when its horizons managed to remain unobscured. 
After perhaps twenty minutes by an Old-World clock, he reached the monolith, less than a quarter day from the sea. It reared up before him like always: first a dark triangle above the farthest dune, then growing into something flatter and wider as he neared. By the time he was over the dune, the eastern sky had faded from dark blue to light, warming with the first hints of blood red where land met sky. 
He stood before the thing, looking up. He waited. He remembered the feeling of knowing so much more than he knew now, but that was when he’d had a global mind to guide him. Now their number was trimmed, and for a while, that had seemed to brighten the feeling. But despite all his shuffling, it had been dark for a while. Until the recent, new round of sparks. This time, he swore they were different. And Clara agreed.
But today as with every day before, the monolith offered nothing. 
He stayed for long enough to know he was wasting time, hoping in an all-too-human way that the solution would magically present itself. But it didn’t. There was magic, and he could make it. But the monolith was unchanging, and gave him as little as it gave the others, who believed it simply to be junk. 
Before leaving, he lowered his hood and pulled three small polished silver spheres from his pocket. He held them flat in his palm, trying to feel, knowing he’d sense nothing. The spheres had given him plenty in the past. But then again, he’d felt his origin more fully before. His power had departed like memory from the others. How had he once fed back into a Reptar and destroyed it with a thought? How had he created the duplicate that lived inside? He remembered doing it all, but his how was as lifeless as the spheres. They told him nothing, only showing him his own long, lined face — the same face he’d seen in mirrors when the forgotten floods had started. 
And that unchanged face told him: It feels like it’s been forever, yes. But it all might as well have happened yesterday.
He pocketed the spheres. There was still magic in them, for sure — just as there was still magic in the monolith. But he couldn’t touch it. Couldn’t access it. Like a memory he almost knew but couldn’t recall. A face he knew yet couldn’t place. 
He turned and headed back to The Clearing. 
He arrived at his shop to find a man waiting outside. He was very tall. Very broad. His arms were as big around as a normal man’s thighs. Everyone understood the man’s build because he labored as a blacksmith — another curiously no-questions-asked skill the Unforgotten had taught the village’s population ahead of the way things were probably supposed to happen. But his size was cause, not effect. He was able to blacksmith because he was big; he wasn’t big because he smithed. And there might be another reason he smithed, it seemed: because smiths made weapons as well as tools, and a warrior would one day need weapons with which to fight.
“Sir?” said the big man. 
“Yes?”
“They call you Stranger, don’t they?” 
“They call me many things. Especially behind my back.” 
The big man cracked a smile. Small wrinkles formed at the corners of his mouth. A tentative smile, but there. 
“My name is—”
“Carl Nairobi,” Stranger finished. 
“Carl Smith,” Carl corrected. 
Stranger shrugged as if it didn’t matter. Then he opened his shop’s door and let Carl inside, where he indicated two handmade chairs for each to sit. 
“Why is your name Smith?” Stranger asked. 
“Because I am a blacksmith.” 
“Were you always a blacksmith? Is that why it’s your surname?” 
Carl started to speak, but Stranger cut him off before he could.
“Five years ago, were you a blacksmith?” 
“Yes, sir.” 
“Ten years ago, were you a blacksmith?” 
“Yes.” 
“Was your father a blacksmith? Is that how you learned the trade?” 
Carl’s mouth opened, and his whole face formed another yes, but then he stopped. 
“Do you remember your father, Carl?” 
“Yes?” 
“You do or you don’t?” 
“Yes. Of course I do.” 
“What was his name?” 
There was a pause. Into it, Stranger said, “If a man’s surname were Nairobi, what might that say about him? What might it say about his origins?” 
“Sir?” 
“You’re so polite these days, Carl. When I first met you, you tried to beat me to death. Hit me once, in fact. I remember it well.” 
Carl’s face scrunched. “Have we met, sir?” 
“Yes. When you went by a different name. In a different place. Look inside, Carl. Do you seriously not remember me?” 
Carl focused. He watched Stranger for a very long time. It was such a tiny thing, Stranger thought as he watched Carl back, but a telling one. People used to have such a weakened attention span, but these days, stories spun for hours. People walked without hurry. And when one man studied another, it could take a minute or more, feeling no need to fill the silence with distractions. 
“When do you believe we met?” 
“Twenty years ago, Carl.” Then he shifted to the village vernacular, knowing “years” was a concept they never quite agreed on. “Twenty summers and winters.” 
“I’d have been a young man then.” 
Stranger looked him over. Carl still looked like a young man even at his current age of fortysomething. They had all visibly matured, but by the old standards it sure didn’t look like a full twenty years of aging to Stranger. The Astrals must have done something to them when erasing their memories, and it made sense. Most of humanity had perished. If the species was meant to restart from the small seed populations left around the globe, they’d have to be hearty stock — the best of the best, a bit younger than their years. 
“You were. Twenty-five at the most. But no bigger or stronger than you are now, I’d wager.” 
“But you,” Carl said, still studying. “You’d have been a child.” 
Stranger stood. There was a silvered glass on the far wall that he used when people came to him for advice. His face was long and lined, but not with age. He didn’t consider it much, but he understood what Carl meant. Most who didn’t know him well thought he was thirtyish, and were forgetful in exactly the way people around here were. Those closer to Stranger knew he looked the same today as he had for every subsequent yesterday. Twenty years gone in this strange new world, and he hadn’t aged a day. 
“Why are you here, Carl?” Stranger asked, leaving Carl to wonder. He’d been watching the node representing Carl just as Clara had suggested, and now he was starting to believe she was right. The walls were breaching, and Carl was one of those in whom the change might have already begun. 
“I was sent. By a man who frequents my shop, named Logan.” 
“Why did Logan send you to the town mystic?” 
“Because of my dreams, sir.”
Stranger had been facing the mirror. He turned, pleased. It really had begun to fall. His own dreams — not nearly as prescient as they once were, now that he’d become so much more human — might have been telling him the truth after all. 
“What about your dreams?” 
Carl shifted uncomfortably in his chair. Stranger hadn’t seen the man, other than in passing, in what felt like forever. The village had grown closer to a town in two decades, but it was still small. The town mystic scared many of its occupants just as they were frightened by Governor Dempsey’s twin. Even after a global reset, the human brain recoiled from the unknown. 
But still it was hard not to imagine Carl as he’d been when they’d first come to this place, when the floodwaters had receded and returned land to the Earth. He’d been angrier then, the way Kindred still was. And his speech patterns had belonged to the old world: attitude, slang, and a South African accent. Today he might be from the pages of a history book if such things still existed. 
“The monolith. Do you know it?” 
“I know it well.” 
“I’ve been there just once,” Carl said. “Just once, because it frightened me so badly. It’s like a thing from the underworld.”
Stranger nodded for the man to continue. 
“In my dream — and it’s the same every night — I’m standing outside the monolith. On the low side, where its edge has dipped nearer to the sand. There’s a door above. Between me and the door there’s a ladder. The whole thing is made of smithed metal. But not in any way I’ve ever seen or known or can understand.” 
“I know its construction. Go on.” 
“It’s very clear that I’ve just stepped out of the thing. And there are others with me. They’re watching me, waiting. And it’s … It’s …”
“What is it?” 
“It’s as if I brought the thing to us. As if it’s my fault it’s there.” 
A haunted look crossed his features. 
“Is there more?” 
He nodded. “Five people come from the horizon. From across the dune. Six who have come to join me and one who has come to take something away. Six friends. One enemy. And then the people who were with me when I … when I somehow brought the monolith forth … are gone, and there are only eight of us. Friends and enemy together. But no fighting or arguing. Only expectation. They look at me and say, ‘We need it, Carl. We need it, or nothing can change.’” 
“Then what?” 
“That’s how it ends,” Carl said. “But I don’t understand it. I don’t know what they want from me or who they are. I can’t see their faces. I have no idea what I’m expected to give them. But it’s clear that they expect me to know — as if I’ve been sent to a far village on an errand and they’ve been waiting for me to return.”
“Why does it trouble you? It’s just a dream.” 
Carl shook his head. “It’s every night now. Every night I have the exact same dream. Every night I see a few more visions.” 
“Like what? What kind of new visions?” Stranger repressed his emotions but couldn’t help the burning curiosity. There’d been a day when he’d been able to look out on the grid inside his mind and see details as well as Clara could — as well as she used to, anyway. These days it was all lights and shadows. He’d helped build that grid of minds, in a way, but twenty years was a long time to hold a memory that the very air around them pressed him to forget. 
“Me inside the monolith. Me on the sea, in this vast thing of heavy metal, somehow above the water rather than sinking beneath it. Me holding a small silver ball, in another place, finding the monolith in a new, odd land I don’t recognize and cannot understand. The ball seems to speak to me. To take me away from something and toward something else. I follow it, and people follow me. And when I reach the part of the dream where the others arrive, I’m more and more convinced that their expectant stares are right — that I truly am to blame for bringing the thing to its resting place in the sand. But I’ve never done those things, sir. I’ve—”
“Stranger, Carl. You used to call me Stranger.” 
Carl’s brow furrowed. “But I don’t remember you. We’ve never spoken.” 
“We have,” Stranger said, reaching into his robe and producing a small silver ball. He held it up and watched Carl’s face change. “You spoke to me once, when I gave you something like this.” 
“When? Where?” 
“When we were younger. In a land you once knew but can no longer recall.” He paused, then added, “But that you one day will again.” 
He handed the ball to Carl, who seemed perhaps overly willing to take something that filled him with fear. But then Carl’s large mahogany hand closed on the thing, and Stranger felt the resonance. He could close his eyes and see Carl’s node in the network brighten. See the breach in the walls, where the demons kept fighting, finally fail. 
They can’t fight us forever, Stranger, said a female voice inside his head. 
Carl looked up. Stranger raised his eyes to meet him.
“The gods,” he said. “The black ship in the sky from long ago that people whisper about. It was real, wasn’t it?” 
“Yes, Carl,” said Stranger, leaning in, excitement building in an all-too-human cavalcade of emotion. “And do you remember why it came back? Why it appeared after the water was gone, after you moored the giant ship on the old shores to rust? Do you remember why the ship blackened our skies for a full season after we thought they were done with us, after their Forgetting had already started, after we were sure they’d left for good?”
Carl’s mouth opened. 
The monolith. 
The freighter. 
Carl. 
The Seven, or the Eight. 
And the network. Puzzle pieces that spawned a new dimension, immune to the Astrals’ best attempts to fight back. 
“Because … because they …”
But before Carl could finish, Stranger’s door banged open with a pop like a wood knot in a fire. 
“Stranger,” said the woman at his threshold, her cadence rushed. “It’s Clara. She’s collapsed.”





Chapter Two
PIPER’S EYES OPENED. There was no threshold between sleep and wakefulness. She’d been in one place but was now in another, eyelids not at all heavy as they usually were when slumber departed, looking up at the roof of the small stone house that Meyer and his brother had built with their bare hands. Or at least that’s what Piper seemed to remember them doing, though for some reason now, on this particular morning, she had her doubts. Beams overhead were large and thick — denuded trees made more or less round. But she didn’t remember Meyer and Kindred felling the trees, just like she didn’t remember how two men had lifted something so heavy over their heads. 
Something was wrong. It had nothing to do with the beams. It was something more. Something worse. And yet, in its own way, better. 
“Meyer.” 
He was already as awake as she was, as if he’d been lying beside her all night with open eyes, watching stars the roof kept them from seeing. 
“I know.” 
There was a knock. The door wasn’t latched, and swung inward as the visitor tapped it, pivoting on forged metal secured to the frame, pinned together with a small rod. Clara had told them how to make the doors swing, and as far as Piper remembered they hadn’t had a clue before. She’d done it as a girl, a long time ago.
“Mom.” 
“Come in,” Piper said. 
The door swung the rest of the way. Lila entered. She seemed out of sorts, a bit manic — exactly the way Piper’s insides were starting to feel. Exactly the way Meyer, now that Piper glanced over, appeared.
“I couldn’t sleep,” Lila said.
“But there’s something else. What is it, Lila?” 
Piper was looking over at Meyer. When she’d said his name, he’d muttered two words as if awaiting her prompt. His response had made sense in the moment, but now she was already forgetting what that meant. 
“I don’t know. I had a dream. With Clara. She was a little girl again. But …” 
“But what, Lila?” 
“She was asking about her father.”
“It was just a dream.” 
Still, Piper felt a chill. She’d been dreaming of Lila, back when Lila was a child. And Lila hadn’t been asking about her father, but she had been asking about her mother. About Piper. But Piper couldn’t remember having ever given birth. She remembered Lila growing up, but didn’t remember being pregnant. The dream felt weary. Just thinking about it made her tired again, but it wasn’t the usual phenomenon of a fading dream. She was detouring around a blind spot, pretending it wasn’t there. 
She didn’t used to have these thoughts. But lately, spots in Piper’s memories had plagued her. She’d look at Clara and wonder. She’d look at Meyer and wonder. She’d look at herself in the mirror, and she’d wonder. There was a recurring image of Lila, still in her teens, standing beside a boy with severe black eyebrows. Not Clara’s father, whom nobody spoke of (and pretended they didn’t talk about for reasons of decency, not because nobody, including Lila, knew who he was), but someone else. A hole in the family that was supposed to be here. On waking, Piper wanted to prowl the village, looking for that young boy who’d gone missing, who wasn’t ever actually there.
“And her grandfather,” Lila added.
Piper looked over at Meyer. He was almost seventy. Piper, at fifty-six, was courting the reaper. Meyer’s age flat-out thumbed its nose at him. But Meyer never got sick, same as his brother. Sometimes it seemed like the governor was blessed by the gods and might live forever. Or by someone else — a bargain made, to keep his spirit young. 
Meyer looked back at Piper, his eyes still as vibrant as they’d been when she’d met him. Which had happened when … 
But that box in her mind was also empty. 
Meyer stood. He pulled on loose pants and a shirt, then opened the rear door. She knew where he was going, and the knowledge took some of the air from her lungs. Every day, he visited Kindred in the small hut on their small plot, nearest the governor’s house but still separated by a sparse, ratty lawn. It was more like feeding a wild animal than paying a visit. 
“Meyer,” she said. 
“I’ll be right back.” 
“Meyer!” 
He turned fully, waiting. 
“Something’s happening, isn’t it?” 
He turned back and left without a word. 
Lila came forward. She sat on the bed’s edge, watching her father leave and close the door. She swept her housedress up beneath her and perched half-on, half-off. A flash of something nostalgic invaded Piper’s mind — 
(She and Lila in a dark place, made of stone, underground, quiet, the darkness lit not by candles but like some bit of leftover magic that today they’d have run straight to Stranger’s Church.)
— and then she was Lila again, her own daughter now seen through a recent veil of unreality, sitting on the bed, making Piper feel like an imposter. As if Lila had come to her for something that Piper wasn’t qualified to dispense. 
“She was asking me again, Mom,” Lila said, and again Piper felt a strange reaction to the word, wishing for once that Lila, now an adult, would call Piper by her name. “Clara was. And not just in the dream, I mean. In wakefulness.”
“Asking what?” 
“Asking me about her father. About you. About my mom.” 
Piper didn’t like the sound of that. Lila had listed three items, not two. And from experience, Piper knew exactly how Clara asked those questions: not like she wanted to know but like she knew fine — and wanted to see if you did, too.
“When?” 
“Yesterday.”
“That’s probably why you had your dream.” Piper’s eyes went to the still-open door. She’d accepted this early intrusion without question and so had Meyer, but Lila hadn’t really explained. It was only a dream. But Piper’s own dream was still clinging to her insides like a drowning man fighting the tide. It was true: Something was happening. The idea of Lila bursting in to tell them something so mundane made sense, and that in itself was a bother. 
“Maybe.” Lila sighed. “Probably.”
The rear door opened. Meyer was already back, this time with Kindred. They’d once been identical, but Piper now found herself drawn to their change in diverging directions. Meyer’s clothing was sold by the tradesmen, but Kindred wore mostly loose shirts that had gone threadbare at the elbows. Kindred spent more time in the sun — he’d burned, tanned, then wrinkled. Meyer’s skin was comparatively smooth. Kindred’s hair had grown long, while Meyer kept his short.
“Something’s happened with Clara,” Meyer said. 
Piper answered, reaching for Lila’s wrist. “What is it?” 
“Word came from the Mullah in the hills,” Kindred said. “Through a courier.” 
“Is she with them? With the Mullah?” Lila said it like an accusation, but just because Kindred and Meyer supported Clara’s bizarre practices didn’t mean they were to blame. Clara was twenty-seven years old and far beyond needing her mother’s permission or approval. Piper, however, could hear the edge in Lila’s tone. 
You two got her into this, and now look what’s happened. 
Between the lines, Piper got a distinct, obvious flash of knowledge that had no business being in her head, and she knew what Meyer had been keeping from her. They’d had their bond from the start, and Piper had always felt excluded. Now she was trying the Mullah’s brew — and Meyer, Piper knew without a doubt, had been drinking it alongside her. 
(It’s not true.) 
But no, it very much was. Piper knew, because she’d always known more than she should … or at least, that’s the impression she was now beginning to get, more and more with every passing moment. 
“I think so. Yes.” 
Piper raised her eyes. Looked into Kindred’s and saw more than the darkness seen by the others. Now Piper saw something else. Something so familiar and so near, she could almost touch it. She almost flinched, wanting to avert her eyes, because in that moment it was as if she and Kindred shared an intimate history: as if before she’d been with Meyer, she’d been with him. 
(In an enormous stone house with many levels. In a city that fell to ashes. Before the New World. When Lila was … 
When Lila was …)
Piper put her hand over her mouth and uttered a noise like a squeak. All heads turned to her, and Piper could only look back, pulse heavy, chest wanting to heave in a parody of panic. 
Lila wasn’t her daughter.
Clara wasn’t her granddaughter. 
In all their lives, how had none of them known? 
“Piper?” said Meyer. 
Meyer and Kindred weren’t brothers. 
And there had been another man in her past. A man named … named … 
“Clara will be okay, Piper.” Meyer put his strong arm around her, keeping legs made of jelly from letting her fall. “But we need to go to the Mullah. Now.” 
Piper took two long, deep breaths, then nodded to indicate that she was okay. 
But she wasn’t. 
Because something had changed. 
It wasn’t the drink, the drug, or the practice Meyer and Sadeem the Wise simply called “meditation” that had caused whatever was wrong with Clara now. 
It was something else. Creeping and distant, crawling back into Piper’s awareness with black claws and purring throats.
A wall had fallen.
Whatever Clara and the Mullah had been trying to do in those far-off caves, they’d either catastrophically failed or catastrophically triumphed.





Chapter Three
“COME. HURRY.”
Sadeem waved a frantic hand at Peers. He scuttled over, ducking low to avoid the outcropping. Watching him approach, Sadeem wasn’t sure whether to envy the younger man’s agility or give thanks for his own increasingly stooped posture. When he’d first come here — in his midfifties, about the age Peers was now — he’d hit his head on that stupid outcropping three times out of every four. Now he missed it because he’d aged into clearance. 
“Yes, Sage.” 
“Bring her water.” 
“Can she drink it?” Peers looked down at the young woman who, if they all didn’t know better, might appear to be sleeping with her head in Sadeem’s lap.
“She’s not actually unconscious. Just … below consciousness.” 
“Is there a difference?”
“Yes, Peers. She is still here. Just kept from us, as if she’s been taken behind a curtain.”
“Was she taking …” He trailed off. 
Sadeem shook his head. “Clara doesn’t need the medicine to talk to the others.” In truth, he was thinking of discouraging the medicine’s use for the whole clan instead of just keeping Clara off it. Only Governor Dempsey seemed to benefit from the drug, but even that felt to Sadeem like playing with fire. Not only did they need to tiptoe around Dempsey as a need-to-know visitor (even he didn’t realize which portals into the collective the medicine opened; he simply knew it felt familiar, as if from a forgotten life), but Sadeem wasn’t convinced the Astrals didn’t see through Meyer’s eyes whenever he took it. If they kept giving Dempsey the drug, they might be turning him into a spy against them. That’s how the Astrals had originally seen much of the world and selected their viceroys, after all.
Meyer and even Kindred — though Sadeem had his doubts about the latter — were part of this. But letting Meyer participate in the ceremonies was simply playing their part as the keepers of the Astral portal so that they could do the rest without being watched. If he knew too much about what Clara and the other Lightborn were doing, he wouldn’t understand. 
At least not until he and everyone else truly understood. 
Peers nodded assent, then ran off to fetch the water. 
A tall man, in his thirties, entered the chamber. Sadeem smiled, then nodded toward the attendant near the chamber’s entrance. He drew a curtain, and Sadeem saw his silhouette move before it. 
“Did you have trouble finding us?” Sadeem asked.
Logan shook his head of long sandy blond hair.
“Not at all.” 
“Did you see the path?” 
“Do you mean literally?” 
Sadeem cocked his head. It was a tiny test, just to see. 
“There’s no path in the sand. But I could see one with my eyes half-closed. To me it looked like an orange line that branched but always came back together. One line in the many was clearly brightest, and easy to follow.” 
Sadeem nodded. “The bright path is Clara’s. As I understand it.” 
“You still can’t see into it. Into the network.” 
“I’ve never been able to.” 
“I thought maybe now …” Logan looked down at Clara, uncomfortable as if they were deliberately excluding her inert presence. “Now that you’ve broken in …” 
“When a dam breaks,” Sadeem said, “some water always flows both ways.” 
Logan shrugged. 
Sadeem’s stoic face broke, and he almost laughed, despite it all. 
“I’m sorry. I’m supposed to be a sage. I’m the elder here. If I don’t speak in koans half the time, I risk my position.” 
“Would they really—?” 
“It’s was joke, Logan. Do you remember jokes? Has that particular human tradition been lost as well?” 
Logan extended a hand, as if pointing at Sadeem. 
“Hey, Sage,” Logan said. “Pull my finger.” 
“And the jokes have stayed so highbrow. It does my old heart good to see it.” He shifted, better settling Clara’s head. “No, they wouldn’t kick me out. Among the Mullah, I’m the only one who knows what happened before the Forgetting.” 
“What about Peers?” Logan ticked his head toward the portal. 
“Peers is a curious one. Clara says he’s forgotten, and that what he knows today is the same as any of the others: things I’ve taught them, and that they believe. She says that Peers doesn’t remember as we do. But she also says that it’s like he almost knows. When she tunes into his consciousness within the larger network, she sees a nugget buried deep inside his mind — a secret he’s keeping from everyone, yet has probably forgotten he’s keeping.” 
“Could it be something dangerous?” 
“I don’t know.” Sadeem shrugged. “Why don’t you ask her?”
Logan looked down then up at Sadeem, knowledge dawning. 
“Is that why I’m here, Sage? To try and talk to her?” 
“Allah knows I can’t.” Sadeem ran a hand over her hair, softly, slowly. “But she’s still here, Logan. I’m not like you. I can’t see the minds. I have to trust Clara when she talks about things taking shape beneath the surface.” 
“Then how are you able to work with her to …?” He stopped, unsure what it was that Clara and the Mullah had been doing — on and on and on, since the Astrals had left the second time.
“Most of it is on faith,” Sadeem answered. “Clara tells me that the network is still alive, even through the Forgetting. She talks as though it’s a puzzle where pieces fit far too well for coincidence. You and the other Lightborn saw how you could turn on the minds of the other, non-Lightborn children, and Clara tells me that even today, now that those children are grown, their altered minds still fit the grid in ways they shouldn’t. And there’s more: linchpin mental abilities that optimize the network. Giving it more branches, like a shot of vitamins for the collective. But you know much of this. What matters more is that I need you now, Logan. And so does she.” 
Logan looked down at Clara. Conflict crossed his face. 
“You always had a connection,” Sadeem said. 
Logan shook his head. “That was a long time ago.” 
“And, what? You’ve shut off your memory? Doesn’t it persist for you and the others?” 
“You know it does,” Logan said, sounding slightly irritated. 
“And?” 
“And what, Sage?” he said, his patience breaking. “You have your memory, but you ran off to live in a cave with a cult of followers. You didn’t stay in the village like we did. Do you think anyone believes we are simply eccentric? The new religions are as bad as some of the old ones. They tolerate us because we teach them how to smith metal and harvest oil for light and how to build their homes so they won’t topple. But they don’t accept us. It’s only a matter of time before someone decides we’re witches or something and begins to capture and burn us. I guess the joke’s on them, though, huh? Because we can see intentions coming. We’ll be able to hit the desert and wander.” 
“I wouldn’t have called for you if it wasn’t dire,” Sadeem said. 
“You know we decided this was the best way. We wanted to fit, in and Clara wanted to stand out. She made her choice. She’s on her own.” 
“Logan,” said Sadeem. “Look at her.” 
He watched Sadeem with hard, defiant eyes. But when the Sage didn’t break his gaze, Logan looked down. 
“This isn’t fair,” he said. 
“She needs you. I can’t reach her.” 
“Then call Stranger. Stranger knows the mindscape. Carl Nairobi spoke to me earlier. About dreams. I sent him to Stranger’s Church”  
Sadeem shook his head. “Stranger was once a maestro, but today he is nearly human.” 
“He hasn’t aged.”
“That doesn’t mean he can touch her mind anymore. Or any of your minds. It must be you.” 
“Why me?” 
“Because when I called, you came.” 
Logan exhaled. Shook his head. But this was just blustering; Sadeem knew he’d do the right thing. He’d already committed himself and declared his intentions. The crossing wasn’t easy, and even the Mullah courier Sadeem had sent running to Stranger’s church sometimes got lost. Stranger might come and he might not, but he’d already done the important thing and sent word to Logan, corroborating the change he himself surely felt in the air. Clara had managed something, and someone had hit her back hard. They’d been through the end. Now they’d reached the end of the beginning. 
Logan had come when Clara needed him. He wouldn’t turn back now. 
“I can’t.” 
“Logan.” 
“She hates me. She’ll push me out.” 
“Being pushed out is better than what I’m able to do. Look around before it happens. Find out if you can see the grid as she does. Clara’s talked for years about pieces shuffling themselves. They came back once because they felt an itch. Two decades in this cave, I’ve spent trusting the idea that she could make them itch again.” 
“Stupid,” Logan said, looking down at Clara’s peaceful face. “I warned you. I told you something like this might happen.” 
“Maybe. But you know Clara.” 
Logan did. Uniquely. 
Sadeem said, “You loved her once.” 
“That was a long time ago.” 
“I just need you to try. Look into her mind. I believe she succeeded, and broke their wall. I think they hit her back. But it will only work if they can keep her down. You can pull her out.” 
“Why do you think that?” 
“Because I can feel something changing, and see something shifting in the other Mullah — those who know the past because I taught it to them, but whose eyes are already lighting with new reasons to know it.”
Logan shook his head. His face softened. Sadeem was about to hear the real reason for Logan’s opposition — the truth behind why Clara and the Lightborn had parted ways. 
It wasn’t because Logan felt Clara’s attempt to breach the Astral wall was futile. It was because he believed she could do it, and feared the consequences. 
“They’ve finally left us alone,” Logan said, looking skyward, toward the cave ceiling. “They killed everyone we knew and destroyed all that we built, but then they went away so we could at least try to start again.” 
Sadeem shook his head slowly. 
“They never left. They’re still out there, and have been since we came to this place. They can’t leave. Not as long as the Lightborn keep their fingers under the lid to keep the box from closing. It’s not just Clara. It’s all of you.” 
“But the rest of us aren’t trying to meddle. We’re willing to let it all go, and forget in time.” 
Sadeem looked down at Clara, then back at Logan. 
“Are you sure?” he said.





Chapter Four
CARL SAT in Stranger’s vacated room as attendants ran back and forth outside, staring down at the polished silver sphere in his hand. 
And he thought, Carl Nairobi. 
It wasn’t his name. He was a blacksmith and a silversmith, same as his father. Apparently. 
Although for the first time, as Carl looked down at his distorted reflection in the object Stranger had given him before rushing out to leave him alone, Carl thought how odd it was that he knew how to fire a furnace, forge metal, and wield a hammer. 
And he thought of what Stranger had said, too: that Carl wasn’t strong because he was a smith, but that he was a smith because he was strong. The way Stranger spoke, there was an order to things that escaped Carl. Everyone was where they were because they’d fit their positions rather than being raised in stations and learning to fit them over time. 
That wasn’t how he remembered things. 
In fact, Carl didn’t remember things any particular way at all now that he thought about it. 
His father, who’d taught him the craft and had the last name Smith first? Carl thought he remembered all of that, but after peering deeper inside realized he didn’t. 
And his childhood? Carl didn’t remember that, either. 
He remembered his dream much more vividly. 
Himself, inside the monolith as it crossed vast oceans of open water. 
And peril. Some unknown, unarticulated horror that crept down Carl’s backbone the longer he dwelled upon it.
Carl Nairobi. 
Had that truly once been his name? Stranger seemed to have been harboring secrets, but Carl found himself recognizing their truth rather than believing it. Same as Carl had known truths when … 
When … 
“Liza Knight,” Carl said aloud.
There was no more to the thought. But it mattered because his mind was on a different Liza Knight than the old woman who ran the rectory. He couldn’t quite catch the other memory, but he could almost see it, dancing at the edges of his vision: an impression of another Liza Knight in a different place. Someone he’d once almost feared. Or someone that others had. Not the same Liza. The one in his head was many seasons younger. 
When do you believe we met?
Twenty years ago, Carl. Twenty summers and winters.
Carl stood. He set the small ball on Stranger’s vacated table. He didn’t need it. He was sure he had one of his own, somewhere at home. Wherever he needed to go, it would take him. Its witchcraft didn’t frighten Carl. He was increasingly sure, now, that he’d followed it once before. 
The person whose spot you’ll be given the chance to take is the man who murdered your sister. And because I need you to refuse.
Carl didn’t know what it meant, but now he couldn’t stop hearing the voice in his head. It belonged to Stranger. It sounded weathered by time, antiquated, made fuzzy. But it was there, and true — as if the odd holy man had been right, that they’d met once before.
He remembered another house. Different. A coldbox that didn’t need to be buried in the cool dirt, for meat that didn’t need to be treated with salt. The room from some forgotten past, as Carl’s mind opened to see it more and more, was like a thing born of magic. Lights that didn’t use flame. Every surface smooth, as if sculpted and sanded for hours. 
And in that room, long ago, Stranger had told him not to do something that he’d otherwise have very much wanted — perhaps needed — to do.
I need you to refuse. 
A mental light went on without needing a flame. 
Carl stood.
He left the small building and began to walk.





Chapter Five
CARL WAS HALFWAY to his destination, with no clue precisely where he was going, when he stopped to rest in the shade of an outcropping. The sun was still low in the sky, but the heat had already started.
You’re almost there, he thought.
Almost where?
But there was no answer, just as silence met the dozen new questions entering Carl’s mind by the minute. He didn’t know why he remembered Liza Knight poorly, when she’d always struck him as cordial. He didn’t know why Stranger seemed increasingly familiar, despite his certainty, just an hour ago, that he’d never met the man before. He didn’t know why he was sure, when he’d met Stranger during that encounter he didn’t remember, that the man had looked exactly as he did now. And he had no clue why he kept dreaming what he did, other than the simple explanation that the dreams weren’t truly dreams. 
He knew the way because he’d been here before. 
Not just one time to look from a distance in fright but several times. 
Once when the sea had been closer, though these days it was hours away. The first time he’d walked from the wreck with a small group of people he barely knew, all of them survivors of something. 
All of them in some sort of fugue state, practically sleepwalking. 
In that state, Carl was growing sure he’d come here again and again.
He walked. Across the big dunes then down along a shallow valley where they’d all met. When he’d first encountered … 
Who?
Carl didn’t know. But the sun was hot, and he had no water, and now so far from the village, the idea of dehydration was starting to bother him. He should go back, maybe, and grab a canteen or sack. But as Carl looked out across the parched desert back toward the village, he knew he wouldn’t. Because if he went back to The Clearing for water, he’d never set out again. He’d lose his nerve, might even lose this new rush of memories, arriving like fragments from an obliterated past. 
Vast cities made of metal and glass. Towers that kissed the sky. 
Magic everywhere, for everyone — a magic that, in vague recollection, struck Carl as having been so common that everyone took it for granted. You could see things that your eyes couldn’t know by themselves. Speak to people who were untold hours distant, across many horizons.
And people. So many people he’d once known in that place, if it was real, but hadn’t thought of in years. 
No. He wouldn’t go back. He’d move farther into the desert and take his chances. If he got a bit thirsty, that’s how it’d have to be. The thought invited panic, but Carl stood anyway, feeling the sun scorch his exposed skull and arms, and headed where he’d been bound since leaving Stranger’s, with no supplies or guidance beyond instinct. Or buried habit. 
And besides, there must be water there. 
Which was a lie because Carl was headed into the lowlands. The shallow cup in the desert’s floor cut the scant wind and made whatever sat there bake come midday. Just one of many things Carl shouldn’t know, considering that the top of his mind insisted he’d only come here once before. 
Over the next rise, looking down, he saw it. 
The monolith was intact. Entirely whole. Its metal skin was thick and had only begun to brown in the air. As he approached it, Carl noted its smooth sides, the elevated flat areas surrounded by what appeared to be railings. The thing was enormous. There was a part at the top that reflected the sun — pure transparent squares a lot like the glass the strange lot on the village’s perimeter taught others to make. Carl squinted, raised one big arm to shield the glare. But around his own dark skin he could see its gray bulk. The way it was narrower than it was long, if the glass-filled area marked its front. 
Of course it’s the front. There’s the hatch where you entered. Inside is a gangplank you yourself once raised, when the big waves came. 
Waves? 
Carl looked around as if another person had spoken. There were no waves here. There couldn’t be. And yet it all rang true to Carl. 
The tossing of water, threatening to tip them over. 
The clanging and banging from the thing’s rear as the big metal boxes shifted and broke free, entire blocks of cargo finding the ocean floor. 
Cargo? 
But this time, Carl squashed the mental question. The more time passed, the less foreign this seemed. He reached the monolith and extended an arm to touch it. It was hot from the sun, but moving down to a shaded section gave him the feel of cool metal, far smoother than any blacksmith could ever pound it. Far thicker metal than any forge could ever birth.  
Of course, cargo. This thing is a vehicle, not unlike a cart with wooden wheels. It’s just a very large vehicle, meant for … 
That, he wasn’t quite sure of. Yet.
On the big thing’s shaded side, he found metal rods secured to its side like the rungs of a ladder. Without stopping to wonder if he should, Carl started to climb. As he did, more familiarity intruded. He’d been on this ladder before. Although unless his almost-memory was failing him, he’d gone down, not up. He’d boarded this
(ship) 
this ship once before, using a bridge that lowered from the side. And he’d disembarked only once, using the ladder. He’d never returned. By the time they’d all joined the others, everyone was forgetting. 
But now it was coming back in chunks. 
This is where the woman, who’d come out in horror to watch the waves, went overboard.
This is the way to the bridge, where I slept by the wheel, obeying Stranger’s small metal ball. 
Carl put his hand on a latch, knowing exactly how to work it. 
And this is the bridge. This is where I stayed while the others remained below. 
There was a small box beneath a set of what looked like books — but not the handwritten kind; these were glossy and printed by machines. Carl reached for the handle and pulled it, knowing the box would open like a door. The thing was smooth and made of a material Carl had never seen before
(plastic) 
and the inside edges were lined with another unknown substance
(rubber gaskets) 
but Carl paid them no mind. What he wanted was inside. 
(My Coke. That half-eaten mess ration I never finished because the sea finally got me and I started throwing up.)
The simple, odd objects struck Carl with a sense like nostalgia. How did he know it all when he’d never been here before? How had he forgotten it, believing he’d never seen the inside of this place?
The small refrigerator, long since dead, had kept the ration from bugs but had failed to keep it from mold and rot. The smell was preserved, greeting Carl in fetid welcome. 
He threw it across the freighter’s bridge, nearly gagging. 
The can of Coca-Cola, opened two decades ago and set aside until after Carl had decided he was a totally different person, had evaporated. But there was another thing inside, and Carl grabbed it like a drowning man: one of several bottles of water, sealed inside their plastic prisons. 
Without thinking, Carl spun the cap. Only once the bottle was half-gone did he stop to wonder how he’d known the way to open it, how he’d known the bottle was here, or how he’d known it wasn’t poisoned or bad. 
Bullshit. I put these bottles here myself. Pulled them from the mess hall, which is down the set of stairs just outside, down the narrow hallway, to the right, beneath the … 
The cargo. 
Why had he thought of that before he’d climbed up? And why was he thinking of it now? 
“Hello,” said a voice from behind.
Carl nearly jumped out of his skin, turning. But in the second before something big and gunmetal black hit him hard and pinned him to the deck, Carl saw a woman in the opposite doorway wearing an Old-Earth dress, tight, her hair dyed blonde, her bearing upright, her lips and nails painted to match her dress. 
Then he heard a guttural, inhaling rattle, like a purr. 
The thing above Carl had its mouth open, and deep in its throat he saw a throbbing blue spark.





Chapter Six
MEYER HELD OUT AN ARM, a single finger extended skyward. Without turning to face Lila and Piper, he hoped the message would be clear: Wait. Don’t move. Something’s happening. 
Piper moved up beside him with Lila at the rear. When Meyer crouched, his joints popping and threatening to give them away, Lila and Piper stooped, too. 
They were behind the house and most of the way across the grounds, nearly to the stables. The day was warm bordering on hot, and the sky was blue, but in addition to the urgency with Clara, Meyer was certain he’d seen something else amiss. 
Piper caught his eye. Raised her eyebrows, but didn’t speak. 
“There’s someone behind the stables,” Meyer said, voice just shy of a whisper. 
“So?”
Meyer shook his head. He couldn’t say why the flash of something had bothered him; he only knew that it had. Maybe it was the tempo of the almost-seen thing that was troubling: too fast and darting, as if trying to hide rather than simply passing by. Or maybe it was the location; the governor’s estate bordered the merchant district, and the alleys between were more for storage of goods than transportation, given how fat they’d grown with wares. Merchants often pooled resources to trade guards for service, to watch for thieves. Meyer didn’t think he’d seen anyone moving beyond his fences in months. And when someone did go back, they moved methodically, stepping over piles. 
But mostly Meyer was bothered by a feeling that whatever he’d almost seen had somehow struck him as familiar. 
Not just a person walking but more like an animal he’d observed many times in a way he couldn’t remember. 
Not a person wearing black or with dark skin but a thing low to the ground that was black, and scuttled like an insect. 
His skin crept. His testicles hugged up close, his hands unwilling to hang limp at his sides. 
“Meyer?” 
He saw it again, and this time Piper did, too. He reached back to push Lila down, as if she was still a kid, and together the three of them found themselves crouching behind one of the near shed’s rain barrels. 
“Clara, Dad. We have to—” 
“Shh. It’s them.” 
“Who?” 
But Meyer wasn’t sure. His words were a reaction, like a doctor striking his patellar tendon with a small rubber hammer. 
And that didn’t make much sense either, seeing as the village doctors mostly used bandages, plant salves the Unforgotten had taught them how to make. 
Patellar tendon? 
Rubber?
“Dad, you’re scaring me.”
That was okay. Meyer was scaring himself. There was the thing he’d thought he’d seen ahead, and there were also (he was increasingly becoming convinced) at least two similar almost-seen things to the right and left. Piper and Lila had been behind; they wouldn’t have seen. Meyer was deluded. Only he felt compelled to crouch on a clear and pleasant day, knees hurting, while his granddaughter was suffering from something unknown, tended to by the Mullah. 
(Who’d followed them through the caves.)
(Whom they’d traveled with, before Peers left the village to join them as kin.) 
“Dad?”
“Lila. Do you remember Peers?” 
“What peers?” 
“No. A man. A man who traveled with us, named Peers.” 
“Traveled where?” Lila asked. Because she’d never traveled. None of them had. They weren’t merchants or couriers. They’d lived in this place forever, just like anyone else.
But beside Lila, Piper was frowning. “I—” 
There was a cracking, crunching from their left, stopping Piper’s lips and eliciting a gasp. They were concealed in the nook between the shed and a rain barrel, but Meyer could put his eye to the gap and look out, seeing the monstrosities now crossing from the barn to the home’s rear. 
When he turned, his face must have betrayed his shock because Piper pushed forward. Meyer stopped her with a palm, but in the past twenty years she’d developed an eye-rolling intolerance to following his lead. Piper had once let Meyer call the shots. But that was no longer true, and became less so by the year.  
“Don’t, Piper.” 
“Dad?” Lila said. “What is it?”
Piper met Meyer’s eyes. She didn’t go to the gap, or peek to see what Meyer had spied. 
“They’re back, aren’t they?” 
“Piper?” said Lila. 
“How many did you see?” 
Meyer shook his head. 
“Do you remember, Meyer?” 
“Remember what, Piper?” said Lila, now actively afraid. 
“Come on.” Piper took the lead, pushing Meyer aside. She moved into the open, crossing between the shed and a pile of lumber due to be built into yet another gubernatorial outbuilding. She had Meyer by the sleeve, eyes on Lila to follow. Once farther on, Piper checked their vistas and moved again, no longer holding Meyer, moving as if she’d done this before. 
“When we get to the stable,” Piper said, “we’ll need to ride bareback or not at all. There’s no time to saddle up. They’re Mullah horses, and the Mullah ride bareback. The horses will be okay with it if we are. Lila?” 
Lila nodded. 
“Meyer?” 
He considered protesting, saying he was getting too old for this shit, like a character from one of the films he used to produce so many years ago. 
But then that random thought stopped making sense, and he nodded, too. 
“They’ll hear us,” Meyer said. 
“Who?” Lila asked. 
“It doesn’t matter. I don’t think they’re here for us.” 
“What, then?” 
“Kindred,” Piper said. “If I had to guess, they’re here for Kindred.” 
Lila gripped Piper’s arm, her eyes wide and brown and depthless. “What’s happening, Piper?! Tell me!” 
Piper looked around then sighed. 
“Close your eyes, Lila.” 
“We don’t have time for this, Piper.” 
“Quiet, Meyer. Lila, close your eyes.” 
Lila closed her eyes. 
“Think of Clara. Not whatever is happening with her now; don’t think of that. Just think back. To when she was younger.”
“Okay.” 
“A lot younger. A toddler, Lila. What was she like as a toddler?” 
Lila’s eyes snapped open. “Oh. Oh, Jesus.” 
“Do you remember?” 
“The palace. Not this place.” Lila ticked her head toward the small, rock-built home. “Something much bigger. And … and the bunker. Dad? You had a bunker somewhere, underground.” 
“Vail,” Meyer said, reeling back through time.
“And Clara … oh hell.” Lila looked at Piper, and a look flashed between them. Piper couldn’t read minds as she now remembered she’d once been able to, but Lila’s eyes said that they’d shared the same awkward thought. A flash of recollection of the Vail bunker led to a memory of Heather. Meyer’s ex-wife, before Piper. Lila’s real mother; Clara’s grandmother. 
Piper’s hand went over her mouth, her blue eyes suddenly enormous.
“Later,” Meyer said, shifting so he was between them. “Piper? Later. Right now, we need to focus. Clara. She needs help. Okay?”
“Lila …” Piper said. “I’m—”  
Meyer shook his head. “Later,” he repeated. But even in the tense moment, Meyer couldn’t help but sympathize with Piper’s emotional flood. In the space of seconds she’d lost a daughter and granddaughter. She wasn’t Meyer’s first and only. He’d lived an entire life before her. 
“The aliens,” Lila said. “There was a … flood?” Hand over mouth, the two women like bookends. “Oh my God. The flood. They must have killed off—” 
“Lila!” 
“Why are they back? They left! They finally left us alone! It’s been twenty fucking years!” 
Meyer was about to grab Lila and pull her away, toward the stables, but Piper beat her to it. The trio made another short sprint, and then they were in the cool of the stables, an overhead rope dangling from the loft, rocking slowly back and forth in the breeze through the front door and out the rear. 
“Are you sure they’ll let us go?” Meyer asked. 
Piper shook her head. “It’s just a feeling.” 
“Like the feelings you used to get?” 
“I …” Piper exhaled, frustrated. “I don’t know.”
“You said they were here for Kindred.” 
“There are three groups. One was already behind the house. Maybe I assumed they were all moving in on the same spot, and that’d have to be Kindred’s if they’d already reached the house.” 
“Piper? Is that just a hunch, or—?” 
“I don’t know!” 
Meyer watched her for a long second, then nodded decisively and pointed to three horses in turn. 
“Lila, take Shy. Piper, you ride Missy. I’ll take Leroy. Thread your fingers through the mane, and squeeze with your legs.” 
“I don’t know how to steer without reins,” Lila said. 
Meyer was already climbing up, then kicking aside the box he’d used to mount Leroy. He threaded his fingers through the horse’s mane and leaned forward.
He realized how odd it all was. In this life, Meyer had never ridden bareback, either. He only knew how to do it because before the Astrals, when in his twenties, he’d volunteered at a camp and learned the skill to impress a woman. Only remembering his modern past would help them survive their agrarian future. 
“Then I’ll take the lead,” Meyer said. “Just hang on, and your mounts will follow.”





Chapter Seven
“MOTHER KNIGHT?” 
Liza looked up. She was between rows of peas, weeding. Being bent over so long made her back ache, and the sun, even filtered by cloth, was punishing. But it was good to be outdoors. Confined spaces, ever since crossing the sea on the Astral vessel, made her uneasy. She’d take sunburn and backache over being boxed in any day.
“Yes, Jason.”
“Brother Richard does not answer the call.” 
Liza smirked. Richard was probably hungover. Holy ways had changed this time around. She was seeing to it. Her father had been a priest, and her mother — mostly because Dad’s domineering encouraged her more than faith — had taught Bible study six days a week. Liza hadn’t cared for the old ways. But remembering had its advantages, like when the Lightborn kids became teens and conveniently reinvented fermented beverages — clerics, shamans, and all the rest of the holy hodgepodge from the early days wondered whether it was God’s will to consume it. Liza had given her blessing. Drunk holy people were more fun than sober, in Liza’s opinion. And just wait until someone found marijuana seeds this time around. 
“Enter his room, and shake him, then,” Liza said. “Members of my rectory do not miss meals.” 
Jason seemed uncomfortable. He looked down, into the engineered soil the Lightborn had quietly placed into the hands of a few farmers when growing was tough, and nearly smashed a tiny plant — corn, perhaps — with his toe. 
“What, Jason?”
“His door has been locked.” 
“Unlock it.” 
“From the inside, Mother.” 
Well. Liza didn’t like that. She hated locked doors in her house, and the rectory was, after all, more or less hers. She’d commissioned it, commandeered the labor to have it built, and because she’d spent a stint in her old life at a residential construction firm, knew better than most how to fabricate a structure that wouldn’t fall over. The monk was probably beating off. One of the side effects of discouraging the old world religion’s sexual repression along with its statues against public drunkenness. 
“Then have the Master use his key.” 
More turning of the cleric’s toe in the dirt. 
“You asked the Master, didn’t you?”  
“Yes, Mother.” 
Liza swore. She could be dainty when needed, and often in the public eye had to appear as the soft old lady who kept the holy people in line and suitably pure. Part of the job, and the price of keeping a read on the village’s superstitious pulse. Religion had always served as a basket for confidential information, and secrets gave a woman power and control. Corruption hadn’t evolved too far yet, meaning whispers still held plenty of meaning. 
She stood and brushed by Jason without a word, her stride younger than her years. If Richard had jammed his lock to keep the Master from entering — a trick other monks desiring privacy had used before — he might end up permanently breaking it. If that happened, they’d have to knock the door off its hinges, and then there’d be hell to pay.
Liza reached the monk’s door. Jason hadn’t followed, knowing better than to chase the matron when she was in a foul mood. 
“Richard,” she said, knocking. “Open up.” 
There was no sound from beyond. 
More firmly, using her no-bullshit voice. “Open up, Richard.” 
Liza looked down the hallway, decided she was alone enough, and raised a fist. She pounded on the wood with its underside, her mouth open to shout when the door cracked open. It wasn’t locked after all. Not even latched. 
But the monk’s room was empty. Bed crisply made, floor swept, wash basin dried and buffed clean. 
She looked through the small window, pulling back the simple drape. There was no glass, but the spartan rooms had windows that were too small to climb through. Not that there’d be any need, with the door wide open despite Jason’s ineptitude. 
Still, something itched at her scalp.
Liza left the room, heading back toward the garden. Halfway there she turned and decided it wasn’t Jason she wanted but the Master himself. Jason had called the man with his key, and if he was telling the truth, neither had been able to figure out how to unlock a door that stood more or less wide open. So either the Master was drunk as well, or Richard had cleaned up and fled in the few minutes it took for Jason to report and Liza to respond. 
But the Master’s room was also empty. 
Bed crisply made, floor swept, wash basin dried and buffed clean.
And that was interesting. She’d chosen the Master because before he’d forgotten everything along with the rest of them, he’d been a lieutenant colonel with the South African National Defence Force. She’d brought him in assuming he’d retain his tendency toward confrontation in a crisis (which he had) and his discipline (which he had not). In his rebirth as the rectory’s Master, Paul Blanthy had turned out to be a total slob.
Liza returned to the garden. But Jason wasn’t there. He wouldn’t just stand and wait for her to return once she’d run off, though he always seemed afraid of her enough to do exactly that. 
And she’d passed nobody in the hallways, despite it being so near mealtime. 
Liza felt a chill. She’d never had the dreams some of the others reported in confession (guilt was still useful in Liza’s new religion), and she’d never been particularly superstitious. Liza believed what was in front of her, not what was invisible and breathing down her neck. But she felt this now, like a presence. Something gone wrong, even though all seemed well. 
She reentered the hallway and knocked on the first door. But there was no farce even of closure this time, and the thing simply opened wide. She saw another meticulous chamber, empty. 
She went to the next. 
Empty.
And so on down the line, until Liza realized she was being ridiculous. Of course nobody was in their rooms. What had she told Jason? Nobody missed meals in Mother Knight’s rectory. Only Richard had been stubbornly refusing to answer — something he must have realized and done before Liza arrived at his door. The others would be in the small, cozy cafeteria. Of course. 
Except that Liza hadn’t heard chatter in the air, and Liza’s rectory didn’t honor vows of silence. Quiet creeped her out, reminding Liza of the idiotic still that had fallen over the others during her seafaring adventure, when they’d all gone stupid except for her. Like confinement, silence was unnerving. Liza encouraged drink, boisterousness, and generally required that her monks, priests, and clerics be human beings so long as they could be holy when it counted, tending to village needs as its shepherds.
And she’d walked quite close to the cafeteria. Maybe even seen its open door in her peripheral vision. 
Fighting irrational discomfort, Liza made herself leave the last of the empty rooms and head toward the building’s far end. The cafeteria bordered the courtyard, and even though it was insufferably hot, maybe they’d all decided to go out there instead. 
Liza turned the corner toward the cafeteria hallway and found herself confronting three enormous white forms backed by two ominous black ones. In front of the Titans and Reptars was an incongruous presence: a woman, shorter than Liza with cropped, dark brown hair. She was standing with her arms near her sides, hips slightly cocked, as if waiting. 
Heart beating, Liza turned to run. But there were another two Reptars behind her.
Liza’s mouth tried to move, but she couldn’t make a sound.
The woman spoke. “Your people are hooked up, and the probes are coming online now. But as the hub’s center, we will need you as well.” 
Liza looked over her shoulder. The Reptars had inched closer. She watched them for maybe five seconds, decades-gone reality screaming back at her as if it had never left. 
The sounds of their claws on the rectory’s stone floor. 
The sight of their throats, purring with blue spark. 
When Liza turned back to face the woman and her escorts, she found that one of the Titans had moved up. He was smiling pleasantly, like Liza remembered them during their invasion, back when South Africa still had a name.
The Titan raised his arms. Strung between them was something that looked like a loose hat hung with a web of glowing wires. 
“You may stand or sit for the procedure,” the woman said as Liza backed herself against the wall. “But for the sake of your people, try not to scream.”





Chapter Eight
THE GRID of interconnected lines and dots disappeared. To Carl, it had looked like the inside of a garment stitched in blue and yellow plaid, where connections between colors were made behind the scenes, on the invisible side. 
And again he found himself looking at the blonde, back on the beached freighter’s bridge. 
“What do you remember?” she asked. 
“Your mother.” 
The woman smirked. And that was strange. Because despite what Carl had said about the woman’s surely nonexistent mother, he felt pretty sure, after this full-body enema, that he remembered everything. Any remaining cobwebs had been sucked away. Moreover, he was pretty sure he was remembering things he’d never experienced, as if he’d swapped tales of what others had gone through without remembering. And although he’d never seen one of the Astrals’ Divinity class in person, Carl felt sure this thing masquerading as a woman was one — at least Divinity, if not higher. And similarly, he felt quite sure that it wasn’t in any Astral’s nature to smirk. 
“What do you remember about the past?” the woman clarified. 
“Jesus was black. Santa was black. And none of this is helping race relations from where I’m standing.” 
“So you do remember.” 
“No,” Carl said, heaving, sweat on his skin, his heart hammering. “I just said random shit, and it’s a big coincidence.” 
The woman turned to the Titan beside her — holding a small glowing sphere in his palm like a miniature fortune teller’s crystal ball. There were no wires connecting it to the thing they’d draped over Carl’s head and down his spine before strapping him to the map table, but Carl had remembered both Wi-Fi and Bluetooth in the final push and figured the alien overlords would have technology at least as solid. 
The Titan touched the glass. It was such a small, almost delicate gesture that at first Carl let himself believe that the woman hadn’t asked silently for what she’d seemed to. But of course she had, and in that moment his senses all vanished and he was back in the blue-and-yellow grid, disembodied, his every nerve screaming.
A thousand tiny knives slid around the rim of his skull, separating skin from bone. The brain wasn’t supposed to sense pain, but Carl imagined it burned in flame, etched with acid, his spinal column lopped off below the cerebellum as if by a reaper’s blade, dripping, bleeding down his back until — 
The grid vanished. Now Carl saw only black. It took him a while to realize he was staring at the back of his own eyelids and that his mouth had opened, lips drawn back from his teeth in a silent shout of agony. Or maybe not so silent judging by the satisfied look on the Astral woman’s face. 
Except that Astrals weren’t supposed to look satisfied, either. 
“You are strong, Carl Nairobi. But we are in no hurry.” 
“What do you want from me?” Carl panted, his breath grown short. 
“What do you know of the Unforgotten known as Clara Dempsey?”
“Is she your mother?”
More plaid. More pain. When Carl returned, he could hear his breath coming in enormous pained sobs. He fought for control. Found it, in measures. 
“Once again,” said the woman. 
“I don’t know anyone named Clara,” Carl said. 
The woman looked back at another Titan, this one staring into a larger, slightly more opaque spherical glass. From where Carl was lying, he could see flashes inside that looked almost like characters on a digital readout. The Titan said nothing, but the woman nodded as if he had. 
“Your scan says you do.” 
“I don’t know what to tell you, man,” Carl said. 
“We have disabled her remotely. But it has become apparent that the infection is systemic.” 
“What the fuck does that mean?” 
The woman put a hand on Carl’s forehead. It slipped in abundant sweat. His hands were restrained, and his body was pulled tight by ankle straps made of something that felt like cool, flexible steel. He could only raise his neck so far, or else he’d have tried to bite her. 
“How did you access the stored race memories?” 
“So this is about race,” Carl said. “Bitch.” 
The woman half turned toward the Titan with the control ball. He raised a finger, ready to touch. 
“Wait!” 
The woman turned back to him, looked down. Loose blonde curls hung around her face. 
“I don’t know what you mean,” Carl said. “Really.” 
“Have you imbibed any substances known as hallucinogenics?” 
“No.” 
“Do you practice meditation?” Said as if she barely understood the word. 
“No. I’m just a blacksmith. And a silversmith. And whatever other smith they need.” 
“Can you repair electronics or computers?” 
“No. I never—”
The woman cut him off with another smirk. Shit. That had been a trap. Apparently he wasn’t even supposed to know what electronics or computers were, which would have been true maybe an hour ago. And yet he’d answered without confusion.
“You would not be able to access the race memories without a conduit.” 
“I don’t know what you mean. Honest.”
“When were you in contact with Clara? Our probe shows her signature within your cortex. Yet each human we left behind after the first apparent incursion was meticulously scanned. We would not have departed without surety that those latent connections had been severed.” 
Carl’s face contorted, his bottom lip pursing against the top. 
“That’s what happened when you came back the first time,” Carl said, now remembering the arrival as if it were yesterday. Yet another thing they’d all forgotten, but now that it was back in his mind he could remember that day’s terror like fresh blood. It wasn’t just his. He seemed to feel it all, from everyone. “You came to erase us.” He paused. “Again.” 
“The collective believed there was a glitch that necessitated an extra pass beyond the scheduled departure date. It was not wholly unexpected. There was an incursion by a party who—”
Carl had no idea how he knew the next thing, but it arrived front and center, certain and clear, as if someone had held a sign in front of his eyes. 
“You’re talking about Stranger.” 
The woman seemed confused then looked back at her Titan cohorts. Silent knowledge passed between them.
“What do you know of the one you call Stranger?” 
“You first.” 
The woman glanced. The Titan touched the ball. The ship’s bridge was gone, and again Carl writhed in psychic pain — far greater, it turned out, than anything physical. If Carl had a soul, it was being torn in half. He imagined a thousand dislocations, happening again and again. 
But through the pain, the blue-and-yellow grid beyond beckoned him. Its voice was soft and filled with echoes, like many people whispering at once. He tried to crawl his way toward it, now seeing the dots on the grid as familiar, comforting presences. People he knew, rendered in light. 
It’s a network of minds, and they can’t touch it. It’s a cancer. The more they try to amputate it, the more it grows. And now it’s gone critical. Now it’s systemic. Now, they’ve lost a few of the cards, and others hold them instead. Or the barbs. Or the leashes. 
But the thought vanished as reality returned, the woman’s blue eyes so near Carl’s.  
“We can pull the information from you if we have to,” she said. “Like extracting a tooth.” 
She settled back, and Carl realized she’d grown an anger born of frustration. He could relate. The trick was that Astrals — and particularly the higher classes — normally couldn’t. 
And Carl realized: She’s lying. 
“I don’t know Stranger personally. I only know who he is,” Carl said, hoping the woman couldn’t see through his lie. “I just meant, what does he mean to you?” 
“Irrelevant.” 
“Unless, by knowing context, I could tell you what you want to know.” 
The woman’s eyes flicked away, then back. 
“He represents a remainder of a chaotic variable in the system.” 
“I don’t know what that means.” 
“Our models are complex by human understanding. You only need to know that he was problematic but eventually accounted for and contained. After the first false restart, certain minds in your human collective stayed connected. It was a glitch we didn’t anticipate. But because we would not leave the planet before ensuring that all memories of your past had been erased — to ensure a fresh restart for the coming epoch — we monitored your minds and, yes, eventually returned to make a second pass.” 
“You mean that you tried to erase our minds once, but something didn’t want to erase. So you came back three months later and did it again, more thoroughly.” 
“Yes.” 
But something wasn’t clicking. As his mind returned to its prior state, Carl remembered the sequence of events perfectly. The Astrals had flooded the planet, erupted volcanoes, and prompted earthquakes. They’d sent billions to indirect deaths and killed off hundreds of millions more with their energy beams. When the world’s population had dwindled to just a few million spread across the planet, the Astrals were supposed to pack up and leave. And that — even to someone who hadn’t forgotten — was what had happened. Except that three months later, the big black ship returned … to erase them all again, and finally get it right. 
But now here they were again, eraser and erased together for round three. Whatever that second-pass erasure had been, it certainly hadn’t been effective. Twenty years later, all the old memories were flooding back, down to the Nintendosaurus T-shirt Carl used to wear as a kid. 
They came back. 
Except that Carl could see quite plainly that they hadn’t actually come back, and that was the missing piece right there. 
“You never left,” he said. 
“Our ships have been in orbit, beyond your visual range.”
“For twenty years.” 
“We experience time differently than you do. Your twenty years is not—”
“Twenty years, you’ve been trying to wipe us clean,” Carl interrupted. “Twenty goddamned years, and you still can’t do it.”  
“Tell us about Clara Dempsey,” the woman said. 
“I don’t know any Clara Dempsey.” 
“Do not lie to us.” The woman’s regained composure was starting to fracture. “We can see your connections to the wider collective. We can see your connection.” 
“I don’t know what to tell you.” 
The woman slammed her fist on the table beside Carl, in the hollow between his head and right shoulder. Carl looked up as she seemed to question the action too late, wrapping a clutch of blonde hair behind her ear. The ear had a silver ring, like half of an infinity symbol. 
She’s kept her shape the entire time, whispered a voice in Carl’s head. She’s kept it because she’s grown a preference — and with her preference comes baggage.  
“I don’t know her,” Carl said. 
“Even remotely, we could see you in the collective from the others’ vantages. Even when we sent the pulse to shut her down, we could see you and the others from within Clara’s node on the network.” 
“Why is this woman Clara so important?” 
“She is the seed.” 
“So find her, not me. I’m just a guy with a blacksmith shop.” 
The woman shook her head. “You are important because he touched you. He changed your path just as he changed it for others.” 
“Stranger?” 
She nodded. 
“How am I important?” 
“That’s for you to say.” 
Carl looked up at the woman. Against every intuition in his body — as he lay restrained and tortured — he found himself wanting to feel sorry for her. She wasn’t giving him halfway answers to be obtuse. She was doing it because the twenty-year wrench in their gears wasn’t something they knew how to fix. The Astrals were stymied, and couldn’t go home until the unsolvable problem was finally resolved. 
Tell her to turn it up, said that voice from inside. They’ve done what they can to fix our network on wireless. The only remaining option is to plug into the mainframe. They’ve come to purge our minds manually, one at a time. Tell her to go ahead and do it. Turn the machine up. Cut you from the network of other minds by force, if it’s the only way.
“Turn this thing on my head up,” Carl said, forcing the words past heavy lips. “I can’t tell you any more, and I’m getting tired of this shit. So whatever you did to this Clara from your ship? Do it to me now that you’ve got me, if there’s such a big fucking problem.” 
The woman met Carl’s eyes, full of challenge. 
“Earth is not our only farm. If we cannot purge your minds for the next epoch, the experiment will be a failure, and the stock here will be lost. If that is the case, we will give up on you.” 
Carl stared back, heart pounding, forcing his face to stay neutral.
“Help us if you can, Carl Nairobi. Because if you do not, we will have no choice but to leave the planet barren. We will stop your planet’s core and let the solar wind blow your atmosphere from the surface.”
Carl’s tongue found the inside of his lip. “Do what you gotta.” 
The woman turned. The Titan touched the sphere. This time when Carl saw the grid, everything felt like it was being ripped to shreds. He had a body only to feel it torn into dripping red pain. He had a mind only to feel it fracture, broken like the brittle shards of a thousand crystal glasses. He watched the network of lines and dots — friendly now, present to comfort rather than control him — waver. He watched its lines stretch and threaten to snap. But Carl held them tight, knowing they mattered, enduring the pain and the suffering, enduring it with the smallest, hardest core of being inside him.
The sensation died in a blink. Carl’s eyes opened, his brain shocked to find them intact.
He rolled his head. The Titan was staring at the woman. His finger hovered over the flashing red sphere — something gone wrong, broken mid-cycle. Then there was a strange, pained sound of squeezing, followed by a scratch. Carl turned his head to look as several wet snapping sounds turned the silence to terror.
The Astral woman had been gripping the table’s edge while the machine tried to cut Carl from the equation. And now, with her breath coming as hard as his, she’d squeezed hard enough to snap her long fingernails from the soft meat beneath.





Chapter Nine
CLARA BOLTED UPRIGHT SO SUDDENLY that she nearly broke Logan’s nose with her forehead. Sadeem, watching, flinched more sufficiently than Logan. As it was, only Logan’s angle to Clara’s cot saved him a fracture, and her shoulder-length light brown hair merely swept his face like a dust mop. The kid’s reflexes were slow for a caste that seemed to know everything. Or “the young man’s” reflexes these days, ahem.
She said nothing, staring at the rock room’s far wall. 
“Clara?” said Sadeem. Logan, beside her, was speechless. It had taken precious minutes to convince Logan that Clara still needed him despite all that had happened between them, and that she’d welcome what seemed to be an intrusion rather than resent it. But before he’d managed to try and reopen the door they’d mostly shut between them (except in dreams, Sadeem imagined), this had happened. 
Whatever it was. 
Looking at Clara’s profile, in stark relief to the rock behind her, Sadeem suppressed a chill. She’d been odd from the start, warm only once she surrendered her guard. But how many times had Sadeem seen her set focus aside for long enough to smile? The work consumed her. And now she was just this awakened thing without expression, not much more lifelike than she’d been horizontal with her eyes closed. 
Her head turned toward them both, and Sadeem instantly saw the change. A half-dozen emotions warred on her smooth, still-innocent face. Sadeem thought she might laugh. Or maybe cry. 
“What is it?” Sadeem asked. “What happened?” 
But Clara’s attention was on Logan, just now seeming to recognize him. A tiny, almost bittersweet smile dawned. One of her hands flinched, just a bit. Logan reached out and took it. 
“Clara? What happened?” Sadeem repeated. 
Softly she said, “Logan. Why are you here?” 
“Sadeem sent for me.” 
“You should have called Stranger.” Clara lifted her blue eyes to Sadeem. They were like azure mercury, as if a glance might catch her irises shifting rather than staying where they belonged. Sadeem had always been her senior in years, experience, and knowledge, but between them Clara had always been the truest elder. 
“I sent for both. Logan came first.” 
“Where is Stranger?” 
“I don’t know. He hasn’t arrived.” 
“And Kindred. Did you send for Kindred?” 
“Why would I send for your uncle?” Sadeem asked. 
Clara shook her head — not in confusion but as if things were coming at her too fast and that particular wrinkle, which required too much explanation, would have to wait for later. “It doesn’t matter. We need to find them. When did you see them last?” 
“I haven’t actually seen either,” Logan said. “But I sent someone to Stranger. Yesterday.” 
“Who?” 
“A blacksmith. Carl. He was having dreams. About the freighter. The one they call ‘the monolith.’” 
“Carl Nairobi.” 
“I think his name is Smith,” said Logan. 
She turned the tables on Logan, taking his hand instead of him taking hers. She looked from Logan to Sadeem, speaking to both. 
“Listen to me. Both of you. Sadeem already knows this, but Logan, you and the other Lightborn didn’t want to listen. The blacksmith—”
“Clara …” 
“It’s not important right now,” she said, swinging herself around so that her legs rested on the floor, letting the young man’s hand drop. They’d had plenty of fights — Sadeem had only seen a fraction, and been a shoulder for Clara regarding many of the rest. But she brushed it away like an irritating distraction, returning the issue to center. 
“The blacksmith, Carl, drove that freighter from South Africa in the flood. It’s his, but he’s forgotten. What were his dreams? Did he tell you?” 
“Just that he was at the monolith. With …” Logan’s brow pinched. “With others.”
“And what’s he doing there? In the dream.” 
“He didn’t tell me. Why?” 
Clara didn’t answer. Instead she turned to Sadeem. 
“I had my fingers in it, Sadeem. Same as every day.” She cast a quick apologetic look at Logan; between them, that “every day” had a hammer’s blunt force. “But it was like something started to move. And then it was there — just … there. But they must have felt it, because they stopped repelling me one to one and turned all their attention on me. It was like a blast. I was still in the grid. But I couldn’t move. Or pull back.” 
“Pull back from what?” Logan asked.
“They — what? — shut you down?” Sadeem asked, ignoring Logan. 
“I gave them a target. I’ve been hidden by the … you know, the firewall thing. But once I got it open …” Clara shrugged. 
“So how did you …?” Sadeem trailed off, the rest of his question implied. 
“What are you two talking about?” Logan said.
“But it’s happening, Sadeem. The puzzle. Its finally solving itself. But there’s more. Something went wrong.” 
“Wrong how?” 
Logan physically inserted himself between them. Both shut their open mouths, seeming to see him for the first time. 
“You called me here,” Logan said. “So how about you clue me in?”
Clara hesitated, and for a long second Sadeem thought she might refuse to tell him out of spite. In the strictest sense, Logan had an opportunity to be involved from the beginning, but in the much more realistic, everyday sense Sadeem would have sided with Logan in the split. The work felt important now that Clara had broken through, but for two decades it had felt like a fool’s errand. Clara had given him little choice but to leave. 
“I broke through, Logan,” she said. 
“Through what?” Then: “Not through …” 
“Yes. Through the Forgetting.” 
“But …” Logan looked at Sadeem for help, and for a moment Sadeem thought the man might inform him that breaking through the Forgetting was a lost cause and that they’d been chasing that particular dog for twenty years. As if Sadeem didn’t know. But then Logan turned back to Clara and said, “How?” 
“They’ve always erased our minds before they leave. Sadeem told me that’s what the Mullah knew—”
“What they believed,” Logan corrected. 
“What they knew,” Clara insisted. “The Astrals and the Mullah have had a pact since much, much further back in time than is commonly believed. There’s always been a group who knew about the Astrals, so they could pave the way.” 
“Traitors?” he said, glancing at Sadeem. But it was only a question, despite the word’s baggage. 
“More like representatives. The Astrals returned regardless. The Mullah are there to make sure things are fair from our end.” 
“Okay,” Logan said. 
“Remember how I said humanity is like a big ant farm to them? How the Astrals don’t really care what we do so long as they can observe it?” 
“But they judged us, Clara. That’s what the Ark was all about.” 
“Yes and no.” Sadeem, watching, knew this was something Clara said that Logan and the others never truly understood. “At some point, if we develop in just the right way between visits, they’ll decide we’ve evolved enough and have become worthy. But even the judgment we saw wasn’t due to our doing something wrong. It was just another test. When the whole thing began — when Cameron opened the Ark — that was humanity saying it was ready to take its shot. All that the Ark had recorded while the Astrals were gone came spilling out and into their minds, sort of like a jury seeing evidence in a trial.” 
“Like I said,” Logan told her. 
“But the real test came afterward. All those so-called plagues. The blood turning to water. Remember the mind-sharing stuff the Astrals had set up, to let us pool our thoughts through the stones around the capitals? When the Ark opened and what people thought was ‘judgment’ began, that was just one more thing the Astrals wanted to see us react to. And to get on the arks during the flood, each capital had a different ‘test’ to pass while the Astrals watched. In some cities, you had to be clever or strong or persistent to earn a place on the ark. In Ember Flats, it was the lottery. Remember how they made Mara Jabari choose who lived or died? That was just one more stimulus for response — so they could study Viceroy Jabari under pressure, and see how the rest of us behaved during it all. Maybe it looked like a heart attack killed her, but it wasn’t.” Clara’s face became grave. “I could see her from inside the network, Logan. It wasn’t a heart attack. It was guilt, built up below the surface like a blood clot.” 
“You can’t know that, Clara.” He said it to pacify her, but Sadeem wished he’d keep his platitudes to himself. Logan was out of the loop, in the periphery with the other Unforgotten, trying his damnedest to forget. He still thought he knew best, but he didn’t know half of what he thought he did. 
“I can see it all.” Clara was exasperated. This was an old argument, one the Lightborn had once understood but that only Clara had ever been able to immerse in — to touch and feel as if it were a real place. “I see our connected minds as a place of dots and lines. Like a giant web made of light, where each person is a shining node. And that network didn’t go away as the Astrals intended — the way it always has. They tried to erase us so we could start their experiment fresh, but we” — she emphasized the word, meaning the Lightborn — “were like a wild card they’d never encountered before. Every time they tried to erase one node on the web, the surrounding nodes brought it back. Like redundant backups. Or like a hologram.” 
“I know all of this,” Logan said. 
“I told you all of it. But you never listened. You were in too big a hurry to give up and start forgetting like a good little boy.” 
Sadeem put his hand on Clara’s arm, breaking their imminent argument. He looked at Logan and said, “The Lightborn kept their foot in the door so the Astrals couldn’t finish the erasure. That’s why they came back months after everyone had forgotten them: to try again, with a new round of force.”
“And then it would have been over,” Logan said, his eyes still hard on Clara. “They’d have let us get on with our lives, if some people could just let it go.” 
“It wasn’t over, Logan! I’ve been fighting them every day! Every goddamned day, their … their virus pushes against us, and I push back. Every day, they’re trying to finish the job.” She gave a tiny smirk. “But even the Forgetting is a system. And that means I can ‘hack’ them, too.” 
Logan stopped. Something seemed to dawn on him, darkening his eyes. 
“Is that what this is all about? You didn’t just ‘break through’ on our end, did you? You pushed back into the Astrals’ network. Their minds.”
“Yes, and—” 
“I know you talked about it, but I can’t believe you’d be stupid enough to—”
“What were we supposed to do? Just lie down and forget, like they wanted?” 
“Yes!”
Clara smirked, crossed her arms, and turned away. 
“Logan,” said Sadeem. “You have to understand. The fact that you exist — you, Clara, all the others? That is what kept our ‘foot in the door.’ As long as there are Lightborn, the Astrals can’t erase human consciousness.”
“They’re back, you know,” Logan said. “Some of us are starting to see them again — not through our own eyes but through other people’s. They came back to Earth because of your stupid foot in the door.”
“They never left. It’s like Clara said. We’re a loose end. They can’t go until they’re sure. And they can’t be certain because as long as there are Lightborn, the network is too strong. Not consciously, maybe, but below the surface, where Clara can see it and the rest of you can feel it, if you’re honest. Something about you stymied them this time. You can’t just ‘decide to forget’ and expect them to go away. Fighting back was the only way to break our twenty-year stalemate.” 
“They did something to try and shut me down,” Clara added, her tone a bit quieter, less angry. “Because once I pushed into them, it’s like something new broke open. The whole network started to light up.” 
“So?” 
“People are remembering, Logan. That’s why we have to find Stranger. And Kindred. And, I think, your friend Carl.” 
“Why?” His own anger was mostly gone. Now he looked concerned, maybe confused. Sadeem couldn’t blame him. The village — and, presumably, the many other villages like it pocking the globe as seeds — had spent twenty years missing the past. If it had come screaming back all at once, the result would be chaos.
For the first time in years, Sadeem saw the young Lightborn smile. 
“Because I know something the Astrals are just now beginning to realize,” Clara said. “They came here to infect our minds — but as it turns out, the stream flows both ways. And that means that we’ve infected them, too.” 
Logan looked from Clara to Sadeem, but the old man had nothing to offer. A few minutes ago, Clara had been unconscious and in trouble, but now she seemed nearly victorious. Whatever her implication, it was news to Sadeem.
“When the wall fell, I could see into their collective instead of just ours,” she said, lips smiling wider. “I know what they want. I know what they don’t understand and what they’ll try to find out. I know they’ve had an agent here, among us, all along, spying for them. And I think I might have an idea what we need to do next.” 
But something was bothering Sadeem, and had been since his subconscious mind began putting two and two together: if the Lightborn problem couldn’t be solved, the Astrals would eventually tire of trying to fix it — and if they’d been bothered enough by Clara’s intrusion to return as Logan suggested, it could only be one thing. 
If you can’t fix a condemned house, the best choice might be to declare a loss and burn it down. 
“They’ll kill us off,” Sadeem said. “We have to warn people. We have to find a way to … to …” 
But where would they go? Where would they hide?
Clara grabbed Sadeem by the wrist when he turned away. Her small hand was more powerful than it should have been. 
“Sadeem,” she said, “did I ever tell you about my Cousin Timmy?”





Chapter Ten
STRANGER STOPPED. He moved behind a large rock formation, wondering if he should have come this way. It was a neither/nor decision. He wasn’t doing what he’d been asked, though that last blast had left him with the impression that it didn’t matter — Clara was fine. And he hadn’t followed Carl when he’d spotted him heading out while overanalyzing his choices, though maybe he should have done that, too. Hell, they could have gone together. It would spoil Stranger’s image as an all-knowing sage, but what the hell; other than his memories, he hadn’t been much of a know-it-all since just before the Forgetting, anyway. 
There had been a time when he’d been more energy than man. He’d once fed himself back into a Reptar and blown it to bits. That trick might come in handy now if the Astrals had really returned, but those days had passed. By the end, once Stranger was done sowing his seeds — obvious ones like the viceroys and their guiding helpers, plus less-conspicuous souls like Shen the fisherman — something had shifted. That extra unedited Meyer Dempsey he’d copied from the mothership after getting himself temporarily abducted must have altered something inside himself. For twenty years, he’d been more man than energy. But didn’t that make sense?
The first fake Meyer’s anomaly had been purged when the Astrals tried a second time with Kindred. Sacrificing himself for Heather had been delicious icing on that particular ironic cake. 
The anomaly had decided it didn’t like being forced out, and then — perhaps more human than humans themselves — had become the Pall. 
Cameron’s blind leap — another sacrifice, if Stranger was keeping score — had changed the Pall into something else, sending feedback inside the system, magnified like an echo back on itself. 
And now here Stranger was, twice the man he used to be, if he’d ever really been a man. It was as much of a neither/nor as his present course of action. Man enough to live among them, not quite man enough to fit. He’d forgotten some of himself — but like Clara, he was plagued by what he’d remember forever. 
Like the way Heather had died saving Cameron … and how Trevor had died saving Piper. 
Heather. Cameron. Trevor. Piper. 
He was kin to them all — twice the kin, perhaps, than Kindred. But he’d never lived, technically speaking, with any of them. He’d walked alone, taking long pilgrimages while the villagers stayed complacently, ignorantly rooted. And yet in some ways, the people who’d died and those who still lived were like a splinter. In some ways, Clara was like his own granddaughter, the way she was Meyer’s and sort of Kindred’s. But in other ways, she was a troubled girl who’d never stood a chance. Like Stranger, the girl was born with a burden. For now, they were friends, same as he and Piper. But his inner Meyers screamed to differ, and Stranger had grown adept at stuffing them down to bury his subversion.
Stranger stood. He looked around. The sky was still clear. Of course it was; he couldn’t exactly read Astral minds these days, but knew they wanted to keep a low profile. There was still something here to lose. The aliens didn’t want to give up on the millennia-long human experiment any more than the humans wanted to be shaken from the Etch A Sketch. If they were good scientists, they’d have similar experiments running on other worlds, possibly all seeded from the same stock. There might be quasi-human populations out there on countless worlds — and for all Stranger knew, Astrals merely hopped from colony to colony checking on subjects. But they’d invested a lot of time in humanity, according to Sadeem and Peers Basara, back before Peers had mentally erased his apocalyptic mistake. The Mullah knew how far back the Astral chain went, and how important the experiment was. They’d end it if they had to. But given all the trouble this latest batch of humanity seemed to be having forgetting, the aliens probably didn’t want to pock the sky with shuttles and motherships.
But of course the Astrals would be out here.
Stranger pulled one of the polished spheres from his robe, set it on his palm, and waited to see what it might say. But there was nothing. The things didn’t see the future, and if Stranger himself was having such a hard time guessing where the players had ended up (understanding chaos as he did), then there was little chance the balls would. 
He pocketed the sphere. This was unwritten. It wasn’t in the Mullah’s history, or even the Astrals’. There were ways the resets were supposed to play out, just as there were ways they were supposed to begin. But there had never been Lightborn. Or Cousin Timmy. 
Truth was, Stranger had been having dreams, too. 
He ascended the rise, peered again at the hulking metal form in the distance. It looked different now. Part of it was the sun; he tried never to visit the old freighter in the daytime. Part of it was knowledge: something new he’d realized — that they all were realizing — about this place. When they’d parted, before Stranger had moved to find Clara then changed his mind, Carl’s forehead had wrinkled, his lips pursing. And he’d said, You told me not to get on the boat, didn’t you? But here I am, right where the boat I didn’t take ended up. So why did it matter? 
But maybe the most significant thing making the beached freighter feel different to Stranger was the shuttle at its stern, winking in the sunlight as a woman in an incongruous red dress approached it, flanked by black Reptars and bone-white Titans. The Titans were holding yet another form between them, this one almost completely inert — Carl Nairobi, barely able to stand.
Stranger watched the group board the shuttle. It levitated a foot or so then streaked skyward. It took mere seconds to accelerate, for Carl’s benefit no doubt. Subject a human body to that many Gs, and he’d turn to jelly.
When the sky was clear, Stranger stood and was about to walk forward. 
But then someone spoke from behind, causing him to turn his head. 
“Why are you here?” it said.





Chapter Eleven
KINDRED FOLLOWED.
He stayed back, following their hoofprints, knowing that in the midday heat Meyer wouldn’t ride too hard or too recklessly. Something urgent had called them forward (together, without him, of course), and there was an itch inside Kindred that seemed to know what it was. More than a hunch — something like superstition, maybe compulsion. But as ridiculous as Kindred felt, he obeyed the imperative. Perhaps he was being stupid. Or maybe they’d been keeping secrets from him. 
Like they had all along. 
Meyer claimed they’d both been born here. So why couldn’t Kindred remember that? And why did Meyer simply accept it? There was so much about daily life that never stopped feeling like a scam. People said it made him paranoid, but Kindred begged to differ. In his mind, there was plenty to be paranoid about. 
Like: Why did Kindred not remember the source of his ring? It looked like a wedding ring. But Carl couldn’t forge such things, and to Kindred’s knowledge, he’d never had a wife. Meyer had a similar ring that matched Piper’s, but both of those struck Kindred as far too refined for the village craftsmanship, just like the pots and other objects that everyone used without pondering their origins. 
Kindred didn’t have any clue where they’d come from — not the rings, not the pots, not even the people, including himself. But at least Kindred, unlike everyone else, thought it was weird that nobody knew. The rest of the people simply accepted the oddities. The place claimed to have dead that weren’t in marked graves (where were their parents’ plots? He’d looked but never found), and when Kindred pointed that out, they all laughed or looked away or said he was jumping at shadows. They thought he was dark and fearsome? Absurd. 
To Kindred’s mind, the people he’d supposedly grown up with (though he could only recall perhaps twenty full cycles) were insane. He was the sane one. 
He felt different. Somehow wired in an alternative way. 
Odd devices were occasionally discovered. But they weren’t found in the desert; they were found among belongings. People accepted the unacceptable things when stumbled upon. Sketches of friends they suddenly remembered from a time they conveniently couldn’t recall, records of fantastical things in their own handwriting — people finding such writings would suddenly remember they’d once written it as fiction. “A flight of my fancy,” someone might say. And yet until the odd stories were found, they’d had no memory of ever taking such flights. 
Once, Kindred had gone to the monolith and found a way to climb into its enormous hulk, despite the superstitions that claimed it was cursed. And there, he’d found more odd objects. A thing that lit with an inner light when Kindred touched it. Something that, after enough poking and prodding, had flashed at him like miniature lightning — and then, after the flash, he’d seen his own face frozen on its surface, as if it had duplicated him and imprisoned him in its works. Kindred had pocketed the object and returned to the village, to show Meyer and Piper and the others, to prove that there were forces in the world that they were all ignoring. But Lila had laughed at his futile efforts to make it function and suggested that if he found the object so troublesome, with its supposed magic, he take it to Stranger like everyone else did when they encountered such things. 
He’d buried it instead. Then dug it up the next day, sitting up all night with the earth-encrusted magic object, hands clasped into wringing fists, practically sweating with temptation. Finally he’d walked to the village fire, which always held hot coals so that making cooking fires would be easy, and shoved the thing under the embers with a stick. In the morning temptation was gone. The last thing Kindred needed, out of all people, was a good reason to visit the holy man. 
But he’d thought about it plenty. Sometimes he went months without dreaming of Stranger, without the certainty that one day he’d wake in the man’s home to find the other just as happy to see him. Then he’d decide in a moment of weakness that there’d be no harm in visiting the other, whom he’d seen from a distance and felt an attraction toward like ore to a magnet. A strange compulsion. Not the kind shared by Paul and Jeremiah, in their home together on the desert side. It was stronger, beneath the skin rather than atop it … dangerous.
He wanted to meet Stranger more than anything. Simply to sit with him. 
But he could never do that. 
Because … 
And there was no reason. 
But now, as he watched Meyer, Piper, and Lila from a distance, Kindred felt the old resentments return. 
Why did they hide things from him? Why did they handle him separate from the rest of the family? They all lived in the same house, except for Kindred. Piper came to visit, and so did Lila. Meyer came on a different schedule, but it felt like duty. None ever spoke of important things. Whenever Kindred steered conversation in better directions, his guest turned it away. 
Only Clara seemed innocent and open. But still, even she was guarded. Clara said — as if knowing something she shouldn’t or couldn’t — Stay away from Stranger. It wasn’t a warning about Stranger; it was a warning about Kindred seeing Stranger, offered without his request. 
He’d given up long ago, had stopped trying to prod his family and the villagers to discuss things they refused to acknowledge. Mostly, Kindred had settled into his own routines, in his dark little corners. People said that he and Meyer were once inseparable, almost able to finish each other’s thoughts. Now Kindred (according to popular view) had grown sullen and distant. But that’s not how it was. It was easy for Meyer to be the likable twin, seeing as he was governor, and could keep the secrets for himself. 
They’d left with such urgency. Kindred had watched them go, seeing the way they kept looking around as if dodging pursuit. Probably looking for Kindred, seeing as he had looked around too and saw no one to flee from. Where were they going, if they were so intent on leaving alone? Obviously, it must be somewhere Kindred would otherwise badly want to go but that his keepers would, as usual, protect him from. 
Well, Kindred didn’t need protection, nor any keeping. They were crazy, not him. When Kindred had asked Meyer whom he’d married to get the ring on his finger, Meyer said, “It was a long time ago.” And when Kindred had asked who’d made the ring, Meyer said he must have found it. 
Found it. 
Like Meyer found his ring? 
Like Piper found hers, with its perfect circle, burnished yellow metal, and precisely faceted stone? 
They were either going to report him, or were running away. 
(Or they’re going to see Stranger.) 
That didn’t even make sense. They were heading in the wrong direction, out into the desert rather than the center of town. 
Stranger must be somewhere else. It was all that seemed logical.
Kindred ducked down when Meyer, dismounted and with his hand to his forehead, turned to look in his direction. Kindred’s horse was a few paces back; he went to the mount now, tugged it back down the dune until he found a ratty tree suitable for hitching. Then he moved back up, slowly, eventually on his belly, knowing how he must look but unable to help himself. 
Whatever he was searching for, Meyer didn’t seem to find it. Piper and Lila had dismounted as well, fanning themselves beneath the belligerent sun. Kindred watched their powwow, realizing they were lost.
There was a cactus to Kindred’s left. It looked like a number four. Seeing it, he glanced to the right — and sure enough, not far off was a second cactus, also resembling a four. From enough distance, it’d look like you were splitting 44 down the middle. He always remembered it that way, from his own dreams. 
But in his dreams, he didn’t go to … wherever. In his dreams, he always went to the monolith. 
But he looked back, then forward with rekindled interest. And Kindred could clearly see more landmarks, all proving their location. They’d headed away in approximately the right direction, passing a shallow ravine, then the scree of rocks that had fallen, inexplicably, into the shape of a bent-over old man with a cane. Now here were the cactuses, and— 
There was a sort of buzzing from the sky. Kindred looked up and saw something large coming alongside him from several dunes away, low but hovering above the sand.
He ducked away, but there was no point. The thing — whatever it was — didn’t seem to see him. It was moving straight toward Meyer and the women. Kindred watched, willing himself to shout. They hadn’t seen or heard it yet, and it was closing. 
Kindred got his mouth unhinged as Piper turned. She screamed, a knowing cry — one that accepts and already knows to fear what it sees coming. 
Piper knows what it is. 
But of course she did. Lila, too. Meyer, once he turned and gallantly put himself between the sphere and his wife and daughter, clearly knew as well. 
Serves them right, then, Kindred thought before he could stop himself, for keeping secrets. 
Because this secret wasn’t friendly. They were all shouting and screaming as they tried to run, tried to mount their horses. But the sphere effortlessly stayed ahead of them, blocking their way. 
Perhaps it would kill them. 
Kindred stood. There was nothing he could do, except maybe draw it away as a distraction if only he—
But then the thing did a trick of light, and the air filled with the scent of burning, warmth lapping back at Kindred like ripples on the river’s surface. The shock knocked Kindred back to his rear, and this time when he scrambled back up, he didn’t consider trying to lure it away. 
Two huge black things that looked like lizards (or beetles) were now on the sand, apparently having disembarked with the flash of light. The sand near them was smoking, as if set ablaze. And between the beetle things and Meyer’s group, there was a tall, bare-chested muscular man with no color to his skin wearing a small cloth around his waist, hand extended to Meyer. 
The black creatures crept in circles around them, then came to rest by Piper and Lila — one within arm’s reach of each. 
If the pewter-skinned man said something, Kindred couldn’t hear it. He merely held out a hand while the black things chattered, mouths open, a blue fire inside both, bleeding out from between what seemed to be scales on their surface. 
Meyer’s head hung. Then he turned to the white man and followed. 
To the sphere, which had settled on the sand. 
Kindred waited, breath held and uncertain.
Then he broke his cover, and ran as hard as he could.





Chapter Twelve
“WHAT DO YOU MEAN?” 
Before Clara could answer Sadeem, the warble of overlapping conversations bubbled from the cave’s front. They were levels deep, the air circulation and more troublesome pathways made bearable with Astral help before Sadeem moved in, and down here it was hard to hear more than tones and echoes. Most of the construction — as with previous Mullah clan homes — was planned by and hence known to the Astrals, but this time Sadeem had backup plans. If the Astrals could change the covenant for the new epoch, so could he. Above the table, two species shook hands. Beneath it, both were clinging to knives. As perhaps it had always been. 
And maybe it was truer than ever, given the Astral contingency plans Clara had seen in their collective mind when they’d blasted their way into hers.
“Clara?” Logan said, apparently as curious about what she’d said as Sadeem. But the idea of Cousin Timmy had stopped mattering. She could tell them about Stranger’s oldest joke another time. What mattered now was the commotion above. It might be anything, but Clara somehow felt sure she knew exactly what it was.
“We have to get out of here,” she said.
Sadeem looked toward the entrance, invisible from here, two levels up. “It’s Stranger arriving. I sent a courier to fetch him when I sent for Logan.” 
But instead of feeling encouraged by the news (they needed Stranger same as they needed the others), Clara felt panic creeping. It wasn’t a logical reaction, given the civil tones. But somehow, it was right. 
“We have to go, Sadeem.” Clara stood from the cot, felt a wave of lightheadedness, and pushed it aside. She always brought a bag from the village and stuffed it with belongings, Logan and Sadeem watching and wondering. “Where is the rear exit from here?’ 
“I don’t understand. Where are we going?” 
“Away.” 
“Why?” 
“I thought I’d covered my tracks, but somehow they found me.” 
“Clara …” 
A scuffle from above. A shout. The rush of running feet. 
“Astrals,” Clara said. 
“They wouldn’t break the truce. They set the portal here. They built this place.” 
“Which is how they’ll know to check it!” Clara was unsure of exactly what was fueling her fear. She’d caught but a glimpse of the Astral collective — barely enough to tell that the human and Astral mental streams had mingled — but the confused deluge she’d woken with was reasserting itself with teeth. The sense of urgency was feral, like something driven by the brain stem, pure instinct and adrenaline.
“Clara!” Sadeem barked as she reached the door. “There’s a truce!”
“Where is the Ark, Sadeem?”
Sadeem looked at her as if she’d spoken in a foreign tongue. 
“Where is it, if they trust and respect the Mullah so much? Last time, your old order knew where the Astrals had left it. That’s how your knights knew where to find and hide it. So where is it this time? After the flood, where did they hide the archive that’s gathering all it will need to judge humanity next time?” 
“Just because we don’t know where it is this time doesn’t mean they’d dare to—”
“You know the rules have changed! Now show me the fucking exit!” 
Sadeem was still sitting, looking punched. Clara never swore, or barked orders. But like she’d said, something had changed. 
“It’s—” Sadeem stopped when the shouting swelled and something exploded above. The walls shook with force. In Clara’s peripheral vision, it seemed like a balloon filled with ketchup struck a wall just out of sight. Blood was dripping onto the stone stairs in a miniature river. The way they had to go either way, be it toward the front or back. 
Clara grabbed Logan and practically dragged him to his feet. Then she shoved him through the door and to the right, his feet nearly faltering in the pool of gore. Nobody had come down just yet, and Clara hadn’t stepped back two paces to look up as they’d passed. Whomever the blood had belonged to, he or she was dead. Seeing those who would kill them a second earlier than they had to would be stupid. And yet behind them the corridor stayed empty, their luck holding. Unless, of course, this was more kabuki — more of the Astrals holding all the cards, playing their hands to observe the reaction. 
Not this time. This is real. For them and us. 
She stopped in an alcove two turns (she thought) from the temple where Sadeem’s second elder sat and guarded the portal, then waved for Sadeem to hurry and pass. He knew the way; Clara didn’t. She knew they’d added a second exit, same as her grandfather had told her the Mormons had added caves to the Cottonwood Canyon facility. But she didn’t know where it was.
Clara heard a terrifying groaning from behind: a dry, soulless rattle like bones in a sack. A Reptar’s purr, a noise she’d hoped never to hear again. 
And the rushing of well-behaved feet behind, plus a steady clacking sound that was in no hurry at all. 
“Sadeem …” Clara said, recognizing their position — one level below ground but on the mountainous side, where the cliffs clawed the sky. If there was an exit here, it was into the heart of the hill rather than open air. 
“It’s … shit!” 
“Breathe. Think. Where is it, Sadeem?” 
“It’s on the other end. We turned the wrong way.” 
“Maybe we can hide,” said Logan. 
Clara shook her head. “We have to leave. We can’t just hide.” 
“No, that’s a good idea. We’ve added extra chambers, not just the exit. Remember the place we hid you when—”
“I remember they found you just fine. I might still be invisible to them if we keep calm, but they can hear your mind, Sadeem. We can’t hide.” 
“Then you hide. I’ll distract them. They won’t hurt me. I’m the one they chose to head the Mullah.” 
Clara pursed her lips, torn between feeling sorry for Sadeem’s strange naiveté and being touched by his sacrifice. The Astrals had spent too much time locked in battle with human minds. They could get angry and become spiteful. Seniority hadn’t saved the Elders their last time around.
“No.” 
“There’s no way we can get past them! It’s the only chance!” 
“It’s not a chance! We need all of us. All of us! Not just me and you. Kindred! Stranger! All the ones they’ve gone after! Do you understand? Hiding won’t protect them!”
“What others?”
“The Archetypes, Sadeem! The goddamned—!”  
“The goddamned what?” 
Someone had appeared in the hallway behind Sadeem. She didn’t frighten Clara; she surprised her. Clara was taller, and even the Mullah legend of the Archetypes was hardly confidential — or, in the traditional telling, even remotely helpful. They’d lost the scroll in the reset and relocation, but what did it matter? All that mattered was everything. 
But this woman didn’t know that. 
This ordinary, unarmed, almost welcoming woman who’d somehow ended up behind them in the frenzy, now sharing space with their trio. 
This ordinary woman with her white, almost alabaster skin. 
With her brown hair stylishly cut in a bob, as if fresh from a beauty salon of the type that no longer existed. 
In her black leather coat, her practical low black heels. 
“The what, Clara?”
“Who are you?” Clara asked. 
The question was answered when two Titans entered the hallway behind her. There was a shuffling of claws from the other end, and two Reptars moved to block them in the passage.
“I wasn’t sure we could trust a rogue,” the woman said. “But here you are, right where you’re supposed to be. I guess dreams do come true. You’re a hard woman to find, Clara.” 
“You’re not Astral,” Clara said. Everything about her screamed human, from her body language to the cadence of her speech.  
And the woman replied, “But not very smart.”





Chapter Thirteen
THE MAN behind the rock looked up at Peers after Peers asked his question. He had a long, weathered face that wasn’t quite handsome, nor ugly. The women he’d heard talk about Stranger seemed to lean in one direction, but it was always unclear which. He might be “rugged,” perhaps — handsome because he was a bit rough around the edges. But Peers knew two things: the face was long and drawn, never quite smiling. And — to Peers, at least — a bit frightening. 
And like everyone, Peers knew that the face hadn’t changed since their arrival — a day that Peers was now disturbed to realize he remembered in all its original clarity. 
“I might ask you the same thing,” Stranger said. 
Peers wasn’t sure how to respond. Officially, did they know each other? Had he forgotten the way the rest of them seemed to have? The way Peers had, only a few hours ago? He’d left Sadeem, meaning only to get the water for Clara requested by the Sage. Then the waking dream had claimed him. He’d left the caves without question, following a siren song written for him. Seeing the monolith glinting in the sun (ahem, the freighter) told him where he’d been headed all along.
“Do you know who I am?” It seemed a safe question, and didn’t give away that Peers knew a lot more about Stranger than he had the day before. 
“You’re Mullah.” 
Peers looked down. That told him nothing. The robe gave him away. He was about to inquire further, but Stranger interrupted with something more relevant that Peers, with all his renewed memory, had been ridiculous enough to have forgotten. 
“Tell me you saw that.” Stranger pointed toward the big rusting boat on the sand. Now closer, Peers could see most of the ship, but it looked like it always had. 
“Saw what?” 
Stranger watched him evenly. This felt to Peers like a game of chicken —both of them wanted to admit something strange, with neither willing to go first. 
“Your name is Peers. Peers Basara.” 
“So you do know me.” 
“I may. From a long time ago.” 
But Peers could tell it was a half truth. 
“You’re the one they call Stranger.”
“Why are you here, Peers?” 
“You asked me if I saw something. What did you mean?”
Stranger was still looking at Peers as if there were weapons raised between them. He pulled something from his robe and held it up: a small silver sphere, about the size of the one Piper carried when they’d crossed the sea in that horrible metal box, and hid like something precious and shameful.
Stranger held it up, then out for Peers. 
“Hold this.” 
Peers took the thing. It touched his palm, and he realized he’d been tricked. He felt a hand enter his mind and grope around. The sensation was intrusive but lasted only a second. Then it was gone, and Stranger was meeting his eyes in a new way, reaching out to pluck the sphere from Peers’s palm. 
“So your memory is back.”
“Memory of what?” Peers asked, blinking, trying to regain his composure. 
“There’s no need to pretend. I used to see much more than I can now, but I haven’t lost all of my tricks. It’s come back to you. And peeking into the network through your eyes, I’d guess it’s all come back to the others as well.” 
“I don’t know what you mean.” 
“What is it that makes you want to hide, Peers Basara? What secret are you so determined to keep that you’d lie to me even as I stand here, knowing the truth?” 
Peers’s internal eyes flitted to something like a black box wrapped in thick, heavy chain. There was something hidden deeper, all right, and Peers almost knew what it was: a secret he seemed to be keeping even from himself. But he wouldn’t open that box. Not yet, and maybe not ever. 
Stranger pointed again. “There was an Astral shuttle there not two minutes ago. A man I know was loaded into it. A very important man. And there was a woman down there, too — a woman I’m afraid I also know. It scares me, and I’m not accustomed to fear. I know exactly who you are and that you’ve been drawn to this place without even being sure why. But most importantly I know that something has changed for you, as it has for everyone in the village, as it seems to have changed, albeit differently, even in me.” He pointed again. “I’m afraid that was Eternity down there with two Reptars and two Titans. The human face of their Divinity queen — on this planet, at least. I’m afraid because a long time ago, I seem to remember knowing where all the pieces were supposed to go in order for something to happen. But now I don’t know if this is what I’d wanted or something different. One of them has been taken, and this time I’m afraid that Eternity won’t be so easily fooled. It’s all coming back around, and you damn well know it, Peers Basara of the Mullah, who traveled with Meyer Dempsey across the ocean, guided by my hand. Stop being such a coward. Stand like a man, or go back to where you came from.” 
Peers knelt beside Stranger, who was still low, as if meaning to continue peering past the dunes at the empty freighter.
“I’ve been dreaming of this place,” Peers said.
“You all have.” 
“Everyone in the village?” 
“No. Just those with a job to do.” 
“So they’re not dreams? Are they like …” Peers swallowed. “Like before, with the Astrals and their rings of stones?” 
“I don’t know.” 
“Why now?” 
“It has something to do with Clara.” 
“Meyer’s granddaughter?” 
Stranger nodded. “She’s been waging a silent war. She seems to have finally scored a victory, but the Astrals hit her back. I was supposed to find her, but I came here instead.” 
“Why?”
“I can’t see it as I used to. But you’re proof that something is different. We were supposed to forget. I remembered. So did Clara and a few others. But that was supposed to be all. Your knowledge was like a sickness, and for some reason, they were unable to kick it.”  
“To the Astrals?” 
Stranger’s eyes were fixed on the freighter. He nodded. 
“Do you know why? Or what it means?” 
“One day I might have. But not today.” 
“Maybe it will come back to you. Like everything came back to me.” 
“I’ve gotten something else,” Stranger said. Peers shifted to look at the man’s face, then wished he hadn’t. People in the village treated Liza Knight like a holy mother and her priests and clerics as wise men. But when they truly needed something important, the people went to Stranger. It was hard, feeling as lost as Peers suddenly felt, to see the man bothered. 
“What?” Peers asked. 
Stranger turned to Peers. His eyes could only be described as haunted.
“A grudge,” Stranger said. “A vendetta.”
Peers let a moment pass, unsure how to respond. Finally he shifted on the sand. “So what now?”
Their attention was drawn back to the ship before Stranger could answer. 
A new woman approached from the far dune, walking toward the hulking ship in the bright wide open.





Chapter Fourteen
LIZA JUST WANTED to get out of the sun.
She wasn’t afraid of the cargo ship the way so many people were. Why would she be? It was only a ship. But even if she’d been like the others — blank-headed, unable to fathom the idea of the thing being crafted by human hands (or robots, or whatever it was that built ships back before the whole damned planet was resting in peace) — Liza doubted she’d have been afraid. Many things in the world weren’t easily explained. The big ball of fire in the sky, for instance. Nobody really knew what that was these days now that all the scientists were dead or stupid. The theories were hilarious. She kept waiting for someone to propose that thunder was surely the gods dancing.
But even with her remembering mind, Liza might have feared the ship. Strange things happened out this way. People got lost and never came back. They saw things. And at night, the thing was creepy beyond belief. It would be easy even for a rational person to believe in ghosts — even if she was supposedly a holy person, which Liza, beneath her skin, decidedly was not. 
But today, after waking up in the middle of the goddamned desert and frying like a piece of bacon, Liza didn’t care if there were all sorts of boogies in the cargo ship. It was shade. And she was curious. She’d come out here a few times to try and raid the thing for futuristic goodies, but her devoted followers made it hard to venture off alone. The rectory was comfortably within The Clearing’s borders, and that meant she could never slip away. Some pious asshole always ended up following, asking why Mother Knight was taking a pilgrimage to someplace so unholy. 
Well, she was alone now. If she could remember how she’d managed to get here from the rectory without being followed, she’d take notes on how to repeat it in the future. But Liza didn’t remember at all. One moment she’d been in the garden on the cusp of lunch, and the next she’d been sunbathing in 100-degree heat. Or so she assumed, though Liza was unable to verify without a thermometer or a watch. 
“I miss my coffeemaker,” she said aloud. 
But Liza didn’t like the way her voice sounded as she neared the freighter’s base and slipped into blessed shade. She’d said that tiny witticism to lighten her mood, but the problem with doing such things alone was that nobody ever appreciated your mirth. The only audience for Liza’s hilarity right now was Liza, and Liza (as a spectator) sort of thought that Liza (as a performer) was a shitty comedian, and was, in fact, a lot more scared than her stern image normally allowed. 
“Bullshit,” she said. 
But again, not funny. 
Liza slouched. She sat against the metal, wondering distantly if the ship might choose this moment to defy two decades of sensible physics and tip over to crush her. It might be a blessing. She could spin this all she wanted, and play to all the audiences of Liza Knights that she chose, but she’d lost two hours of her life and woken somewhere far off and not terribly safe. Supposedly there were raiders from other tribes out here — folks who, despite being as saved from the big flood as her own village, still refused to play nice with the only few humans left on the planet. And of course, there was sunburn. 
Maybe she was losing her mind. 
Water. She desperately needed water. 
Liza looked up at the ship, then along its edge, toward where she could (blessedly) walk to the nearest ladder in the shade. But she stopped when she saw that there were footprints all around. And at the end of the forward-facing footprints, a large, circular, almost smooth indentation in the sand, as if a shallow glass bowl had been pushed into the ground to hold the sand back. 
Curious, Liza went to it. She had to move into the sun, but something held her spellbound. A memory trying to resurface — not of her childhood or old-world Earth or even last week but of something recent. From the time she’d lost. 
It had something to do with all these footprints. 
Some of which, she now noticed, were enormous, with toes, as if made by a couple of desert-dwelling bigfoot. Some were like paws, long lines dragged in the sand. There was a curious set comprised of a semi-pointed, distorted oval, always followed by a round impression like a dot — big, short, fat exclamation points, really. 
Like … high heels?
It’s in the canyon. 
Liza looked up, but no one had spoken. It had been a whispered voice — or rather, the ghost of a whispered voice. As if she hadn’t heard it now but had been repeating it in her mind like a song stuck in her head. 
It’s in the canyon, at the bend, beneath where the sun sets. 
Like a refrain. On a loop. Someone giving shitty directions to somewhere because Google Maps hadn’t been invented yet — or whatever.
Liza knelt. 
She touched the impression in the sand. 
This time the memory came with pictures, sensations, and sound. Was this place — in the canyon, apparently — somewhere she’d been? She definitely didn’t recognize it. But Liza had heard it. Of that she was sure. Maybe she’d seen pictures, if that were possible. Either way, it was compellingly familiar. She knew this place. 
Liza realized that she really, really wanted to see it again.
What was there? 
Food? Weapons? A cache containing a generator, fuel, extension cords, and a Mr. Coffee? 
Liza almost knew. But she didn’t actually know — at least not specifics. She didn’t precisely feel affection for … whatever it was; this was more like the memory of warmth. An aftertaste of adoration, left like the scent of something burned hours ago. 
She stood. 
She knew the canyon. There was only one within reasonable walking or horse-riding distance. North, where the terrain grew inhospitable and the land had dried like old leather. The thing probably ran northwest to southeast, meaning that if someone approached from the most likely path, there were only a few jogs where the sun might seem to set into the canyon itself. 
She desperately wanted to go there. 
More, perhaps, than she wanted to know what had happened in her past two hours — whatever it was that had caused her to wake in the desert, alone. 
You’re losing your mind, Liza. Like you almost lost it on the ship, when everyone was forgetting and you … 
But that was absurd. She hadn’t seriously considered trying to scuttle the ark and take her chances in a lifeboat. That had been a flight of fancy — the kind of thing a sane woman considers when every single person around her becomes paranoid idiots who Won’t. Leave. Her. Alone. 
There were many explanations for why Liza might lose a bunch of time and wake up somewhere new. Like psychedelic drugs people told her the Mullah kept experimenting with. Or too much of the monks’ mead. She hadn’t had either, to her recollection, but maybe that was proof of how drunk or high she’d been: so high that she didn’t even remember getting high. 
Liza’s mind didn’t dignify this theory with a response. 
“I’m fine,” she said to nobody. 
But this time, someone replied.





Chapter Fifteen
THE WOMAN WITH THE SHORT, hawkishly styled brown hair stopped walking, turned back to Clara and Logan, then said, “I can hear you.”
Clara looked at Logan. Logan looked back at Clara. Clara felt suddenly uncomfortable with the woman’s dark brown eyes upon her. It wasn’t nerves so much as discomfort. As if she’d been caught doing something shameful in front of Logan.
“You. I can hear you.” 
Sadeem was looking at Clara, his face concerned. Clara gave him only a glance and then said, “I didn’t say anything.” 
The woman gave Clara a long, hard look. For a moment, Clara thought she might react like a Reptar — biting her in half and ending this tense, protracted misery. Instead the woman put her hand on her hip and gave a bob of her head.
“You know, we’ve felt you. For our entire time in orbit, trying to solve the last bit of this epoch’s ‘human problem.’ You have always struck us like a pebble in the shoe: a tiny harmless thing, irritating for its persistence.”
Clara thought, If you’re really Astral Divinity, your true form is a thing like a light-filled anemone on a ship in orbit somewhere. You don’t even wear shoes. But she kept her mouth shut, waiting for more. 
The woman glanced down — at her shoes, black and sleek with a low heel. 
“Your kind.” She glanced at Logan, shaking her head as if bemused, almost smiling. “You’re like ghosts. There but not quite. And that was the worst thing about feeling your little attacks on our machine: For twenty years, we couldn’t find their source. But then when you finally broke through and our … measures … to suppress your memories failed, some of the other Divinities were bothered because it meant you’d remember your pasts. But not me. Because even if the whole thing was falling apart, at least we could finally see you — right there as a big, bright light on your own annoyingly persistent neural network.”
It was such a strange way to speak, for an Astral.
“‘Divinities’?” Clara said. 
“Divinities,” the woman repeated. 
“I’ve never heard it plural. Usually, it’s like there’s only one of you.” 
The woman’s jaw worked. Clara watched, aware in a distant way that the human thing in front of her was merely a puppet for Divinity. And yet this one sure seemed to have made itself comfortable in bones and muscles and flesh.
“The point is, I can hear you now,” she said, still stopped in the rock hallway while the Titans and Reptars waited. “And not just your thoughts about how you might be able to duck down the corridor coming up on the right and run toward the new exit you don’t think we know is there.” Her eyes flicked toward Logan, then back to Clara. “We can hear all sorts of things you might be thinking.” 
Inside Clara’s mind, she heard a voice that wasn’t quite her own. 
Did you make a mistake in leaving him, Clara? 
Was Logan as kind a lover as you remember in what he recalls as your cold and distant way? 
Divinity smiled at them each in turn, then turned and resumed walking. Clara sensed Logan’s discomfort without seeing it, feeling the blood rush to her face.
“Sadeem,” the woman said as they passed the corridor down which Clara no longer felt any desire to try and escape. “You once told our Eternity about a Mullah legend. About seven founders that you call ‘Archetypes.’” 
Sadeem, between Clara and the Astral, mumbled assent. 
“Why don’t you tell me the same story, if you wouldn’t mind.”
“It’s meaningless,” Sadeem said as they mounted the stairs, coming topside. “As I told Eternity when leaving the ship.” 
“We know it’s not. Nor are you fooling anyone.”
Sadeem looked back at Clara, confused. They hadn’t discussed this in years. It was an old tale for an ancient age — and like all of the legends, equated to nothing. We know it’s not? Not fooling anyone? That was news to Clara and Sadeem.
(Or is it?)
Now that Clara thought about it with the firewall down, maybe it wasn’t news to her at all.
The question must have been rhetorical because when Sadeem didn’t answer, Divinity didn’t nudge him. Instead she walked a few more paces and stopped as light dawned ahead, desert sun beating like a fire from above. They were down the outer stairs and onto a stone apron, a parked Astral shuttle resting on the sand ahead. 
The woman turned. 
She gave that same knowing, infuriating, not-at-all-alien smile.
Then from the left and the right, came the running and shouting and screaming.





Chapter Sixteen
KAMAL HELD the ancient piece of iron and watched the cave entrance. He’d seen the Astrals land their shuttle, cross the sand, and go in just as he himself had been about to approach the Mullah encampment. That sight had changed his mind. Shit, as they used to say back in his relative boyhood, was about to get real. And he’d rather be real from a distance than up close where things could get messy.
He hunkered down. The others did the same behind him. 
Seeing the Reptars and Titans made his skin crawl. The sensation was accompanied by the weirdest, most out-of-place pang of nostalgia. He’d worked beside those things for years in Ember Flats, and even though it was clear now (and perhaps always had been) that they were the enemy, his first reaction on seeing them now was one of familiarity.
Maybe the Titans had some bland, bureaucratic paperwork for Kamal to sign like they used to.
Maybe the woman leading them (Divinity, probably, though this one didn’t move as stiffly as he recalled) wanted to have a chat with Viceroy Jabari — and while she waited, perhaps Kamal should offer her tea. Divinity had never accepted tea or coffee or anything else back in Ember Flats, but Kamal had never tired of asking. Just to fuck with those flesh bags masquerading as human proxies, because why not.
Well, Mara wasn’t around now. Hell, Mara might not even be alive anymore. Kamal himself was forty-four if he was counting right, but doing so required conversions that nobody should ever have to do: adding twenty-four years of life in the city to twenty (or so) years thinking he was head of a nomadic tribe. And wasn’t that discussion going to be uncomfortable if Kamal and his people eventually had it? The “tribe” he’d been leading for two decades, he now remembered, had once been a group of terrified government interns he’d encountered on his mad dash from the Ember Flats palace basement to its front door. 
Mara would be older, and these days people didn’t live as long. But if Kamal managed to find her again, they’d have a good laugh like they used to. 
Thought you were leaving me behind to die when you got on that ark and the floods came, didn’t you? Har-har; I’m back and am going to tell all of your villager friends about the time you got drunk at the palace party and accepted a piggyback ride from Dan, that fat accountant from the Ember Flats treasury. 
It should have felt funnier than it was. But the man who’d appeared after communications died between Kamal and Mara hadn’t been laughing then and wasn’t laughing now. Kamal’s current situation was thick with some kind of irony, but he wasn’t sure what kind that might be. Kamal should have felt like a hero in the making — what with his pistol in hand and the enemy inside, bothering the people he’d come to see. Instead, with his memories freshly returned, he felt like Mara Jabari’s twenty-four-year-old aide again. Kamal didn’t know how to fire a pistol, and for all he knew this old thing would blow his hand off if he tried. 
Meyer Dempsey is special, Mara had told him. The Initiate always knew he was unique. 
And then the voice of the man in blue jeans and boots, who’d given him the ball that had led Kamal to his boat — and ultimately to shore just ten miles or so from where Jabari made her new home: 
One day you will suddenly wake to a new truth. And when that happens, you must go quickly to the east, toward the rising sun, until you find her. 
Not Mara Jabari. The man in jeans had meant Dempsey’s granddaughter. She was also special. Then he’d given him the ball — a burnished silver thing, smooth and beautiful to the touch — as an otherworldly token.
Go east from where? To where?
The man had nodded to the sphere. It knows.
But the flood …
It will see you to a boat. And it will see the boat to land.
Kamal had no reason to believe the man at the time. He’d recently said his final goodbye to Mara on her ark as she went about her horrible chore of choosing who would live or die. He’d made peace with the idea of drowning. But because that sounded like such a horrible way to go, he’d weighed it against a self-inflicted gunshot. There was a pistol in a safe, beside many others. He’d been staring at one, loaded in a way he hoped was correct, when the man had entered through the locked portal as if it were a screen door, twirling those spellbinding spheres in his large weathered hands. 
Take the guns. All of them. You will need them. A sack will do.
“But there’s only one of me.” 
For now.
But as Kamal watched the cave’s entrance with his heart beating out of his throat two decades later, every one of the interns-turned-tribesmen held a weapon. There’d been exactly as many guns in that old bag as there were people, all of them dry, all of them right where Kamal had left the weapons before forgetting, easy to find when his memories returned. And somehow, he was sure every one of those guns, despite their age, would shoot just fine. 
Kamal had watched the stranger, spellbound by his manner, irrationally sure that he’d spoken perfect truth. 
Why are you doing this? Kamal had asked. I’d made my peace. I was ready to die.
It’s not time for you to die, the man in boots had said. You know what needs knowing — what needs telling to the future. And you have work yet to do.
Kamal remembered how he’d cried, all his usual sarcasm gone. 
Thank you, he’d said. Thank you for saving my life.
But the man had shaken his head. 
I’m not saving your life, he’d said. I’m saving mine.





Chapter Seventeen
FOR A MOMENT, there was nothing but blackness. Clara saw the network against its usual ebony backdrop, cycling up as it always did. She saw the connecting lines, the nodes, the brighter spots already brighter. She could see the broken wall and the Astral mind recovering beyond, repressed memories streaming forth like water from a shattered dam. It all happened in a second, eclipsing everything. 
The front part of Clara’s mind was frenzied, scrabbling to regain control. Something was happening that demanded her attention. Behind it were the glimpses through other eyes — knowledge she could only experience in flashes like the second of a wave’s breaking. They meant little to Clara, but the collective network — not just her node upon it — knew those moments were important and pressed them to the front. 
Clara saw Peers and Stranger, oddly together, closing on a woman they both knew but didn’t expect. She was telling them a story she herself didn’t trust and that Clara knew hadn’t happened. There was something beneath the woman’s locked-down secret, fighting to be seen. It mattered. And it would tell them all where to go. 
We know it’s not meaningless. 
Why don’t you tell me the story of the Archetypes, if you don’t mind. 
A box. 
Something forgotten. 
Two halves of a whole. 
Then the vision was gone, and Clara saw Kindred with Piper and Lila, not in their home but in the open sand, their emotions complex and hard to untangle like a knot of wires, Kindred with a black beard and his hair out of order, glances traded between them and their destination unknown, or hidden, or suspected but unclear.
And behind it all, something powering up like a gathering storm, pregnant with lightning. 
Your kind. They’re like ghosts. 
But Clara knew it wasn’t just the Lightborn this time. It was the children who were no longer children. Pieces of the puzzle that the man in blue jeans had ever-so-carefully assembled.
A whisper from somewhere, maybe another mind, in the voice of Astral Divinity … or higher. 
In each epoch, there has been an element of uncertainty. A tool that was useful on one hand, but dangerous on the other. 
Your mind calls it chaos.
Chaos.
“Down! Get down!”
Clara hit the ground, racking her skull against something hard and unyielding, inviting stars. She was suddenly on her back with Logan above her, his shoving hand still extended, crouching and looking out at something she couldn’t see. It took her three seconds to greet reality as her fugue ended, and in those few blinks she imbibed an eternity of new inputs, each as unexpected as it was terrifying: 
Sadeem toward the cave’s mouth remembered exiting but not returning, the rock chipping around him as if erupting in little explosions. 
Logan too high, ripe as a target for something Clara’s reeling mind hadn’t yet cottoned to. 
On the sand twenty feet ahead, a Titan, bleeding, its blood red as any human’s. 
The Reptars who’d been with them before Clara’s world had gone black now blurred as they savaged something unseen. Not two Reptars as Clara remembered, but three rushing around with things in their mouths that flapped red like sides of masticated beef and— 
(Three because the other Titan became a Reptar. They’re shape-shifters, remember?) 
and the most incongruous thing, which Clara’s mind took two full extra seconds to fathom: tiny, echoing bangs and the assault of rock chips amid whizzing projectiles. 
Gunshots? 
But that didn’t make sense. There hadn’t been guns since old humanity was abandoned twenty years in the past. 
“What’s happening?” Clara raised her head. 
Logan swung with alarm, pushing her down, eyes everywhere at once. But even Clara, as she fought for her bearings, could see the patterns emerging beyond the stone apron. The dark-haired woman, Divinity, had already made it to the shuttle. Reptars were feasting on something, but the gunshots had taken one of them down. Where Clara, Logan, Sadeem, and a few of the other Mullah had hidden themselves was entirely safe from gunfire. A stray bullet or two may have made their way into the area, but the people with the guns were shooting at the Astrals. Not even to kill them, but to clear the way. 
From the right. 
From the left. 
And with Divinity now entering the shuttle alone, there was only a pair of Reptars left to threaten them — or there would be, if they weren’t terrorizing their barely seen assailants. Or their barely seen rescuers.
More shots. More fire. Then there was just the one Reptar left. 
“I don’t know.” 
But Clara knew Logan was answering a question she hadn’t asked. He thought she wanted to know who was shooting and why. But because her awareness had been hijacked at the worst time by the aftershocks of her recent psychic coma, she’d meant the question literally: What’s happening?
Or more accurately, What happened?
“Sadeem,” she said as Logan peeked out and ducked back in — as useless in battle, even if he’d been armed, as a man holding only a towel. 
“Someone just started shooting the minute we came out. They hit one of the Titans right away. Then the other became a Reptar, and they scattered, headed that way.” He pointed where most of the shooting, duly under cover over the dunes’ edges, seemed to be coming from. Clara turned her head as the remaining Reptar wrenched around, throwing something bloody to land on the ground and roll downhill. “Did something happen?” Sadeem’s eyes added, With you, just now?
“What did she mean, Sadeem? About the Archetypes?” 
A bullet chipped rock, and they all ducked. Someone out there was hardly a crack shot. 
The shuttle lifted from the sand, apparently content to leave the Reptar behind. It disappeared in a streak toward the sky, but already Clara could feel an electric buzz — more from her internal compass, which seemed to have bled into the Astral consciousness as well as that of her species — than from the world around her. More would arrive, if they didn’t leave. Whatever the Astrals had come for 
(and gone to other places for; they’ve already taken some to their ships)
was important enough to kill
(and die) 
for. 
“Sadeem?” 
“I don’t know, Clara! I’ll be happy to just—” 
“More are coming,” Logan interrupted. “We have to get out of here.” 
The Reptar had turned and was creeping forward. Unseen hands fired more shots, but that was something Clara remembered the rebels discovering quickly during the occupation: Reptar carapaces were like armor. You could shatter them with bullets and hit the softer spots near the joints, but it wasn’t easy. That’s why people like Terrence had built bigger guns. If only they had one of those now. 
“Clara? Do you hear me?”
“The portal,” Sadeem said, looking back into the cave’s mouth. “We’re supposed to protect the portal.” 
“Then you go right ahead and stay. Clara, you have to come with me.”
“I’m not leaving Sadeem!” 
Something snapped inside Logan. Clara had met him as the Lightborn’s leader in Ember Flats, before her apparent pedigree had slowly and silently usurped him, and he’d always led with kid gloves rather than the strong arm that was more Clara’s style. He was brave but not foolhardy; he was noble but never really fought. During their brief time as a couple, before it became obvious how impossible a situation it was destined to be, he’d never raised his voice even though Clara had raised hers plenty. 
But now he did, grabbing her by the wrist like a possession.  
He turned on Sadden, moving too close, his composure gone as the gunshots focused on the coming Reptar. 
“Fuck your portal! You want to talk to the Astrals? Talk to that one!” He jabbed a finger at the Reptar as it turned, homed in on its oncoming fire. “I’m taking her away from here. It’s over. Do you hear me? You wanted people to remember? Now they do. But you’ve kicked the nest and pissed them off — now they’ll never leave the planet and let us be. All bets are off. There’s nothing left to do, okay? The days of meditating and taking drugs and trying to poke whatever they use for brains is over!”
Logan’s grip tightened, pulling Clara to her feet. “You’re coming with me if I have to knock you out and drag you.” 
“Goddammit, Logan, you can’t—”
“They’re not going to let you stay here, Clara! They came to take you to their ship, and they’ll come again and again until they succeed. Are you really too fucking blind to see that?”
“Stop telling me what to do! You can’t tell me what—”
A hum from above. A static charge. The Reptar turned, and although the sky was still clear, Clara could feel black thoughts screaming from it as its hideous alien face turned toward her.
Someone was at their right. Someone in a white desert robe who seemed … familiar. 
“K—” But it couldn’t be. “Kamal?” 
He wasn’t on a horse, but was leading one. It had a saddle made of tanned hide, its remaining tacks of braided fiber. Maybe wherever he’d come from, they had a Lightborn to show them how to do things. 
“Long-time listener, first-time rescuer. Get on.” Kamal jerked his head toward the horse.
“But how are you … Where did you come from?” 
“My mother’s uterus.” He shook the reins. “Please.” 
Clara looked at Logan, then Sadeem.  
Kamal glanced over when two tribesmen, dressed in white robes similar to Kamal’s, led another two mounts beside his. He turned to Clara, Logan, and Sadeem with an expression like pleading. 
“Please don’t tell me to leave and save myself. I’m scared out of my mind and will totally do it.” 
A volley of shots rang from the other side. There was a groaning, dying noise, and Clara looked over to see that the Reptar had finally fallen, a line of white-robed women and men rising slowly from their hiding spots like groundhogs greeting the day. 
“Hurry. Before they send reinforcements.” 
Clara looked at Logan. At Sadeem, whose eyes still strayed toward stubborn duty at the Astral portal behind him. 
Sadeem took the reins with a slight nod and a heavy sigh. 
They climbed on. 
And they rode.





Chapter Eighteen
MELANIE STOOD in the white room, staring into the mirror. She’d seen so many people do something similar, always when alone. They’d face a mirror and eye their own reflection as if it were another person. As if the reflection might do something they hadn’t. Sometimes, those people would lean forward and gaze into their own eyes. Not like they’d gaze into a lover’s and not precisely to inspect sagging skin or bloodshot whites but more as if to say, Are you in there? Is there really someone under the flesh, or is it all just … chemistry? 
Melanie knew the answer but mimicked the actions anyway. 
Hands on the countertop, palms turned forward so her fingers could hang over the front with the heels on the surface. Leaning forward. Long nails — reinforced, with plenty of glue — making tiny noises on the sides. And she met her own eyes, just to see who was inside. 
Are you there?
But of course she was. In this particular instance, she was more accurately “there” beneath the skin than she was while standing with her heeled shoes on the all-white floor. Or was she? Melanie didn’t need to be here. At least not like this. She was mostly in the other place in the most literal of senses, and being in front of the mirror — checking the mascara around her blue eyes as much as the metaphysical meaning behind the eyes themselves — wasn’t much more than a game, like playing dress-up. 
She was too evolved for this, and yet here she was. A prisoner in her costume.
The door opened. 
“Oh, for fuck’s sake,” said the newcomer. 
Melanie turned. The woman in the doorway had severe features, dark brown eyes, and moderate-length brown hair that jutted off at angles. As far as Melanie understood, it was an attractive look. But it was so hard to judge oneself against another. 
“What are you doing?”
“I could ask you the same thing,” Melanie said.  
“I have a report to give. You are primping like a Barbie doll.” 
“I was merely inspecting my presentation.” It wasn’t true, but Melanie had already filed away the second thing her visitor said, saving it like an ace to play later. Like a Barbie doll? That was hardly essential knowledge to have plundered — just as nonessential as the carefully chosen clothes they both wore and the way they’d styled their hair to mimic an engrained media perception. None of it was necessary. And yet as much grief as Divinity gave her about acting too human, it was a case of that other popular metaphor concerning the pot and the kettle.
“I happened to check on your presentation,” Divinity told her. “For means of removing another troublesome impurity. One as bad as what happened to Meyer Dempsey’s original Titan replacement. Impurities were always meant to be purged, as we did with the Dempsey problem. And yet, here they are.” 
“What does that have to do with my presentation?” 
“For one, the fact that you still refer to ‘my’ presentation,” Divinity said.
“It’s a human affect meant to enhance the effectiveness of my human presentation. It’s cultivated intentionally.” Melanie shrugged — another affect meant to enhance the effectiveness of her human presentation, apparently — and brushed aside a lock of blonde hair as it fell in front of her eyes. “One you seem to have cultivated as well.” 
Divinity didn’t flinch. “But for another thing, the stream seems, in some cases, to have begun identifying you by a human name.” 
“Ridiculous.” 
“Is it ridiculous … Melanie?” 
Melanie felt something rise inside herself. For a reason she couldn’t articulate, she didn’t like hearing that word pass Divinity’s no-more-human-than-hers lips. It was a private word that deserved to be kept secret. 
“Secrets are for people,” Divinity said, plucking her thoughts from the shared stream. 
Melanie — Eternity, rather — stood straight. Her adopted human body was several inches taller than the other’s chosen form, even if she wasn’t wearing the high heels neither of them had any practical business wearing. It was something that shouldn’t have given her pride or a feeling of superiority, but had anyway, slowly over twenty years spent living in the same human suit.
“What is your report?” 
“Can’t you read my mind?” Then there was a tiny, devilish smile, as if this was giving the other woman pleasure. 
Time to go on the offensive. 
“Sit down.” 
“I have no need to sit.” Divinity’s eyes ticked toward the human affects Melanie had added to her quarters — the quarters themselves having only been added after five years of maintaining orbit and attempting to erase bugs from the Forgetting virus. “I’m not human.” 
“Then perhaps you should revert. Discard your surrogate. Just because it doesn’t age like a human body doesn’t mean it’s not becoming uncomfortable for such an expanded consciousness as yours.” 
“As ours,” Divinity corrected. 
“As ours,” Melanie said. 
“I need the surrogate to do my work, now that we’re required on the surface,” said Divinity. 
“And you’ve needed it for twenty years without visiting the surface.” 
“You know as well as I do that it wasn’t supposed to take this long. It was always a matter of days before the bug was eradicated and we’d be needed on the surface for a final sweep.” A tiny smirk visited Divinity’s pixie features. “How would it have looked, after the Forgetting took its hold, for us to visit the people below in our native forms?”
“So it was easier to keep your surrogate than discard and grow accustomed to a new one.” 
“To the confinement of a new one after my — our — natural expansion,” Divinity added.
“And that’s why you maintained it.” 
“Of course.” 
“And groomed it. And dressed it.”
“All practical things,” Divinity said. “All within expected parameters for ideal projection. I did nothing you did not.” 
“Because I, too, was merely preparing for a final visit to the surface before we were able to depart and head home.” 
“Of course,” said Divinity. 
“Of course.” 
“This body is just a machine.” 
“As is mine.” 
“I didn’t do anything absurd like name it.”
They stared at each other with human eyes that weren’t their natural ones — but which, Melanie knew, both had become so used to that it was impossible to remember the trick of being as unlimited as they were all meant to be. 
“I asked you to sit.” 
“You definitely did,” said Divinity, putting extra emphasis on you. All of the Divinity who’d stayed in their surrogates had picked up that habit, but for some reason Melanie — who may have been the only one who’d adopted a secret name, not that she didn’t have an excuse being up here at the very top — felt the sting of Divinity’s accusation more than was probably her share. 
The brown-haired woman sat on one of the long white benches near the room’s edge, carefully sweeping her stylish skirt up beneath her. Melanie took in her makeup (worn for vanity she wouldn’t admit, rather than maintenance), her clothing (impractical, though the human collective seemed to praise it), and the cut of her hair. This was the one bit of aging that surrogates did well. Hair grew, and had to be cut. It wasn’t unreasonable to make it look nice at the same time. 
Divinity wore her little sideways smile. Melanie, who was in charge here if there was such a thing in a collective, felt a rush of inappropriate desire to wipe the expression from her face. 
“Your report.”
“So you didn’t pull it from the stream,” Divinity said. 
Again, Melanie eyed her. Then she steeled herself, harkening back to her manner in the days when plurality had been easier than singularity. She spoke boldly, with an almost robotic precision. 
“I did not. As is most efficient for a surrogate-bound entity — something you know and practice — I have focused my attention in toward manual modes of investigation, leaving the larger collective to analyze larger matters. Do not pretend you disagree with this mode of thinking. If you did, you would not have come here to speak with my surrogate. You would not even have spoken at all. Particularly now, with the difficulties in eradicating persistent memory on the seed planet, it is important to understand the singular nature of human thought and discourse. However, if you prefer to discuss mind-to-mind within the collective as befits ‘proper representatives of our race,’ I would be happy to do so … after your individual record is reconciled, of course.”
That stopped her. Divinity’s smile melted. Melanie wasn’t the only one with secrets accumulated as a somewhat pinched-off mind, and one thing she’d learned from plumbing the stubborn human consciousness below was that no girl liked someone else reading her diary. 
“That will not be necessary,” said Divinity.
“Then speak. Like a human.” 
“I have entered the appropriate records into the collective for your verification and for the verification of Divinity. It will upfiltered to Eternity and ultimately the Core as normal. But the verbal, limited-perspective experience of this surrogate is as follows: Divinity Instance 314 landed at the entrance to the Mullah caves and located their Disturbance Zero, known as Clara Dempsey, believed by the collective to represent ‘The Innocent’ in the Mullah legend. She was, at the time, apparently emerging from her shut-down state with Logan Taylor, who recursive analysis suggests she once shared a pair bond with, and Sadeem Hajjar, similarly believed by the collective to represent ‘The Sage.’” 
“An analysis made before he was released, before the Forgetting,” Melanie said, keeping her tone stone like, as befitted proper Eternity. “What was Clara’s state?”
“She appeared lucid.” 
“But we’d shut her down. When she broke through and we could finally see her mind on the network, we sent a pulse to put her into hibernation.” 
“Unfortunately, those ‘unexpected events’ during your attempt to recover The Warrior archetype seem to have created ripples.” 
Melanie looked down at her fingernails. Breaking them off had hurt more than anything her surrogate’s body had ever felt. Blood had been significant, but even after repairs onboard the shuttle, the appearance of her shattered hands had bothered Melanie more than made practical sense. Artificial nails had solved that problem, but the need she’d felt to hide her injuries — in so cosmetic a way, no less — had bothered her more. 
“What kind of ripples?” 
“I would need to consult the stream’s analysis. But it definitely stalled the freeze on the containment spread, and woke Clara up.” 
“Stalled the …” Melanie sighed, then admitted something she’d more or less known before talking to Carl Nairobi — then subjecting him to the scan that had not only failed to locate the others but had somehow fed right back into Melanie, forcing a stop. “So it’s over. They remember. All of them.” 
“It would appear so. The bug in human recall containment has spread. I won’t pretend to understand it from my surrogate’s limited view, but it’s consistent with what we’ve been seeing all along. Somehow Clara and the others acted as a dam. Each node contained the whole in miniature. Unless all nodes were blanked, there was always the ability to regenerate everything.” 
“We’ve discussed this. It’s not possible,” Melanie said. “It would mean they have a true collective.” 
“It was always the intention for them to form a collective.” 
“But they did not. It’s why judgment was rendered. Why the epoch was ended and the experiment reset. They were polluted. There wasn’t sufficient control for a collective.” 
“Maybe it’s a different kind of collective than we anticipated.” 
Melanie shook her head. She caught her reflection in the mirror, and an angry impulse made her want to shatter it. She didn’t like the impulse any more than Divinity’s words. Ever since she’d felt what she had from Carl’s session, the throb of that remembered pain had refused to dissolve. 
“Where is Clara?” Melanie asked. “I will need to plug directly into her.”
“Why?”
“She is the origin. If we can match the signal, perhaps it can be disrupted.” 
Divinity looked away. 
“What?” Melanie asked. 
“There was an incursion. We did not recover Clara.” 
“You …” But she couldn’t speak. 
“A tribe ambushed the cave with guns.” 
“So?” 
“The shuttle was grounded. We only had the party of five. One of my Titans was taken unaware. The other evolved. But it was three Reptars against dozens. With guns.” 
“Guns. Human firearms.” Melanie felt her face tighten. “We surveyed each of the groups before the first Forgetting and the second. All weapons were removed.” 
“It would seem we missed some.” 
“Which tribe? Who had guns?” 
Divinity sighed. “It would seem to be a tribe we missed.” 
“How is that possible?” 
“Chaos was always sewn into the experiment. You would need to query the Founders.” 
“Chaos does not explain how an entire group of humans survived to the seed stage, completely unaccounted for,” Melanie said. 
“Apparently it does.” 
Melanie vented a frustrated exhale. “We have Dempsey and Nairobi. The King and the Warrior. You lost the Innocent.” 
“And the Sage,” said Divinity. 
“And the Sage,” Melanie repeated. “Where are the others?”
“We can only guess based on a glimpse of the human mental network received when Clara breached the wall. There are three others: The Magician, The Fool, and The Villain.” 
“Can they accomplish what they must with only five on the planet?” 
“Impossible to say. This is the first epoch in which the Archetypes have had the potential to recover knowledge of who they are and what they might be able to do.” 
“Which is what?” 
“Chaos,” said Divinity with a flip of her hand. “It means we cannot know. But to do it, they’d need to assemble in a single group. And they’d need to have those realizations — which, remember, they did not have before the Forgetting. It can’t simply be remembered. It must be discovered.” 
“Did you follow them? After you boarded your shuttle to come here? Do you at least know where Clara has gone?”
“The Lightborn have always been invisible to us. It’s worse now that there are no repeater stones, and with Clara’s guard back up. I doubt we could even find Sadeem.” 
“Then she’s lost,” said Melanie.
“Not entirely. They could only travel the radius available on horseback.”
Melanie felt the pressure building. It was new, stacking atop what had happened in that mind-delving session with Carl. She didn’t like it one tiny bit. 
“There is at least some good news,” Divinity said. “According to what I see in the stream, the breach allowed us to reacquire the rogue agent. The one of our own who was left behind.”
“Where is it?” 
“Infiltrating.” 
“To what end? What were the instructions?” 
“It was not so simple. A member of the collective, if it spends enough time in human spaces, seems to adapt and is not so easy to reintegrate.” Divinity looked up, and Melanie knew what she’d say before it left her mouth, knowing its truth as much as she feared it. “Something you and I know from experience.” 
“This is different.” 
“Of course. But the connection was at least reestablished. We are able to monitor. With luck, it will lead us to the others.” 
“And if not? What are the recommendations if the Forgetting cannot be reestablished?” 
“You know the answer to that,” Divinity said. 
Melanie looked away. The floor’s stark lack of color was nearly blinding, far too bright. 
“With luck, you say.”
“With luck,” Divinity repeated.
After a moment, Melanie nodded, then said, “Dismissed.” 
Once the door was closed, Melanie returned to the mirror. Palms on the counter, turned back to let her fingers dangle over the edge. Torso forward, eye to eye with her double. 
“I don’t believe in luck,” she said aloud.
Her reflection said nothing.





Chapter Nineteen
LONG HOURS PASSED. Night came. 
Piper found herself lost in a vortex, her old life intruding on the new like a long-lost parent entering an adopted child’s life. Everything changed the moment she remembered her identity. Everything. It was strange how recollection could take more than give. 
Piper lost the daughter she’d had for twenty years — gone in a blink, the minute she remembered Heather Hawthorne. 
She’d lost her granddaughter. Clara would always be special to her, but they’d stopped being blood the instant Piper remembered that they’d never been. There was a silver lining to that one — with memory came details of Clara’s unique breed of strangeness. The girl wasn’t just odd; she was special. Lila had grown Clara under the gaze of an Astral mothership, and she’d been born precocious. Practically from birth, Clara had been ahead of other children. An old soul adjusting to an uncooperative infant body — but the second she figured out the controls, she’d thought like an adult. 
Because of the Astrals. 
Because she was Lightborn.
And Piper remembered that as the world ended, the Lightborn were different. They hadn’t forgotten. They’d told the villagers how to smith metals and make glass and the best methods for reinforcing their homes. So as much as it hurt Piper to realize what she’d already known, at least Clara wouldn’t feel the same. She must know who her mother was, and who exactly Piper was to her: technically, nothing. 
Piper wondered, as she lay awake by the fire behind the rocks, watching Lila and Kindred fitfully sleep, if Clara was okay. 
They’d taken Meyer. 
They hadn’t looked twice at Piper or Lila.
But conveniently, there had been Kindred. They hadn’t known he was following because (so Kindred claimed) he hadn’t been. And he hadn’t called out to them earlier — say, before the Astrals had already sealed the deal on Meyer’s second abduction — because he hadn’t seen them until that final moment. Then he’d come running. But what was he supposed to do against Reptars, once he’d arrived? 
Piper sighed and looked up at the stars, feeling a queer sense of doubling. She was two separate women, sharing her skin like two kids in a sleeping bag. Even the simplest things had grown confused as memories clashed. She was sleeping in the open. As a primitive pioneer, Piper was used to the elements and didn’t fear them more than a wise person should. But the Piper she’d been before forgetting couldn’t help thinking of snakes. Of sand fleas. Of scorpions in the night.
Kindred said he knew where they should go. How, in the absence of other ideas, they might best find Meyer. 
But Piper had remembered more things about Kindred, same as he must have recently realized them about himself.
Kindred wasn’t human. Once upon a time, he’d been a Titan implanted with Meyer Dempsey’s memories. So what was forgetting to Kindred? Wasn’t it just returning him to the blank tape he’d once been?
But he was a good Astral. He’d helped them. He wasn’t Meyer’s literal brother, but they were like siblings. They’d shared a strong psychic bond — one that combined to make an uber-mind that had been damn near unstoppable. But that had gone when Kindred — quite on his own, far before the Forgetting — grew dark and angry, distancing himself from Meyer, and becoming something else. 
Still, what he’d said was true. The logic was hard to argue. 
There were no other ideas. 
Even if they didn’t seek Meyer, what else would they do? Return to the village, with their memories full? Back to a group of people who’d probably all woken up as well, all unsure of what do with their future? 
And lastly — most importantly — there was the fact that things couldn’t get much worse. Were the Astrals going to catch them? They had caught them, then left without looking at them twice. 
When Kindred made his proposal, Piper countered. They were already headed to the Mullah caves to find Clara. Kindred hadn’t known she was in trouble, and seemed to resent not being told. 
So they’d gone, toward sounds like gunshots. Toward the departure place of what seemed to have been an Astral shuttle, screaming away from the horizon as it had with Meyer in its belly. 
And the Mullah at the caves had told them, Miss Clara is gone. Sage Sadeem is gone. Astrals came, and so did gunmen. Now they are all gone. 
Which way?
The Mullah couldn’t say. 
Up? Piper had pointed toward the sky — along the path of the departing shuttle? 
But the Mullah didn’t know. 
And Kindred had said, Here. I know the way.
How?
I saw it in a dream. 
Piper shifted on the sand, her eyes to the stars. Kindred was sleeping, just like her non-daughter, Lila. Finally, she slept without dreaming.  
In the morning, Kindred woke them both. Breaking camp was simple, and nobody, anticipating a quick trip, had brought food. There was a spring, and farther on they crossed the same river, though downstream, that fed the village. They passed without stopping home, knowing it wasn’t what it used to be. 
“The monolith,” Lila said to Kindred. “You’re taking us to the monolith, aren’t you?” 
“I think so.” 
“You don’t know?” 
“I never saw it while I’d forgotten. Did you?” 
Piper hadn’t. The legends scared her. 
She looked over to see Lila shaking her head. 
“I think I know what I see,” Kindred said after registering nos. “But in my head, and in my old memories, it’s one thing. And my knowledge of this land …” He shook his head, looking less sinister in the sun than he did in his shack, perhaps thanks to his Meyer-mind finding its way home. “That knowledge was built by another person.” 
It wasn’t technically accurate, but Piper knew what he meant. And so they walked, Kindred clinging to his suspicions, until Lila checked their directions, seemed to consult something inside herself, and said, “It’s the freighter, isn’t it? The one that …” But Lila trailed off, too. “Why don’t I remember?” 
“I think it’s because there were only two times you might have been able to connect ‘freighter’ to ‘monolith.’ The first was in the time after we’d arrived but before we’d totally forgotten our old memories to find this fog of new ones. The second was a few months later, when the ship returned to try and brainwash us again. Do you remember that?”
The women nodded. Piper hadn’t remembered until now. It was a third kind of memory: belonging to the primitive she’d been for two decades, yet salted with knowledge from now of what the big black ship had been. At the time, none of them had understood. Memories came piecemeal. For the most part, until they forgot it had ever returned, they’d simply been terrified.
“The blacksmith,” Kindred said. “Carl. Do you know him?” 
Piper said she did. But only barely; Kindred handled the horses. 
“I think he brought it here. I think he told me once, but even he could barely remember.” 
“But the monolith is in the desert.” 
“It’s closer to the sea. It grounded when the water receded. Carl told me …” He squinted. “He told me …” 
“What?” Lila asked. 
“I don’t know. I think he’s South African. From the capital there … Roman Sands?” 
“Then he’d have taken the ark,” said Piper. “Same as the one from Ember Flats.” 
All of them puzzled. Where had the arks gone? They’d vanished after dropping the people in their new homes, after they’d had room to forget why and how they’d arrived. Cleaned up, maybe. Zapped away by their alien overlords, unlike all the other relics. But hadn’t it always been that way? Piper had seen Meyer’s movies and watched proper Ancient Aliens documentaries with Cameron, at Benjamin’s ranch. Archaeologists were always digging up oddities from the past that didn’t make sense. Maybe that was the idea: to leave yesterday’s trinkets as tomorrow’s unexplainable shit. 
“No,” Kindred said. “I think he came on …” 
They crested the hill. 
“That,” he finished. 
It was enormous. Like something from another life. So incongruous, sitting nearly upright in the sand, relatively free of rust, more or less preserved. So obviously from a different time and place. No wonder the people had feared it. 
From where they stood, it looked to Piper like it might be a half mile long. It had a bridge near the front, elevated high. And the rear was mostly countless stacks of shipping crates — the kind that had once upon a time been destined to be unloaded at their destination, then heaped along an outbound train. 
“Why here?”  
Piper stopped wondering by the end of her question — by then she’d noticed that there were already people aboard the ghost vessel, plain as day.





Chapter Twenty
MEYER WOKE. 
Although, he realized, he’d never precisely been asleep. 
There was a man beside him. From the outside, Meyer recognized the man as Carl the blacksmith, whom Kindred knew better than Meyer did. He was broad and tall, looking ten years younger than he must be. From the inside, Meyer could see the man’s true identity as if he were wearing a name tag. Carl Nairobi, from Cape Town, South Africa — more recently known as Roman Sands. Meyer had once sat with this man in his kitchen, told him not to board the vessel that would protect others from the flood, and follow the silver ball to find another way.
Or was that someone else?
Meyer’s head was swimming. He wasn’t thinking straight. It was the drugs. The medicine. But how was that possible? He hadn’t taken any since he’d last seen Juha, the shaman, at the old house in Los Angeles, with Heather. He’d talked to her recently, too. And that was strange because he was entirely certain that Heather was dead. Except that nobody was ever really dead, were they?
Beside him in the white holding room, Carl said, “You okay, man?”
“I know you.”
“I know you know me. We been here long enough by now.” 
How long was long enough? Meyer sent his mind back. Reality stretched like taffy. He saw colors. Everything seemed clear. The universe was a jigsaw puzzle. He’d noticed that before when high, and Heather had always laughed at him because Meyer became wise when taking his medicine. But after a session with Juha, the aftereffects of ayahuasca always led to decisions he’d never seen as obviously correct before. After sessions, he tended to meet the right people at the right time. It gave him clarity. It showed him that one day visitors would come — and that when they did, he needed to be at his Axis Mundi in Vail. He wasn’t sure how he’d get there; he kept meaning to research apocalyptic prepping to make sure he didn’t conduct his eventual business like an idiot. He’d known only the mandate: Get to Vail when the ships arrive. Even his family hadn’t needed to go, according to the visions. Only Meyer had to reach Vail before the Astrals entered the atmosphere all those years ago. Because Meyer had a date with abduction, though he hadn’t figured it out at the time. 
Now it seemed as obvious as the swirling and shifting nose on Carl Nairobi’s face. 
“What did they do to you?” Carl was peering into Meyer’s eyes, and only once he saw that Carl was above rather than in front of him did he realize that he was lying down. “They give you drugs or something?”
“No.” 
“When that hot blonde found me on the ship, they put some weird helmet on me and tried to fuck the thoughts right out of my head. They do that to you? With the hat with the wires down the back?” 
“No.” 
But Meyer could see that Carl was believing none of it. As far as he was concerned, Meyer was stoned out of his gourd. In Carl’s mind, the only way to explain Meyer’s transcendental state was drugs, alien mind-rape, or both. They’d been in this white room on the ship together for a few hours after Meyer had been shoved into it, then he’d been taken for questioning by the tall blonde — or rather, the Astral pretending to be one. She’d had a wire helmet like Carl described but had never put it on Meyer’s head. The room seemed prepped for her to do so, but she’d appeared hesitant, and Meyer felt like they’d been two awkward kids in his youth, killing time in a closet while waiting for Seven Minutes in Heaven to end without touching.
Carl figured there’d been some mind-screwing going on in that room, before the Titans returned Meyer to their shared cell. But in reality, Meyer and the Astral woman had stayed chaste: her wary and him getting into these altered states apparently all on his own. 
Meyer saw himself crossing the river as the flooding came, getting trapped, and eventually saved by … Meyer?
He saw himself chasing Cameron, Piper, Charlie Cooke, and one or two others through Benjamin’s raided Utah lab. Every time one of them turned to look, Meyer ducked out of sight, and their minds wouldn’t let them see him. 
Although that was strange because Meyer was sure he’d still been in captivity on the Vail mothership at the time.
He remembered leading the city of Heaven’s Veil, even though he’d been on the mothership then as well, and had never actually been viceroy. 
He remembered persuading Christopher to ride away from the RV in the escape vehicle when they’d been storming through cannibal tribes on the outskirts of Ember Flats. Christopher would get away and then set off a bomb. The distraction would give the others enough time to escape. 
But hadn’t Meyer been at the front of the RV at the time, standing beside Aubrey? And also beside … himself?
“Man, what did they do to you?” Carl had asked that before. He was being repetitive. But that was the world. The same things happened over and over, in a loop, until the right things changed and someone finally got the lesson. 
The Astrals hadn’t done this to him — this curious feeling of a drug trip without any drugs. 
Something else had.
Meyer, as part of his mind floated away, could see into the whole of consciousness. He understood, the way he always used to understand when taking the medicine with Heather. But there wasn’t just one consciousness this time. Now there were two, connected by a bridge. And it was strange that Meyer realized that both collective unconsciousnesses — not just the human side — felt more familiar than his own skin.
Carl was still watching Meyer. Not precisely because he cared about him per se but because they were the only two humans here. The Astrals had snatched Carl from the monolith before grabbing Meyer from the desert during his trip to the Mullah caves. If Meyer went as nuts as Carl seemed to think he was, Carl would be alone. No one liked to be alone. So it was a good thing that from Meyer’s currently enhanced perspective, nobody ever was alone. 
He saw the monolith, the freighter. He saw it through Kindred’s eyes and Stranger’s. He saw the invisible thread connecting the men as they kept themselves carefully distant, though they were of course not seeing that filament themselves. 
He saw Piper. 
Lila. 
Peers Basara. 
And the former viceroy of Roman Sands, who had a secret that even she didn’t know. 
And he saw what was waiting, hidden among the cargo, ready to spring like a box full of snakes.
Meyer ducked beneath his surface reality. One dimension deeper. When he and the Astrals had first seen each other, this was where they’d connected. Nothing could travel faster than light. Bannister’s team had known that, and so had the rebel monks in Heaven’s Veil. The only way to travel as far as these ships was to squeeze through the layer beneath. Traveling without traveling. Thinking across light years in seconds. 
The Astrals had watched the world through Meyer’s eyes. They’d used the drug visions to see the human world. 
But the street went both ways, and now Meyer could see it plain as day. Ever since whatever Clara had been trying to do with the Astral mind had succeeded and the artificial divisions had fallen. 
There was a dimension beneath the three most people knew. Several hidden dimensions, in fact. 
Meyer saw the Astrals’ secret. 
“You don’t have to kill them,” Meyer said. “You can outrun them.”
Carl stepped away, shaking his head, and Meyer saw only the naked white ceiling.





Chapter Twenty-One
YOU DON’T HAVE to kill them. You can outrun them, said Kindred’s own voice inside his head.
And then there was a vision. A sense that was more a wave of understanding than a set of step-by-step instructions. They needed to search the cargo. That, they’d all agreed on. But now he had a new sense of peril (unsure exactly what it was) and knew they had to search anyway. 
You don’t have to kill them.
“Kill what?” Piper asked. 
He’d spoken aloud without knowing or meaning to. For a flicker, Kindred had the sense of being somewhere else. As if he had two set of eyes — well, not just eyes but all of his senses — and one had been here on the freighter while the other had been in another place. An all-white place. And he’d been with … Carl? Yes, Carl. But when had that been?
“Kill what, Kindred?” Piper repeated. 
Kindred looked over his shoulder. They’d moved down from the bridge and were about to enter the ship’s massive rear, where cargo boxes were stacked like God’s LEGOs, but Kindred couldn’t shake the feeling of being followed, or watched. Both. The feeling hadn’t been there a moment before, appearing about the time he’d been talking to Carl — except that he hadn’t talked to Carl; he’d been here on the freighter the entire time. So where had that creeping feeling come from? It felt like it was right here and now, urgent. But it must have been a while ago. Because Carl wasn’t here. According to Peers, he’d been carried into a shuttle and presumably taken to an orbiting mothership. Stranger would tell him the same thing, except that Kindred wouldn’t go near him. That was a terrible idea, same as always.
“Are you all right?” Piper asked.
And Carl’s voice: Man, what did they do to you?
“I’m fine.” 
“What’s between you and Stranger?” Piper asked. 
“Nothing. Why?” 
“When our group came across the dunes, I thought you’d recognized them on the deck. I thought you knew it was him.” 
“I did.” They all had. It was easy. The group didn’t make a damned bit of sense, at least not to anyone without Kindred’s dreams, where eight people were standing beside the ship: himself, Stranger, Peers, Liza Knight (because that wasn’t crazy), Clara, Meyer, Carl, and the old Mullah wise man whose name Kindred didn’t know. He hadn’t been surprised to see them, even with Lila and Piper to muddy the waking dream’s waters beside him. 
“But you wouldn’t shout. I had to do it.” 
“And?” 
“And then you stayed back when they came down.” 
“Liza Knight makes me nervous. You remember who she was, right? Roman Sands?” 
“It’s not Liza you’re clearly staying away from. There was always something between you and him. We just accepted it when we didn’t have our memories, but it always felt strange. I remember sensing that you really wanted to meet him, but refused to. So what’s between you?” 
“I don’t know what you’re talking about, Piper.” 
She watched him for a long second, obviously not believing. But then, she’d been looking at him that way ever since he’d run up to them on the sand. She’d never believed him. Wasn’t that why they’d gone after Clara without telling him? They shouldn’t have done that. Hadn’t Clara been his granddaughter once, too? Arguably, Clara was more Kindred’s kin than Piper’s. At least they shared memories and genetics, borrowed or not. 
She looked like she might keep prodding — to ask why everyone was simply accepting the old viceroy’s presence in a group with the town mystic and a Mullah black sheep, perhaps — but instead she met his eyes with silence, then turned back to the narrow hallway. After a handful of steps, she turned. Kindred’s feet seemed anchored. He hadn’t moved an inch. 
“What’s with you?” 
“I get this feeling.” 
“What feeling?” 
“There’s something out there.” 
“On the ship?”
He nodded. 
“So now you believe in ghost stories?” 
“Why did they leave this ship where it was, Piper? Why not destroy it?”
“They left a lot of artifacts. Maybe they wanted us to wonder, thousands of years in the future, the way Benjamin wondered about ancient aliens.” 
“I don’t like it. We all knew it was here, but nobody had the guts to explore it. People who did said they saw things aboard. Heard things.” 
“We didn’t know it was a ship back then. Now we do. It’s an old, abandoned place.” Her forehead bunched. “What’s going on with you, Kindred?” 
What did they do to you? 
And the other voice, which at first Kindred mistook for his own: You don’t have to kill them. You can outrun them. 
Kindred looked ahead, through the door with a porthole, closed because the ship had canted enough to let gravity close it. He could see Liza Knight moving between rows of containers, touching them, rapping the sides, seemingly unsure where to start or what, exactly, they were doing. Stranger was out there somewhere, too. Probably hearing the same voices as Kindred. 
Why would that be? 
But he sort of knew, beneath it all. 
“You were the one who made us come here. It’s the only way to maybe get Meyer back, remember?”
“We need to be careful. There’s something out there.” 
“There’s nothing out there.”
“I’m sure of it.” 
“What’s out there, then?” 
“I don’t know.”
Piper moved to the door and opened it. “Oh, for fuck’s sa—”
From the deck, there was a bang.
A noise like nails across metal. 
A scream. 
Kindred felt like someone had kicked a hole in his middle. 
And he knew that Lila was dead.





Chapter Twenty-Two
STRANGER FELL TO HIS KNEES. Even with the adrenaline flooding his increasingly human body and the fear that came with it, the loss was hobbling. He struck the deck with his hand on a metal latch, stumbling, knees sending signals of pain, his palm gashed. A flash of red from the corner of his eye told him it was bleeding. He’d probably get tetanus. Born like a god, dead of lockjaw at the dawn of a diseased Earth. 
When the worst of the feeling passed, Stranger raised his head. 
She was gone. 
His daughter — not his daughter at all — was gone. 
He hadn’t known it was coming. There’d been no time to prepare. He hadn’t been able to say goodbye. Hell, there hadn’t even been time for her to be his daughter. Lila had been too busy being Meyer’s child, and in her spare time she’d been Kindred’s. But Stranger couldn’t help wondering if he, of the three, was hurting most. Trevor’s death had broken something inside the first duplicate Meyer, and when Kindred was created, that fractured thing had been forced out of the Astral collective. 
Became the Pall. 
Became Kindred, when the recipe called for the addition of one Cameron Bannister, dropping himself into the Ark’s maw to turn the black smoke into a thing with a body and diminishing magic, as his cells began, finally, to age. 
He should run. He should hide. At the very least, he should find Piper, then maybe the others, and see them to safety. But Stranger didn’t want to. Twenty years of being human had made him mostly that. It was something he could see in the joined collectives of both species, as dirty water from one spilled into the pristine blue of the other.
I’ll kill it. 
Stranger’s fists clenched. It didn’t matter what had taken her down, though the sounds suggested a Reptar. A thing like that couldn’t be fought hand to hand, and the Astrals had seen to it that the people had only blades and arrows for weapons. But he’d take it on anyway, throw himself upon it, pry his fingers beneath its scales, rip them away like fingernails from the quick, like needles under skin, like slowly pressing eyes with thumbs until they—
Something hit Stranger, hard. His side struck the shipping container. He came up swinging, landing a few good strikes in the meat of something’s body before hands pinned his wrists and he found himself looking up at a freely bleeding nose. 
Peers. 
“Don’t,” Peers said. 
“Get off me!”
“Sadeem and I talked about this. We thought this day might come.” 
“What day?” Red suffused his vision. He barely felt in control of his still-thrashing arms and legs. He wanted to annihilate something, cause anything half the pain he felt inside. Like a rapid cancer. Acid, burning him from the center outward. 
“You came from the Ark.”
“I came from your mother!” 
Peers let Stranger raise his hand just enough that, with reapplied force, Peers managed to slam it back down on the ship’s metal deck. 
“No,” Peers said, his voice a reasonable but harsh whisper, “you did not. Nobody knew where you were from. Before the Forgetting was complete, they were close to declaring you a god. I remember trying hard to solve the mystery before my mind finally faded for good. I ran around asking everyone about you. People had dreamed about you. Many said they seemed to remember you visiting them before the floods, all over the world. They said you gave them special trinkets. Small metal balls that seemed to have minds of their own.”
“Get off me, Peers!” Stranger was pinned down by the man’s crotch, unable to struggle free. Each fresh second left them in danger. With every new moment, the monster that had ended his daughter’s life — same as another had ended his son’s — drew another breath. 
“Listen to me. The Mullah knew about you. Not by name but by concept: a man who walked the land without boundaries, able to bend magic to his will. Sadeem’s memory did not fade. He’s spent all this time putting it together, and in that time you haven’t aged.” 
“I know who I am,” Stranger growled. He’d kept his memories, too. 
“You’re one of the seven. Or eight, if the King truly has two heads.” 
“GET OFF ME!” 
“But you’re not like that anymore, are you, Stranger?” 
Stranger thrashed. Tried to connect with Peers’s testicles, coming up empty. 
“You’re becoming more human. Because once upon a time, you were taken out of Meyer Dempsey.” 
Stranger stilled. “How can you know that?” 
“The Mullah always knew about the Archetypes. Each time, the cycle repeats. But each time, it’s been arrested before the Archetypes can become who they’re supposed to be.” He looked meaningfully into Stranger’s eyes. “Each time but this one.” 
“What do you mean?” 
“We have our memories back. Sadeem located and read the scroll. We know what we’re supposed to do … and this time, we’ve got our wits about us enough to do it.” 
Stranger looked up at Peers. “We?” 
“I’m one. So is Sadeem.”
“Maybe we should have a reunion.” 
“Sadeem thinks that Trevor Dempsey’s death created you and that Cameron’s sacrifice made you real.” 
“He’s so clever.” 
“And now a new death has made you human.” 
“I suppose Sadeem knew that, too.” 
Peers nodded. “But that’s a problem. If you rush into your new emotion, you’ll get yourself killed. You can’t fight a Reptar with your fists, Stranger.” 
“I can try.” 
“What’s more important? Your anger, or humanity?” 
“My anger.”
From the right came a chattering. From the left came another. Stranger, with his ears on the deck, could hear their claws. Their many countless claws. 
Piper stumbled into their space, looking down, questions in her eyes. But she let it drop, looked back over her shoulder with her breath coming hard, and spoke in a whisper. 
“Reptars. They were … They’re in the containers.” 
“They were here all along,” Peers said. “Hiding in the cargo, probably since the ship was beached.” 
“Why?” 
“Guarding something. Protecting whatever we’re trying to find.” 
“And what is that, Peers?” 
Peers didn’t answer. He didn’t know, and neither would Stranger — or Kindred, or Liza, wherever they were. He only knew that the dream had told him to come. Had told them all to come. And that whatever was here, it mattered enough for the aliens to stake out, risking discovery, for as long as it took.
But he said nothing because the chattering was coming faster. Harder. Louder. 
“We’re surrounded,” Piper said, cowering, looking, listening. “And there’s no way to fight.”





Chapter Twenty-Three
KINDRED BLINKED. Then again — this time forcibly, harder, wrinkling his eyebrows. 
The Reptar had been there, plain as day. 
Then it was gone. 
And then it was back. 
He stayed low, creeping along the giant cargo containers on the ship’s deck. Twice now he’d seen Reptars, and almost constantly since he’d felt Lila die inside his mind, he’d heard them. But he had to keep his thoughts away from that. This wasn’t the time for grief. Or anger. Another part of himself would handle those things. Right now his only job was to get them away so they could all live to fight another day.
There’d been tracks of blood, but Kindred made sure to turn the other way. He couldn’t take finding her body now, assuming the beast had left any of it behind. 
But now he wondered if his eyes were playing tricks. If his mind was deceiving him. Because Piper, clearly, had thought there was something wrong with him, before the sounds and screams had sent her running. He must have sounded like he was babbling, seeing and saying things that no one else could understand. And honestly, now that the hot moment had passed into a hotter one, Kindred could neither remember what had bothered him nor care. It only mattered that he’d been suddenly sure that danger was on the cusp, and he’d been right. Judging by what he’d seen and heard since Piper had left him, there were dozens of Reptars on the ship — maybe hundreds. He still had some of that connection to the mental collective, and got the feeling that they’d been protecting something. Their group, by coming here, had unwittingly stuck its fumbling hand into a wasp’s nest. Now the wasps had been roused and would sting the intruders. 
They didn’t come here to find us. The Reptars were already here, hibernating in the boxes, waiting for someone to come looking for what they have and want to keep. We disturbed them. 
But it didn’t matter. They’d kill them just the same. 
This new phenomenon changed everything. 
Kindred could run from Reptars he could locate, and maybe lure those Reptars away from the others. But if they kept blinking in and out of existence? 
He had to be imagining it. 
Kindred hunkered down. He’d heard at least some of his party a few rows down not long ago and was skirting around, trying to find them. Once, he’d seen Stranger, creeping along with Peers. He wanted to shout, but if he did, they might come closer. And that couldn’t be allowed, no matter what. 
Or could it? 
He felt confused, battered, punched in the face. Seeing the Reptar blink away and return hurt his head. He was already convincing himself he hadn’t seen it happen, when he knew damn well that he had. Kindred couldn’t trust his senses. Tall walls built over the years of not knowing himself were disintegrating like waves eroding a natural dam. He remembered being angry, but the feeling was distant. He remembered being jealous, but that was far away as well. 
Now, there was more fear. Nervous anticipation. And with it more readiness: an increased desire, should the moment present itself, to fight. 
And more fog. 
And more uncertainty. 
A Reptar moved in front of Kindred, at the end of his current row. Its mouth opened. And then it was gone. 
Kindred spun. He’d heard something behind him, but now there was nothing. Too late, distracted, he heard another purr from where he’d been looking — now coming from behind. By the time he looked, the black, panther-like beast was already lunging, claws out, raking air so close that Kindred could swear it trimmed hairs from his arm. He ducked around the corner, panting, all-too-human heart slamming into his ribs. His back struck corrugated metal, arm raking the paint-flaked edge of a lock bar near the container’s door. 
Open it. Hide inside the container. 
But there wasn’t time, and Kindred could hear another Reptar inside, fumbling at an interior latch. 
Claws. 
Heavy, diseased breath, accompanied by a rattle of bones. 
(!!Crowbar!!)
His hands reached almost of their own accord, grabbing and hefting the tool leaning against the door beside him, not thinking where to aim or when to swing but impelled by some urge deep, torso pivoting, a random thought screaming through his head
(It was leaning against the door, and there’s a Reptar behind the door, and that means someone was here, working, doing his job, with that thing only inches away)
before the crowbar connected with a satisfying crack, the hooked, beveled end breaking through carapace like a heavy stone through stubborn ice, the straight end yanked from Kindred’s hand as the Reptar lashed upward and away, gushing alien blood, screeching with tendon-snapping wails as it thrashed down the metal-walled corridor, finally stilling, finally dying, and Kindred ran forward without thinking and pulled the bar from the Reptar’s head, its end wet and dripping. 
Then he heard a second thump. And another. 
Hit one. The others fall. 
But that didn’t make sense. He had to be imagining it, the way he’d imagined the first Reptar disappearing and reappearing. In a sane world, things existed or didn’t, and it was his own damned half-Astral brain’s fault if he
(nothing has changed; you’re just seeing it different) 
was seeing things while his heart was pounding in his ears and driving him crazy. 
But ahead was another dead Reptar, its head caved in as if by a crowbar. 
And another. 
You’re crazy. You’re losing your mind. 
There was a tremendous roar, and Kindred saw that he’d entered the same aisle, all the way down, as Stranger, Peers and Piper. Each end and along the cross-aisles in between were thick with the black heads of countless Reptars. They were surrounded. The beasts, disturbed from their sleep, had been waiting for this moment — trained and bred, commanded to wait for someone to dispatch from this protected place. He met Stranger’s eyes, and a simple, nonsensical thought traveled like a carrier through an old pneumatic tube between them
(we don’t need to be here) 
then Kindred’s eyes closed as the Reptar nearest him lunged, like the Reptar nearest Piper. Kindred thought of Lila, Heather, and Trevor. 
And then there was nothing. 
Kindred opened his eyes. 
Perhaps fifty feet away, he saw Piper, Peers, and Stranger. 
The air was calm and silent. The sun, almost directly overhead, was suffocating.
They were in the middle of an open stretch of desert, alone, the freighter nowhere in sight.





Chapter Twenty-Four
CLARA SAT BY THE FIRE. She looked at Logan first, Sadeem second. She’d been fighting an itching, troublesome feeling since midday. A sense that in another place, something with someone she cared about had soured — and then in the same place, something else had gone catastrophically right.
After escaping the Astrals at the Mullah caves, they’d walked from one hiding place to another. Clara didn’t know if the Astrals still couldn’t see Lightborn — or, for that matter, if she and Logan, as adults, even still counted as Lightborn. If they’d stayed together, maybe they’d have had a child. And maybe that child would have been something like they were, only innocent. A new breed of chosen ones — perhaps all that were invisible now.
Her eyes went to Logan, whom she found staring back.
That’s why we didn’t stay together, she said to him with her mind, answering a question she’d seen in his eyes all day. Because who would curse a child at birth? 
The curse she’d mentally proposed to Logan was the same one she’d been born with, and she’d managed fine. Although was hers a life worth envying? 
She looked to the dirt, stirring it with a stick. Night, out here and away from her village, was everywhere.
During their journey to this place, the sun had been up. They’d left, unsure of their pursuit. But after an hour of still-empty sky, they’d settled into a copse of ratty trees to rest. Clara had fallen asleep and dreamed of her mother standing far in the distance, calling her home. 
You’re fine, Clara. You’ve always been fine, even without me. 
She’d come upright with Logan’s hand on her shoulder, her shirt sticking to her back despite the cool desert shade. There was a worry out there beyond arm’s reach, but as the dream dissolved, Clara couldn’t grab it. The thing vanished like a Forgetting in miniature. It felt like something worth worrying about that she could no longer recall. 
So they’d walked. 
And walked. 
And eventually, after hours of what felt like aimless plodding, they’d arrived in a tiny village like a scale model of her own. It was closer to a cluster of bivouacs than a permanent settlement, though the tribe had called it home for years. As she watched the people move to their individual huts, Clara saw their confused, almost embarrassed expressions. They struck her like hungover people recalling a prior night’s debauchery. What had been so delightful in a haze now seemed stupid in the light of clarity. 
She’d looked up to see Kamal looking at her. His expression said, This morning, the world mostly made sense, and this still felt like the only home we’d ever known. Now we remember, and all we’ve worked to build is a joke. A lifetime for some, amounting to sticks in the sand. 
The evening had drawn into night. Clara had fought the pain in her gut, knowing it had nothing to do with soreness. It was a psychic pain, as if she’d lost something precious without realizing it was gone. 
And now, as Sadeem and then Logan retired to leave her alone by the crackling fire, she gazed into the flames and thought of her dream. It wasn’t the persistent one she often had — of meeting friends by the freighter. Instead her thoughts were of the almost-there new dream, returning bit by bit. She could close her eyes and see her mother, standing beside her uncle and the grandmother she now barely recalled, waiting for Clara at the end of an impossibly long corridor.
“It sucks, you know,” said a voice. 
Startled by the intrusion, Clara looked up to see Kamal standing above her holding two cups. He handed one to her, full of warm liquid that smelled like an approximation of coffee. The cup itself was metal, slightly banged up, and tall. On the side was a faded stamp that seemed to say, World’s Sassiest Aide.
“What sucks?” 
“Forgetting how sassy I used to be.” He gestured to Clara’s cup. “I remember when I found that in my pack. A part of me understood that it was my cup, but a bigger part of me treated it like something I’d unearthed from the ground. I didn’t question what it was or how it could even exist. I’d found a goddamned metal-and-plastic travel mug at the dawn of man with World’s Sassiest Aide written on the side, and I simply accepted it. Like, no big deal. After a half hour or so, it felt like a logical thing for our tiny tribe of hunter-gatherers to have.” 
Clara smiled at Kamal. She’d liked him back at Jabari’s palace and found that she liked him even better now. 
“Did you at least act sassy once you started using it?” 
“Sadly, I couldn’t read at the time and was hence oblivious to the sassy imperatives the mug implied.” He sipped, then sat. “Do you have written language in your village?” 
Clara nodded and made a noise of agreement. The Lightborn had seen to literacy. The Rest of Humanity’s Existence was too long a wait without something to read, or at least the ability to leave notes and scribble to-dos.
“I’d think you could infer sassy from this font, even without the ability to read.”
“We also didn’t have typography. It’s been a tough era for graphic designers.” Kamal pointed at a thin-faced woman in her hut across the fire. “And the irony? Veronica is a graphic designer. Or was. You know.”
Clara took another look around the small clearing. “You’ve been here all along? In this same spot?” 
“Yep.” 
Clara looked into the dark and laughed without humor. “I doubt you’re ten miles from us. How have we never run into each other?”
“Maybe it was luck. Or something a lot like luck, but different.”
“I’ll drink to that.” Clara raised her cup, and Kamal clinked it with his. 
“Did you come over on the vessel?” she said after a quiet moment. “The one Mara and I took with all the others? I didn’t see you on board. And Mara never mentioned seeing you. She felt terrible that she’d had to leave you behind.” 
“That’s because I was so sassy.” He took a sip, shifting on his rock by the fire. “No, I missed the vessel. I tried like hell to get on it, believe me. But the crowds … Well, you saw the panic. I don’t think they’d have parted for my diplomatic credentials. Besides, I wasn’t in the lottery to get on board anyway. I’d already opted out so someone more vital to the future could take a spot.” 
Clara thought that was selfless enough to cry over, but she shoved it away. “So how did you survive?” 
“Boat,” Kamal said. 
“I thought the Astrals blew all the other boats out of the water.” Except the monolith, her mind amended. 
“Hey, I don’t understand it either. I know how this sounds, but I sort of feel like I was … guided.” 
“Guided how?” 
“You wouldn’t believe me if I told you.” 
Clara thought she’d believe him just fine. She even had ideas how it might have happened and who’d been behind the guiding. But she let that go as well, saying nothing. 
“My mother died today.” 
Kamal looked over. Clara kept her gaze straight ahead, offering only her profile. 
“Was she in the caves? Where we found you?” 
“No. She was somewhere else.”
“Where?” 
“There’s a moored ship past our village. I think it happened there.” 
“Today?” 
“Yes.” 
“But you were …” Kamal stopped, probably calculating travel times and realizing they didn’t jibe. Finally he seemed to let it go just as Clara had and said only, “I’m sorry.” 
There was another long, quiet moment. Only the fire spoke. Then Clara turned, her eyes drier than they should be. “Kamal?” 
“Yeah.” 
“Do you believe in fate? That everything happens for a reason?” 
He seemed to really think before finally saying, “I guess I have to.” 
“I couldn’t tell you why, but I get this feeling that what happened with … with my mom?” She took an extra breath, then pushed on. “It hurts. It really hurts.” She put her hand on her chest, near her heart. “But at the same time, somehow it feels necessary. Like there’s a purpose to it, for the greater good.” After a half second she turned her head and said, “Jesus, that sounds awful.” 
“No. I think I understand.” 
Clara finally turned and met the man’s haunted expression. “What happened to you, Kamal?” 
“I was ready to die back in Ember Flats. I really, truly was. When the network finally broke and I couldn’t reach Mara anymore? That happened before the floodwaters hit us. Quite a while before, really. There was only one way out of town, and I’d already surrendered my spot. I’d told her I’d watch the city, so I decided that was all I had left to do. I’d be safe until the end, locked in that bunker. It was even possible that the seals were good enough to keep the water out once the city flooded. I could live a while that way, if the water didn’t go high enough to cover the stack vents. I had supplies. It would be like living in an undersea habitat I could never leave.” 
“That sounds horrible.” 
“I figured I could stay busy until I ran out of air, water, or food — whichever came first. There was a charged Vellum loaded with books. I wasn’t sure how the generator worked or if it would vent right and not asphyxiate me, but I knew there was one, plus fuel enough for a while. There were TV shows and movies on the juke. I’d lost the city network, but the computers were filled with plenty of files.” 
“You were just going to settle in? Just like that, for as long as you could?” 
“I had a Plan B if things went south.” He touched the gun at his side — the first firearm Clara had seen since the New Beginning. She felt herself watching him with sympathy, unable to help it. He laughed. 
“Relax. You know the ending of this story. It worked out. I didn’t even see the floods until I was on my boat with the crew of the SS Cubicle beside me.” He nodded to the huts and their unseen occupants. “But I did start going through Mara’s files, because she was always stingy with information and I figured this was my last revenge. She had tons of data on the Astrals. Most of it was Da Vinci Initiate archives — stuff Mara probably never even went through but kept for reference. I plinked around for a while, but at some point during my repeating cycle of time-killing activities — read, make a lap around the room, do five push-ups, stand in front of the mirror and declare a sassy affirmation — I started to wonder why, when your grandfather and the others wanted to leave the city, she insisted on staying. It was a real puzzler. She said it was safer in the bunker than outside, but Mara was the kind of person who always had plans to back up her backups.” 
“Was she staying in case I came back?” 
“Maybe. You’d have to ask her.”
Clara felt her lips purse. She exhaled. He didn’t know. 
“Mara passed away.” 
His head bobbed. Apparently it wasn’t unexpected. 
“I don’t know if she stayed for you. We thought for a while the Mullah had abducted you for leverage. That little point of confusion led to quite the concussion.” He rubbed his temple absently, like a reflex. “But it had me thinking in circles. Mara either stayed because she thought it was safer inside the city — or for you — or because someone else needed to go.” 
“Are you suggesting she stayed behind so that my grandfather and the others could take the sub? There were a bunch of them, weren’t there?” 
“Plenty.” Kamal nodded. “Plenty for Mara and me to go with you, if I hadn’t been so preoccupied with unconsciousness at the time. But who knows? Maybe only one worked. Maybe if two subs had gone, they would have presented a bigger target for the Astrals and nobody would have survived.” 
“Kamal. There’s no way Mara could have known anything like that.” 
“I’m sure she didn’t. And I don’t think she had delusions that she did. I’m just saying that one way or another, everything worked out. And so when you ask about whether I believe things happen for a reason? Well, it’s hard to argue with the results. I’m here. As are you. Mara made it, and so did Meyer, based on what you’re saying. So who’s to say it wasn’t all planned that way … somehow?” 
Clara turned to the internal vision of her mother and the departed at the end of that long hallway. It sure did feel like Lila’s death had a cosmic reason — but of course she’d feel that way. Invoking faith was just another way of saying the deceased had gone to a better place. Believing the irrational made grieving so much easier.
“Maybe it’s coincidence,” Clara said.
Kamal shifted on the rock, rolling a bit to the side to access his pocket. He reached down, and when his hand opened in front of Clara, there was a polished silver sphere sitting on its palm.
“Do you know what this is? I’ve carried it like a holy token every day of my life here, and still it doesn’t have a scratch. That used to tell me it was something special, like it would make me invincible or bring me luck. But this morning I remembered where it came from. That’s when I rounded everyone up, saddled the horses, and rode ‘quickly to the east, in the direction of the rising sun, to find her.’” He nodded meaningfully toward Clara. “To find you, Clara, just in time.” 
Clara picked up the sphere, cradled it in her hand, feeling a quiet buzz from its smooth metal skin. 
“Stranger. Stranger gave this to you, didn’t he?” 
Kamal shrugged, apparently not knowing the name. “A tall man in jeans and boots. Long, narrow face and hands the size of dinner plates.” 
“Why? To save me? But he couldn’t possibly know …” She stopped on her own, shaking her head, lost. 
“He told me I needed to tell you something.” 
“Tell me what?” 
“I don’t know.” He clinked his cup against hers. “Maybe it’s that now, you’re the world’s sassiest aide.” 
“It’s just a coincidence, Kamal. It’s luck. It has to be.” 
“I don’t think so, Clara.” 
“I do.” 
“I don’t,” he insisted. 
Clara’s shoulders rose and fell. She met his stare. “Why? What makes me so special?” 
But Kamal just repeated what he’d said before. 
“I don’t know.”





Chapter Twenty-Five
THE DARK-HAIRED ASTRAL — Divinity, Meyer believed she was most conveniently called, though of course every entity that ran a mothership was called the same damned thing — entered the room. She stood in the white doorway, nearly impossible to tell from the white room other than by a slight difference in illumination. Meyer was sitting, far more coherent than he’d felt earlier, Carl still watching him as if he expected Meyer to go berserk at any moment. The two men hadn’t spoken since Meyer started babbling. Carl seemed to prefer silence over nonsense. 
“You,” she said, pointing at Carl. “Go for a walk.”
Carl looked at Meyer as if this might make sense to him. It didn’t. Meyer was more or less himself again, strange transcendental experience aside. For a while it had felt like he was on a medicine man’s trip through the expanded universe, but right now he was only a man with the limited knowledge that came with it. And something was wrong with him — he was finding the Astral attractive, having mood swings like a pregnant woman, oscillating between confused, terrified, and apparently plain old cocky Meyer Dempsey — who’d apparently been in short supply over the past two decades. 
The woman sighed. Rolled her eyes. Then stepped aside. 
Two Titans entered. 
“Don’t make me say please.” 
Carl gave Meyer another glance. Meyer shrugged. After another few beats, Carl stood, went to the door, and gave Divinity another long look to be sure she was really asking him to leave their prison — in the company of the Titans, but departing nonetheless — then finally moved past her. Once the trio’s footsteps faded, another two Titans appeared.  
She moved to a wall. Pressed a panel. A small door opened, and she dragged out what looked like an ordinary desk chair — all white, of course. Then she turned it around and sat, legs primly crossed, looking up at Meyer until he did the same on one of the benches along the wall, opposite her. 
“Needed a prop?” Meyer asked, nodding toward the chair. 
“Needed a place to sit.” She raised her eyebrows. “Would you like one?” 
“I’ve got a seat.” He tapped the bench. “And there weren’t any more chairs in there anyway.” He looked at the closed compartment, now invisible. 
“This wasn’t just sitting in there,” Divinity said. “It made the chair at my request.” 
“I didn’t hear you request anything.” 
She assessed him, her stare unblinking. 
“There are a lot of things we’re able to do that you have yet to figure out.” 
Meyer waited for more, but she took her time going on. 
“I could ask that compartment to make me a table. Or a refrigerator. Or a baseball bat.” 
“You know baseball?” 
“We know your game. But why did you leap to that conclusion? Perhaps I needed something I could beat you to death with.” 
Another long pause.
“I don’t think you’d have brought me here if you wanted to kill me.” 
“I was offering examples. Don’t be so jumpy.” 
Meyer shook his head. “What are you? Really.” 
“You can call me Divinity.” 
“Bullshit. You strike me as human. I know what Divinity is like. They’re stiff. Can’t talk for the sticks up their asses. I used to share Kindred’s memories, and he talked to you all the time.” 
“Kindred?” She pretended not to understand. Then: “Yes. I remember. The duplicate we sent down to fuck your wife.” 
Meyer had his rebuttal ready, but that particular comment took him off guard. 
“He seemed to think that—”
“The second duplicate we sent down to fuck your wife, actually. The first was so damaged that at the end, it wanted to fuck your ex-wife, too.” 
Meyer’s brow wrinkled. “What are you?” 
“Divinity.” 
“You don’t talk like they do. You don’t act like they do.” 
“Maybe I’ve improved at my job. Perhaps during the past twenty years we’ve had to stay here thanks to your granddaughter, I’ve learned the trick of getting under a man’s skin.” 
“Why?” 
She shrugged and made a why not pout with her lips. “Why beat you to death with a baseball bat?” 
Meyer sat back, unsure where this was headed. Divinity made up the difference, leaning forward, elbows on the knees exposed by her mid-length skirt. 
“Let’s cut the shit, as your people say.” 
“Okay.” 
“You know what you are.” 
“I thought we were discussing what you were,” Meyer said.
“Our monitors showed you in here not long ago, babbling as if you were intoxicated. Then you said, ‘You don’t have to kill them. You can outrun them.’” 
“So?” 
“Were you intoxicated?” 
“There’s nothing in here to drink. Or eat. Or use.” 
“That’s not what I asked.” 
Meyer didn’t respond. After a moment, Divinity shook her head and sat back. She walked to a wall and pressed something to open the door. She didn’t say anything to the Titans, but both looked at her as if not hearing correctly, then eventually half shrugged and left the room. The door closed. Divinity pressed something else, and the panel flashed red. 
“You can speak freely. We’re alone.” 
“Without your guards, what’s to stop me from tackling you and breaking your neck?” 
Divinity shrugged as she sat back in her chair. “Nothing, I suppose. But this is just a body. You of all people should understand that the body is only matter, and that the energy lives beyond it.” 
“Why would I ‘of all people’ know that?” Meyer’s legs had tensed of their own accord. Without his mind’s permission, Meyer’s body had taken the idea to spring and tackle as a legitimate one. He somehow felt certain that the woman-thing was bluffing — despite her being a puppet for Divinity’s true being, the death of this meaningless body was something she’d fight hard to prevent. 
“Who were you talking to when you said, ‘You can outrun them’?” 
“Myself.” 
“And who was the ‘them’ in that sentence? Who could be outrun? And to where?” 
“It didn’t mean anything. I was babbling.” 
“I thought we agreed to cut the shit?” 
Divinity’s tongue found her cheek. She seemed to consider whether or not to say something else, fingers working in tiny rhythms on her lap, her every nuance perfect. She was barely alien — as good a human as any of them. 
“Do you seriously not know what you did?” 
“I didn’t do anything!” 
Another long pause. Divinity was deciding whether or not to give him more without getting something in return. An effortless negotiation that wasn’t a negotiation at all. If he’d been holding out like a poker match, he would have been winning. But here Meyer was clueless. 
“Our species does not have a true hierarchy. You see Reptars and Titans and Divinity, and above Divinity you see Eternity, responsible for the largest of our Earthfaring ships. But we are all the same. There is one field of energy, and the bodies are manifestations, like the tallest of underwater mountaintops poking their heads above the sea.” 
Meyer didn’t believe that at all. Maybe it had been true when they’d arrived, but this woman was nothing if not an individual. 
“Nevertheless, we consolidate our collective decisions within the area that manifests as Divinity — and above that, Eternity. It creates what appears to be a hierarchy, even though it is not.” 
“She’s your boss,” Meyer clarified. 
Divinity’s lips tightened, then relaxed. Her jaw worked. 
“Eternity believes that Earth is a malleable experiment. In short: Whatever happens, happens. Others in the collective have what you might feel is a more literal interpretation: The experiment operates within strict conditions, and any events that outgrow those conditions should be considered anomalies. Our usual protocol with farm planets is to conduct a reset at the end of each epoch so that the next one will not be flawed with the previous epoch’s prejudices. So when, after the extinction and population reset, our Forgetting failed to hold, there was disagreement in what has previously been a harmonious whole. One opinion — that of Eternity — called for us to continue the experiment until we could accomplish a complete Forgetting. And so that is what we have done: we’ve been in orbit this entire time, trying to erase knowledge that Clara somehow keeps restoring as fast as we can blank it.” 
“What was the other opinion?” Meyer asked. 
“That we should consider the farm a loss, and exterminate the remaining stock.” 
Meyer met her gaze, unwilling to show any fear.
Divinity stood and began to walk the room’s perimeter. 
“Now that Clara has forced the human collective to backwash into ours, the need for a final decision has become much more urgent.” She shook her head, and a tiny smile found her lips. It wasn’t warm at all. “I’ll just go ahead and say it, Mr. Dempsey — we’ve lost our control of you. There was always a chance we could contain the Lightborn infection, but not anymore. Now it’s spreading. It’s becoming clearer and clearer that Earth will need to be declared a loss. All that’s left is for the collective to accept it. And that’s why I’m talking to you now.” 
“Okay,” said Meyer, trying and mostly failing to deliver a neutral response. He didn’t like dignifying any of this, but it all rang true. And this was something he wanted — perhaps needed — to know. 
Reluctantly, he added, “Why?”
“Because Eternity insists on non-interference, there’s only so much we can do. We can force a Forgetting, but if it fails, we can’t go down there and coach you into a new government with your memories intact. We can set the Mullah as guardians, but because the last epoch’s Mullah turned on us and hid our archive, we cannot let this epoch’s Mullah know where it is. If they do, widespread knowledge of our archive might affect the experiment. And — most pertinent to where we are now — our acceptable level of interference will allow us to wipe you all from existence but will not allow us to leave orbit while Clara’s box is still open.” 
“So?” 
“She wouldn’t want me talking to you,” Divinity said, now almost whispering. “This right here?” She made a little back and forth gesture with one long finger, indicating their discussion. “It’s ‘muddying the data.’” 
Divinity sat. Inched her chair closer. Leaned in. 
“But I believe that there’s still a solution and that misunderstandings are getting in the way. If we’re honest with each other, I believe this situation can be salvaged. We won’t have to fly home and incinerate your planet. Your entire species doesn’t have to die … if we can stop pretending we don’t really know what’s happening here.” 
“What is happening?” 
“Your people are trying to build something that the Mullah believed might stop us. It’s absurd, and impossible — born of the same vain hopes that powered endless science fiction movies that you yourself might have made.” 
“You … you know my movies?” 
“We know a lot about you. More than you’d believe.” She sat back and crossed her arms, the topic wordlessly changing. “There’s nothing there for Clara and the others, though. What they’re after is based on a Mullah legend I don’t mind telling you about in the spirit of honesty — of clearing the air to save your species. It goes like this: There are seven key people who represent essential roles in the new society of any epoch. Our Forgetting erases their memories, so those people merely act as pillars during the reset. But some of your people on the planet believe that this time around, with memories intact, those Archetypes will be able to do something more. We’re already collecting them, and there’s a spy in their midst. One they’ll count as a friend, who reports to us.” 
“Who?” Meyer said, somehow certain he already knew. 
“Your turn.”
“I don’t know anything.” 
“Yes, you do, Meyer. Even if you don’t think you know it. You’re finding higher states without chemical help to get your body out of the way. You’re projecting.” 
“Projecting what?” 
“‘You don’t have to kill them. You can outrun them.’ One of our listening posts heard your ‘Kindred’ say that on the surface just after you said it here.” 
“I … I didn’t do anything, though.” 
“Then Kindred began to see. It’s obvious if you watch the stream, from a Reptar’s point of view. It confuses him, but he sees it just fine.”
“What does he see? I don’t know what the fuck you’re talking about!” 
“Come on, Meyer. Tell me the truth. The longer they keep fighting, the faster Eternity’s decision will be driven home. I got this bit of human tripe from one of your infomercials: Help me help you.” 
“Stop bullshitting. Stop fighting a losing battle like a fool, and tell me the truth!” 
Her timbre had risen in the final sentence, and now Divinity was practically panting, shoulders broad, standing, chest heaving, color up. 
He looked her over, shaking his head in puzzled amazement. 
“What happened to you over the past twenty years? What’s made all of you so damn—” 
She slapped the wall. The door slid open. The first Titans were back, just outside, with Carl between them, as if they’d all been waiting.
“Four people slipping through a rift doesn’t happen by accident,” she said, moving toward the door but keeping her eyes on Meyer. “If you help them again, we’ll see you do it as surely as Kindred has started to see us. We’ll intercept them, then bring them here and hook them up to see what they know. And then we’ll see how willing you are to keep arguing for your own extinction.”





Chapter Twenty-Six
“NOTHING,” said Peers. 
Stranger looked up from where he was sitting. The man’s long, weathered face seemed born for the desert. He looked like a wanderer, his thick skin beaten by dry wind. But the man was, in fact, a man. It should have contradicted what Peers was thinking now (he hadn’t aged), but somehow it didn’t. Because although Stranger then and Stranger now were mostly the same (and although the villagers had for some reason accepted his unchanging face for twenty years), there was that small difference. Something in his eyes. Uncertainty, perhaps. Mortality, maybe.
“Did you look to the north?” Stranger asked. 
Peers tried to drag a desiccated piece of wood toward Stranger, found it anchored deeper than he’d thought, and gave up to sit on the sand. He waited several seconds, still inspecting the man’s suddenly oh-so-human face, before answering. 
“No. I didn’t check the north.” 
“Then check the north.” 
“What’s on the ship, Stranger?” 
The question turned the other man’s head. Blue eyes met Peers, and for the scantest of moments, seemed to see right through him. 
His eyes returned to the sand. “Check the north,” he repeated. 
“We don’t even know where we are. Why does it matter?” 
“Because Liza must be out there somewhere.” 
“How do you know she’s not still on the freighter?” 
“Because I can see her. I can see her out there.” 
“Using your crystal ball?” 
“Whatever you say, Peers.” 
“It’s not your fault, you know.” 
Again, Stranger looked up. “What’s not my fault?” 
“That you’ve lost your magic. That you’re more like the rest of us by the day. That’s the way it works. The King loses his kingdom. The Warrior finds himself bound. The Sage loses his wisdom and realizes his folly. And the Magician loses his magic.” 
“Which one are you, Peers? You’re with us. You had the dreams that brought you to the ship, same as the rest of us. So which of the Archetypes does Sadeem’s questionably sage wisdom say you are?” 
“I’m the Fool.”
Stranger poked at rocks with a stick. Piper was quiet, resting, probably crying. Kindred’s back was visible, but Peers was grateful that his front was not. Kindred’s intensity was frightening. He’d been staring at his hands ever since they’d made their first search for Liza Knight, coming up empty as if trying to make them disappear by force of will. He seemed to think that whatever had happened to bring them here from the freighter’s deck was his doing. It was absurd and impossible. Like the idea of vanishing from one place to instantly appear in another. 
Peers thought Stranger would lash out. His demeanor was darker than Kindred’s used to be. The two now moved in tandem — one standing when the other stood, one falling silent when the other went quiet. 
Curiously, Stranger laughed. 
“This is funny to you?” 
“No. I’m sorry. I knew it once, but something made me forget. Of course you’re the Fool. Of course you brought them to us.”
“I was only a kid. I didn’t know what I was doing. I didn’t know there were aliens in that portal, and that I was at risk of inviting them to our planet — thousands of years too soon, based on what I got from Sadeem.” 
“Does Sadeem know?” 
Peers shook his head. “I don’t think so. But he’s smart.” 
Stranger opened his big hand. It was empty. Empty of spark, empty of magic. Full of nothing at all. 
“For now,” Stranger said. 
“What’s on the ship?” Peers asked again. 
“Cargo.” 
“You know. I know you know. I saw the way you were looking at those boxes before we even climbed up. I could feel something there. And those Reptars didn’t come to ambush us. They were there already. Inside the shipping containers. Just waiting. Protecting something.” 
Stranger looked at Peers, then he nodded as if to say, Fair enough.
“If I had to guess,” Stranger said, “I think it’s the Ark.” 
“But the Astrals got rid of all of the arks. They must have broken them apart or disintegrated them or …” He trailed off. “You mean the other Ark. The archive. The one that used to sit on a dais in the middle of Ember Flats, until Cameron Bannister opened it.” 
Stranger met Peers’s eyes, then looked back at the sand. 
“Do you really think it’s there?” Peers asked. 
“I don’t know for sure. But it’s like you said, I could feel it too.” 
“Why would it be on the monolith?” 
“You’d have to ask Sadeem for the lore. My memory isn’t what it used to be. But once upon a time, I understood a great deal. The world felt like a puzzle to me, and shuffling was easy. I’d find the right people and offer gifts to guide their way, shepherd those vital minds to ensure their survival. Each had a meaning and a purpose — most to help build the newest form of our collective unconscious.” 
“Humans don’t have a collective unconscious.” 
Stranger looked skyward. “That’s what they thought, too.” 
“You talked to Piper, didn’t you? You gave her one of your gifts. Something that made the ship work and know where to go. It’s how we survived in that tiny submarine. How we managed to find everyone else, and eventually land.”
Stranger nodded.
“Did you know about the Ark back then?” 
“Maybe,” Stranger said. “I have almost a ‘memory of a memory’ about many things. I remember feeling as if they created it, but then as soon as our thoughts and deeds began to fill the Ark, it became something they couldn’t touch. I remember standing beside the Ark as it opened, knowing the danger but feeling its power fill me. I think it made me what I am. Or changed me from what I used to be into what I became.” 
“What they called ‘The Pall.’” 
“Yes.” He took a long breath. Peers couldn’t decide if Stranger was frustrated, afraid, or worried. But then he saw: It wasn’t Liza Knight’s absence in this place that bothered him. It was Lila’s. And he understood. 
“You saw Lila as a daughter. I can see it in you, as a man who lost a son.” Peers looked toward Kindred, ticked his head, indicating the intently focusing man in the distance. “You’re somehow connected to him, aren’t you?” 
“I might be him. I don’t know. Sometimes I look in a mirror and expect to see that man looking back at me. I’ve woken from sleep, sure I’ve been awake, living as if inside his skin. I’ve had phantom pains from places where Kindred bears scars. I’m drawn toward him, but know better than to get close. He knows it, too. We’re like a thing that’s been split. Two explosives, safe when separate but dangerous combined.”
“What does it mean?” 
“I don’t know.” 
“What do you think happened on the freighter?” 
“I don’t know.” 
“Well, dammit, do you know anything? How about a fucking guess?” 
A long, slow smile crossed his lips. Stranger straightened. 
“All right, Peers. I’ll guess. It’s like I said: I don’t think the Ark works much like everything here, relative to us. Humanity was an experiment. They watched and waited. Then when they came, the aliens gave us stimuli to gauge our response. There were no right or wrong answers. It only mattered that we jumped when prodded. So they’re stuck, do you see? It’s like what you told me about what Sadeem said: how they seeded us with chaos and were as afraid of that mayhem as they were in awe. I think they took the Ark when it was empty and hid it so the Mullah couldn’t. They boxed it up and shipped it to another capital, where they expected the ocean to swallow it in the floods.” 
“So how did it end up here?”
“I found that ship a captain. He followed the same signal as the rest of you, and brought it here.” 
“So you did know. You knew the Ark was in one of those shipping containers.” 
Stranger shook his head. “I just followed my gut, telling Carl Nairobi not to board the Roman Sands vessel and find another ride instead. My instincts were fine-tuned then. I was in touch with everyone below the surface, somehow able to see everything. I visited a fisherman in China and got him onto the boat that brought him here to safety. He forgot just like the rest of them, but his mind was still there beneath it all. He wasn’t anything special. But when set beside all the other minds in the tiny new mental pool, he was a linchpin. Something Clara could cling to, and keep the door open as it grew. And grew. And grew.”
“So Carl brought the Ark to this place. And the Astrals knew it came here, but they couldn’t take it away. So instead, they left guards on board to protect it. They made it seem haunted, and let us come to fear it.”
“In another thousand years, the sand probably would have buried it again,” Stranger said. “But I guess we Archetypes had other plans.”
“What plans?” 
“You felt the energy on that ship — the Ark somehow powering up, or maybe it always feels that strong to certain people. It was like a current running through my bones. At the end, just before we … before whatever happened, happened, I looked up at Kindred, and it was like we ran right toward each other even though we were both frozen. I understood something about our connection that my mind has already lost. I understood something about the Reptars there, too. Something I thought I remembered Meyer telling me, though we’ve barely ever spoken. I knew we didn’t have to kill them to escape. We could run. And that was the thought in my head — and I’d wager in Kindred’s — when we …” 
Stranger trailed off, making a vague hand gesture as if to say, Well, you know the rest.  
“Did you really make that happen?” The thought was frightening. Peers had been near laughing at Kindred as he focused, trying to make it happen again, but hearing the same thing from Stranger almost made it real. He wished Piper wasn’t so clearly distraught or maybe she’d mock the two men with him. 
“I don’t know that anything really happened,” Stranger said, looking toward the horizon. “It’s the oddest thing in my mind. For a moment, it was like I didn’t see any difference between here and there. There was only is. It seemed so obvious. I thought of leaving, and that’s when we left. Same as how I looked at Kindred in that moment and felt as if we weren’t two people but separate instances of the same person. And the Reptars. How they were …” 
“Were what?” 
Stranger shook his head. “It’s gone. It made sense then, but now I can’t find it.” 
Peers sat back. “So now what?” 
“The energy on that ship did something to me. And I think it matters.” 
“So you want to go back. To find the Ark.” 
“It makes sense, doesn’t it? We’re the Archetypes.” Stranger shrugged. “A few of them, anyway. Carl, the Warrior? They took him to the ship. Sadeem and Clara — the Sage and the Innocent — we don’t know where they are.”
But that didn’t seem right. He knew this point in the story, as told by the Mullah Legend Scroll. There was a moment of realization. The Innocent …
“The Innocent dies,” Peers finished aloud. “According to legend, the Innocent dies to force a change in the King.”
“You believe Clara will die?”
“Not in the future. It would already have needed to happen.” 
“Clara’s alive. That, I can feel.”  
Peers looked at Stranger. Then at Kindred. He thought of what had happened and the change now afoot. He understood. 
“It was Lila. She was the Innocent.” 
“Ridiculous.” 
“She came, same as the rest of us.”
“She came with us. With Piper and Kindred and Meyer. Use your head, Peers. Seven or eight important people in the world, and they’re all in the same family?” 
“Clara is special. Lila was her mother. And Meyer was special, too. Many say he was the first abduction. The only viceroy to have been switched with an Astral. His daughter would be special.” Peers stood. This suddenly seemed very important, though he couldn’t say why. A word on the tip of his tongue, refusing to leave his lips. “It fits. We were all called. She fell. And you …” 
“Meyer isn’t even here,” Stranger said as Peers trailed off. “How could any of this ‘force a change in the King?’” 
“The King has two heads.” Peers wasn’t just speaking. He was reading from a book inside his brain.”
“Kindred and Meyer,” said Stranger. 
“Kindred and you.” 
Stranger shook his head. Peers was thinking, barely seeing. 
“If I’m not the Magician …” 
“Clara is the Magician.”
Stranger was looking at Peers in disbelief, but Peers had never been more certain of anything. The Fool lost his foolishness. In time, even a jester could become a sage. 
“All that’s left is the Villain,” said Stranger. “Are you trying to say that Meyer is the Villain?” 
Movement in the distance caught Peers’s eye. He looked past Stranger and saw four people rise to peek above the dune. Two were men with dark skin — one older, another near Peers’s age. The third and fourth, close enough to be holding hands, almost looked like a young couple, their pigment too pale for the beating sun. The woman was tall and lean, the man taller but broad. Behind the front four was a small group of robed desert dwellers, but even from a distance Peers knew this was a reunion rather than a raid. 
“No,” Peers said, feeling déjà vu as Clara recognized their group from the dune and began to jog forward. “Meyer is something else.”





Chapter Twenty-Seven
BY THE TIME Divinity reached the storage room where Eternity kept its surrogate, she was in a foul temper. Her mood wasn’t just unpleasant; it also made the need for a quick solution that much more obvious. Divinity tried to focus on that — the evidence this anger gave her to do what had to be done — but it was impossible. She kept thinking of how Eternity would look at the evidence and declare that the anger, rather than justifying Divinity more, made her irrational. Then maybe she’d roll her eyes like so many of the human men in the human media they’d processed and say, Women.
She pressed the wall panel. The door did not open. She tried again, and the organized collective monitoring ship security informed her that the door had been secured and would only open for Eternity’s surrogate. 
At first, Divinity couldn’t believe it. She pressed again, ignoring the unmistakable fact that the collective had already placed into her own mind as if the thought had originated inside herself … ahem, inside the node of the collective responding to her true form, which definitely was not this hunk of flesh she’d been wearing for twenty trips around this planet’s star. 
The door would only open for Eternity’s surrogate? That was like a broom closet only opening for the broom. 
She projected: Override. 
Was it sleeping and didn’t want to be disturbed? Eternity didn’t need to sleep any more than Divinity, but the animated bodies sure did. It was one of the things she hated about being so damn corporeal. You lost a third of every day to unconsciousness. And in that insentience — more and more often now that the wall had been breached — strange, otherworldly visions came to haunt her. 
The door opened. Of course. Because even though Eternity organized the ship’s local collective, Divinity and Eternity were as much “one” as Divinity and Titans. Or Eternity and Reptars. They were all the same thing, sharing a single consciousness. Only their temporary bodies made the difference.
But still, she hadn’t liked Meyer’s idle threat, about killing the body. Hated it more than she cared to admit.
Divinity entered the storage room as the hallway door closed behind her. It had been expanded. The collective had shifted the build matrix, pushing walls back and making new divisions. Whereas a surrogate’s storage room was usually a small thing meant for recharging the body through the loathsome process of sleep, this one was as large as the apartment they’d seen Meyer Dempsey living in during their trip to Earth from the Jupiter rift. 
This much space? For a surrogate? And locking the door, even though Eternity’s surrogate was obviously somewhere else on the ship? 
It was ridiculous. Seeing the way Eternity had enlarged her surrogate’s space made Divinity’s temper ratchet up a notch. This was supposed to be a utilitarian space, no more. But Eternity had turned it into a palace. She’d had furniture made. She’d had decorations made. The space had white walls like the rest of the ship’s spaces, but it was filled with fabrics — including hanging ones that gave the illusion of veiling windows — in all colors of the human visual spectrum.
She’d enlarged her bed. She’d had the machines make her at least eight large soft-looking pillows, one of them the size of a surrogate body. 
The space was, in fact, bigger than Divinity’s own storage room on her own ship. She hadn’t expanded or decorated her own surrogate’s space nearly this much, and her own colors didn’t harmonize nearly this well. 
She walked through what seemed an expansive living room, floored with a parody of hardwoods over the white base. There was a rug in the middle that the fabricator had done a superb job of replicating. Eternity had put paintings on her walls — recreations, Divinity seemed to recall, of famous human art. She’d had lamps made. Modern-looking, jet black and accented with chrome. 
The waste was extraordinary. 
The oddity of it all was troublesome. As troublesome, in fact, as the anger percolating still unquenched in Divinity’s center. 
Something had gone terribly wrong, the species irretrievably tangled. 
At first, the leak of human pollution into the collective had been a minor issue. The collective managed to purge it, the way it had purged the offal from the Meyer Dempsey stream when it created the one they called Kindred. Upon his making, he had none of the first substitute’s pollution. The rebelliousness and attachment to Meyer’s old mate had been purged away — along with whatever had bubbled up when that first Meyer had learned of Trevor Dempsey’s death. That was the way it used to be with the rest of the collective. The filter between it and the humans was once enough to catch any junk trying to seep in. 
Not anymore. Not if Eternity couldn’t see reason due to an infiltration of human emotion. Not if Eternity was willing to expend so much time and so many resources creating living quarters that were so much finer than Divinity’s. 
Her hand circled the lamp. It stood on the floor, its neck rising to her shoulder, placed beside a comfortable-looking chair as if Eternity’s surrogate planned to plop itself down for some reading. The lamp had a cord even though its power source was induction. The cord, just for show, was plugged into an outlet that was also just dressing. 
She put a second hand on the lamp’s neck. 
She hefted it, ripping the cord from the wall.
With the heavy end of the lamp held high, choked up on like the baseball bat so recently under discussion with the problematic Mr. Dempsey, Divinity paused for a second before swinging. 
Then she smashed the lamp’s business end through the glass top of a coffee table. She swung it at a painting (Matisse? She wasn’t sure; she’d studied only the human culture that mattered to her function, which just so happened to be what interested her most) and when she did, the lamp’s heavy square base dug its corner through the canvas, ripping it. She pivoted, teeth bared, and took a second to study her crazed reflection in Eternity’s beveled mirror before reducing it to shards. 
Her pulse quickened with every assault. Chemicals flooded her surrogate’s brain. Her arms grew momentarily strong, wanting to flex and extend of their own accord. She saw everything with fresh clarity, heart hammering high in her throat, the air so unnecessary to her usual (old) form raking in and out. For a half minute — no more — there was only the delicious pulse of fury. Then it ended as quickly as it began, and Divinity was left heaving great gulps into her lungs, hair askew and eyes all whites in the shattered mirror’s leaning shards. 
She dropped the lamp. Then, after a thought, Divinity kicked it aside. Then, because the lamp had won each of its bashing encounters and that didn’t seem fair, she picked it up again and this time swung it with arms, legs, and torso working together into the bare concrete of a hearth around a patently unnecessary fireplace. It snapped more than broke, but she let it fall for good this time, staring at it as if daring it to rise up and challenge her again. 
Divinity wanted to run. Something in her told her to leave this place. 
Instead, she flopped into a black chair with chrome legs and surveyed the carnage. 
Look what you made me do, she thought at no one in particular. The collective wouldn’t hear her. These days it was more natural to not feed into nor draw thoughts from it. Doing so took a small act of mental switching, to light the connection.
This situation was intolerable. She’d come here to argue a point with Eternity, and instead she’d made the point’s tip finer on her own. Either way, difficult choices needed to be made. Perhaps she’d frightened Meyer into giving up his people — his Archetypes that were causing so much worsening from the human end — but there were no guarantees that his mind would even be able to locate them. Even if it could, it wasn’t a certainty that Meyer would tattle. She might have frightened him with the bluff of destroying their planet for good. But on the other hand, Meyer was seeing things clearer and clearer — and he might have seen that threat for the bullshit it was.
Of course they couldn’t simply destroy humanity. The bond had grown too strong. Divinity had checked the stream after Eternity’s return from abducting Carl Nairobi, and knew just how much diving deep and hurting Carl had injured Eternity, too. It’s why Divinity had spoken with Meyer instead of hooking him up to a mind probe. But he was starting to understand things. He might have known why Divinity didn’t do what she could have, and seen it as a weakness. 
It was a good thing they’d set their contingency plan into place. Divinity didn’t want to use it any more than Eternity (well, okay, that wasn’t true; right now, she felt a lot like ruining things), but contingencies were there for a reason. 
She should find Eternity and discuss moving forward with Plan B. 
But, looking around the surrogate storage room, Divinity somehow doubted that Eternity would listen as objectively as she would have had Divinity found her instead of an empty apartment. 
Well. They were a collective. Nobody was truly in charge. They did what was best for all, every time. She didn’t need Eternity’s support. Not when Eternity was so focused on primping and decorating and giving herself a human name. 
Divinity had her ace in the hole. 
She still had the Villain, already working.





Chapter Twenty-Eight
THE SUN WAS HOT. Liza marched on with her shirt off, ancient brassiere showcased as half of the new world’s first bikini. Most of the women here went commando up top, but not Liza. She hadn’t forgotten as others had, so she’d spirited those bras away and kept using them under her shirts, damn the anachronism. Maybe it was more natural to let ’em hang. But she’d been set in her ways and wasn’t about to go hippie now. 
She draped her doffed blouse across her shoulders, vacillating between two equally unappealing options: the intense heat of her unfortunately dark clothing or sunburn from exposure. She’d never tanned well. Her hair was light brown but fair and fine, and she had her father’s freckles. She’d survived this place in the shade but now could practically smell herself sizzling like bacon. 
Liza stopped again, sloughed sideways in the shade, and gave thanks to a God she didn’t believe in that she’d been zapped to whereverthefuck with a bag still hanging from her shoulder. She still had the half-full bottle of water, plus an unopened one from the cache on the bridge. But on the flip side, she also had no clue where she was. One moment she’d been running around the freighter deck and seeing Reptars everywhere; then the next she’d been in the middle of nowhere with zero landmarks in sight. It was a lot like what had happened earlier, only without the sleepy awakening. This time the memory webs between one place and the next weren’t fuzzy as they’d been when she’d appeared near the monolith after tending her plants. This time, the jump-cut between freighter deck and open desert was instantaneous, as if she’d blinked and been transported like in I Dream of Jeannie. 
Well, it almost made sense. Lost time and a sense of dislocation, be it a smooth or snap transition? Either fit. Liza was simply losing her mind. 
She screwed the plastic cap off the half-full bottle. She should ration her water given that she didn’t know how far she had to go, but kind of fuck that. So instead she raised the uncapped bottle to a pointy succulent at the edge of her shade hollow and said, “Cheers.” Then she downed it all and tossed the bottle into the sun. If the environmentalists were right, that bottle would last a few thousand years before degrading. Maybe she should stuff a note inside, and leave it for the aliens’ next return. 
Liza considered staying put until she starved to death. What would it matter? She was off her gourd. Maybe dying would be fun for her ruined mind. Maybe she’d even lose all the time between now and then, waking up a half skeleton this time, remembering the good old days when she’d had love handles. 
But eventually Liza stood — a position that regrettably took her halfway out of the small patch of rock-thrown shade. She raised a hand to her forehead and squinted into the distance. The sun was lower but not low enough to offer any real relief. And maybe that was, finally, a better argument to stay where she was and not set out to gather more skin cancer. But there was urgency beside her apathy, and of the two, the first was stronger. 
It’s in the canyon, at the bend, beneath where the sun sets. 
What a bunch of bullshit. She didn’t even know what it was. And even if she did — and if she agreed it was worth hauling a bit more ass through the desert to find right now — she had no idea where that wise bit of instructions assumed she was starting from. Head for the setting sun from Place A, and you’ll find Spot B. But if you start a thousand miles north at Place C and do the exact same thing, you’d end up somewhere entirely different. An instruction as helpful as “park under the moon.” 
“This is stupid,” Liza said aloud. 
But she walked on anyway. And within a half hour or so, Liza saw a dark slash in the sand ahead. Another fifteen or so minutes showed her, once up a rise, that the slash was a canyon. The sun had been taking its sweet time descending all day and wasn’t moving much faster now, but there was a bend in that dark slash, and Liza’s eye predicted it’d set right at the curve, perfectly on target. 
It’s in the canyon. 
What was? 
But at this point it didn’t matter. Liza hadn’t wanted to be at the monolith, but at least it had given her a signpost. She knew approximately where the village was from the old beached ship, and she’d been with people, even though they’d been people she knew of more than knew — let alone cared about. They hadn’t exchanged more than a few words, but still they’d been humans. Now she was alone. Without any landmarks. She could be a half mile from a known location, or on a different continent. Anything could happen when you kept finding yourself teleported to strange new places and slowly going insane. 
“Fine,” Liza said, marching on because there was nowhere else to go. And then she added inside her own head because speaking aloud felt so funny, But you could at least tell me what I’m after. 
She didn’t expect a response, mostly because there was no one around and the thought had been confined to her own crazy skull. 
But she got one. Clear as day, before internal eyes, Liza saw a familiar-looking backpack — one she’d used as a twentysomething to trek across Europe, saved for no reason through all her years in Roman Sands, and finally dug from hock and packed once she realized the end was finally nigh. 
That backpack had disappeared from her home one night not long after they’d settled in at The Clearing, vanished like so many other belongings. The culprit had left valuables in exchange for things of no consequence. It hadn’t made sense. 
Liza had always wondered why someone had raided their village in such a specific way. She’d suspected whom — her money was on Stranger and his minions. Because whereas Liza had formed her religion for control, Stranger’s competing religion seemed based on faith. And with faith always came fear. 
The image persisted, like a picture burned into an ancient TV. 
Why the hell would her old backpack be out here? 
And if that’s what she was really after, why did she feel such a burning impetus to recover it from its apparent hiding place right now given that it had been gone for twenty years?
“You suck,” she said to whoever or whatever was inside her head.
Liza walked. The image of her old hiking pack strobed before it faded, unseen hands at her back, shoving Liza toward her puzzling prize.





Chapter Twenty-Nine
BY THE TIME night descended on the second day of human memory, the small settlement had bunkered itself down in what was, despite all the chaos, upheaval, and death, now feeling like the dawn of a new normal. Clara doubted she’d spend many hours in Kamal’s little village, but another night felt comforting. She had Piper back; she had Kindred back; she had Stranger back … Hell, she even had Logan back, for what that particular loose end was worth. She hadn’t spent half her day in a trance for a while, and for once was getting used to living without the feel of an Astral boot on her neck. It was nice to simply exist after twenty long years of fighting. 
Clara turned her head. Logan was spooned behind her, his hand draped over her side. He’d come to comfort her, but as hours passed he’d finally fallen asleep. She supposed the whole thing was okay. Maybe she even liked it, though in truth it was hard to say. In the purest sense, she and Logan had once loved each other — and despite what he’d surely thought, Clara hadn’t stopped loving from her end just as he’d never stopped from his. But the days when her endless work hadn’t been wedged between them were long ago.
Clara slipped out from under Logan’s arm, laying it gently on the hand-woven blanket. She looked back at him, taking a moment to wonder. He’d never stopped being a good man. They hadn’t lost their pasts, but Kamal’s people had. Who had woven that blanket? A filing clerk? An Ember Flats Senate page? What necessities had driven this settlement? And what coincidences were yet to unfold in this carefully crafted drama to surprise them all?
Before leaving the hut, Clara moved to the other pad and checked on Piper. She was asleep like Logan, with a loose lock of dark brown hair spilled across her forehead. With her eyelids shut, her big blue eyes were invisible — charming weapons disarmed, shut now to look inside where demons played. 
Light spilled through the cracked door. There was a small plastic-edged travel mirror nearby so she picked it up to look herself over. Her eyes, so far as she could see in the scant light, were no longer puffy or red. Tears, once Peers had confirmed what Clara already knew, had finally come with the night to cut clean tracks through the filth on her face. But there was a basin near the mirror, so Clara used a rag to wipe herself until she was presentable. Then she turned to the door, and the source of light. 
A fire burned ahead, low but far from coals. To the right she saw a lump in the open sand: Kindred sleeping. And to the left — exactly the same distance away, in an identical position on the opposite side — was Stranger. 
Clara grabbed another government-intern-made blanket from the pile and wrapped it around herself like a shawl to shield the winter chill. She moved forward, watching two heads turn to greet her as the third, across the fire, lifted its chin to watch her approach. 
“You’re awake,” said Sadeem.
“I couldn’t sleep.” 
“Your mother?” 
“It’s a lot of things. Can you feel the network, Sadeem?” 
Peers and Kamal both looked back at Sadeem, but the old man simply shook his head. 
“I’ve never really been able to.” 
“I’m surprised Kindred and Stranger can sleep. The network itself is becoming brighter and more alive, but every time I closed my eyes, it was like those two were standing right beside me. They’re so bright inside. And they’re …” She frowned, then finally shrugged resignation. “I don’t know. Different somehow.” 
“We were talking about that,” said Sadeem. “Come, sit.” 
As Clara was deciding where to plant herself, Peers and Kamal both moved aside to widen the space between them. 
“Please,” Peers said. “Kamal says he’s forgiven me for assaulting him back in Ember Flats, but I don’t trust him.”
“It was mostly that woman anyway. Jeanine, I think. But yes. I am planning to kill Peers in his sleep. Not because I’m still mad. But, because … you know. To close the circle.” 
The stupid jab of humor was, in the dark and quiet, surprisingly rousing. Clara felt her lips turn up despite trying to hold her face serious. Then she sat. 
“They do seem different,” Sadeem continued, looking at Peers. “In some very … significant … ways. We think it happened when your mother passed. Based on what Kamal said he learned from Mara Jabari, a similar change happened in the first Titan replica of Meyer when your uncle, Trevor, was killed.” 
“What kind of change?”  
Peers turned to Clara. “Did Piper tell you how we got here? To where we were when you came over the dune to find us?” 
“She was too upset about Mom. She said she’d tell me later.” 
“What about Kindred? Stranger? Did they say anything?” 
“I haven’t talked much to either of them. I ran up to Kindred when we found you and hugged him. Stranger wouldn’t come to me, so I had to go to him. But it’s like I said: They’re different somehow. They still won’t go near each other — even though when I look inside, it’s like they’re magnets. They’ve always had that attraction on the network, but it’s so much stronger. Now, to resist the pull, it’s like they’ve reached some sort of agreement. If one can’t do something, they both won’t do it. I feel like they want to talk to me. But they can only do it together, and won’t approach each other.” 
Clara looked at Peers. “So how did you get here?”
Peers glanced at Sadeem as if for authorization. Then he said, “We teleported.”
Clara’s mouth opened, then stalled. 
“I’m sorry?” 
“I know how it sounds. But it happened. Piper, Kindred, Stranger, and that woman from the rectory — Liza Knight — were on the freighter. Astrals were everywhere. They’d been hiding in the shipping containers, guarding something, and we woke them. We were dead for sure. But then all of a sudden we were gone from the freighter and right where you found us.” 
“You lost time,” Clara said. “The Astrals did something to you then dropped you off.” 
“No. Something happened. We all felt it. I don’t know what happened to Liza, but I’m sure of what happened to the rest of us. You could feel something in the air. Like the charge before a thunderstorm, or static in a thick carpet. There was something on the ship, Clara. Kindred and Stranger were … powering it, maybe. Or powered by it. Stranger said it felt like he suddenly understood that there was no here or there and that he could just sort of step sideways and leave. And, it seems, take the rest of us with him. With them.” Peers emphasized the final word with a glance toward Kindred. 
“But teleporting? How is that possible?” 
Peers shrugged. “I guess possibility isn’t what it used to be.”
Clara shook her head, at a loss. Apparently the three of them had been discussing absurdities for a while. 
“Peers thinks Kindred and Stranger are the King Archetype,” said Sadeem. “Two heads. Maybe the power on the ship can somehow join them. Make new things happen.” 
“What power?” 
“The Ark, maybe,” said Peers. “But how it got there is another story.”  
“I thought you said the King’s two heads were Kindred and my grandpa.” 
“Maybe they were,” Sadeem replied. “Who knows? Maybe they shift. It made sense, at the beginning, that you’d be the Innocent. But now what you do is more like magic, and the things you say make me think that magic is still growing. Peers was once the Fool, but sometimes now he has the knowledge of a Sage.” 
Sadeem’s eyes flicked toward Peers, who looked away. Clara was curious but not enough to pry. She’d long felt a secret in Peers, somewhere deep, both when he’d had his memories and when he hadn’t. But now that secret felt dulled, as if finally confessed. She would learn the truth if she needed it, but for now was content to grant the man his privacy. 
“Perhaps the Mullah wrote one legend on top of another,” Peers said. “People used to say that uncertainty was the only certainty in life. The Legend Scroll mentions the Seven Archetypes, but if they came from chaos, who’s to say the legend itself couldn’t have uncertainty within it? Maybe the Archetypes can change. Perhaps its predictions are prophecies that shift in the wind.” 
“Not very useful, then.” 
“Even random can be predictable, Clara,” Sadeem said. “If things occur randomly for long enough, eventually every given possibility will occur.”
“I’m too tired to understand that.” 
“It’s like those thousand monkeys at a thousand typewriters,” Kamal said. “If you let them go on forever, they’ll eventually write Shakespeare.”
“Right,” agreed Sadeem. 
“If you don’t let them type long enough,” Kamal added, “they’ll only write Valley of the Dolls.” 
“Clara,” Sadeem said, throwing Kamal a look, “what was it you said to Logan before we left the Mullah caves? When you grabbed my arm. Something about your cousin.” 
“Cousin Timmy.” 
Sadeem nodded.
“It’s a thing Stranger used to say. Almost like his catchphrase. Funny thing is, my grandpa had a Cousin Tim. When I mentioned it around him one time, he lit up. For a while I thought he might be getting his memories back, but it was just a dead end.” 
“Is it the same Tim? In Stranger’s expression and your grandfather’s family?” 
“How could it be?” 
Again, Sadeem, Peers, and Kamal traded a knowing glance. What had they already discussed — and maybe decided — that they weren’t willing to say?
“Just tell us what it means to you, Clara,” Peers said. 
“It was about underestimating people. Pigeonholing them, then trivializing their abilities. Stranger once told me a story to go with the expression, but I didn’t know my grandpa had a Cousin Tim until after the Forgetting. I don’t see how they could be related.” 
“Why did you say it to me?” Sadeem asked. 
“I was still sort of in a trance. You started getting all worried and going on and on, and it just came to me.” 
“As a rebuttal? I was worried, and you wanted to assure me that there was nothing to worry about?” 
Clara thought. She’d just come out of her semi-coma. She’d been fully mental for a while, seeing the human grid, seeing the wall finally fall to release the Astrals’ meddling repression from their memories. The moment it collapsed, a strong red force had lashed out and grabbed her from the Astral side, pinning her down and refusing to let her move. She’d barely been conscious when she’d said that to Sadeem, still half-submerged. 
“I don’t know, Sadeem.” 
“It might be important, Clara.” 
“I’m sorry. I don’t know.”
His eyes flashed with intensity. “Think!” 
“I … I don’t know,” Clara stammered, taken aback. “I guess I had this feeling that you shouldn’t count us out. That you were forgetting something important, and that we weren’t just victims.” 
“Us as in us? Or us as in humanity?” 
“Humanity. I think.” 
“But why?” 
“Stranger’s story was about a musician. Someone whose family and friends never really gave him any credit, even after he made it big, because he was always just Cousin Timmy. To them, he was worth encouraging because he had dreams of being a star, but not because of his talent. Stranger described it as a backhanded complement. Someone who got patted on the head and patronized rather than given his due.” 
“What does that have to do with humanity and the Astrals?” 
Clara was about to repeat that she didn’t know and maybe add that she wished Sadeem would leave her alone about some random thing she’d said while basically high, but then someone took Clara’s hand. Kamal, to her surprise.
“Close your eyes, Clara.” 
Clara looked at the three men. She saw Sadeem’s urgent gaze, Peers’s patient stare, and Kamal’s oddly understanding expression. 
“I have something to tell you that may help. Something I think I’m supposed to tell you, and that I’m only just now starting to understand. But before I say it, I need you to close your eyes, take a deep breath, and tell me if you can see your grandfather on that network of yours. The grid that shows all the minds left in this place, recovering their memories. The place you spent all your time while trying to fight the Forgetting. Tell me if you can see Meyer there now, Clara, at his place in that network of human consciousness.”
Clara closed her eyes, seeing the fire’s red-orange through her lids. 
She drew a deep breath. 
Then another. 
And another. 
She could see her grandfather, just as Kamal had asked. A bright node like all the others, his connections somehow different. It took her a while to see why, but then she did. The nodes representing individuals were connected mind to mind, each touching others around them. The matrix shifted and moved, nodes floating in front of her vision like icebergs through an ocean of light. The nodes moved — old connections broke, and new ones formed. But each always kept about the same number of connections to the rest — five or six per person at any time, humanity’s remainders joined like neurons in a brain.
All except for her grandfather. 
He was connected to them all.
“I see him,” she said with subtle awe, watching his instance on the grid and seeing how the connections were all brightening, growing strong like strings in a braid. It hadn’t been this way before. This was something new. 
“Have they underestimated him?” Kamal asked. “Is it possible the Astrals knew Meyer Dempsey as one thing but aren’t quite able to see that he’s grown into something more? Is it possible that just like Cousin Timmy in Stranger’s story, your grandfather isn’t a person the Astrals can see for who he really is … even if the truth is right in front of their alien faces?”
Clara opened her eyes. Peers and Sadeem were watching Kamal as intently as she was. Whatever Kamal was insinuating, the others hadn’t seen it coming any more than Clara had. 
Instead of answering, Clara asked a question. 
“He’s an Astral, isn’t he? All this time, we thought he was back — but my grandfather’s like Kindred, isn’t he? Just another copy of the real Meyer Dempsey?”
Kamal’s lips pursed into a smile and slowly shook his head. 
“Close,” he said, “but no cigar.”





Chapter Thirty
“THEY CAN HEAR YOU.” 
“Of course they can hear me.” 
“They can see us.” 
“Of course they can see us!” 
“Meyer …” 
“Dammit, Carl, I meant what I said. Will you just fucking—”
“Setting aside the fact that I might kill you, I can’t possibly imagine how this will—”
He was still learning the trick, but with a parody of fingers-crossed Meyer pushed in what felt like the right mental spot, doing his best to squeeze Carl’s gray matter from within the neural network. He doubted he could control minds, but he sure could see a lot more than he used to. What he was doing wasn’t quite like a vampire glamouring prey, but it didn’t feel that far off. Carl’s mental node, even from the inside, still felt like its own thing. But with the right pressure applied, Meyer bet he could make what amounted to a very strong argument. 
“Just do it,” Meyer said. 
“What if I paralyze you? I don’t even see why you’d want—” 
“Just do it!” 
Carl wrapped his enormous arm around Meyer’s neck and squeezed. Meyer was blacking out, thinking he’d made a rather obnoxious mistake in judgment and readying himself to tap out when the door slid open and two Titans entered. The tall blonde who called herself Eternity clacked along behind him on tall black heels. 
Push. 
Shove. 
All from inside the new headspace, pushing Carl’s will around like a child strapped in a stroller.
Carl turned, his spine obeying like a reflex in the fractional second before his cortex received and evaluated the message. This had felt like the dangerous make-or-break moment in Meyer’s plan. Carl was right; the Astrals would see and hear everything that he and Meyer did. But if past experience had taught him anything, they’d probably hear their thoughts as well. Meyer felt confident that he could keep the aliens out of his head, but he wasn’t so sure about Carl. 
Carl had to believe that Meyer wanted Carl to make him pass out, when in truth Meyer actually wanted the Astrals to rush in after they saw what was happening. Then, in the space of seconds, the real plan would force Meyer to push Carl in a different direction. 
If he couldn’t “convince” Carl quickly, the plan was dead before its birth. Meyer wasn’t big, fast, or strong enough to do what had to be done. He was sixty-eight fucking years old, his wrestling days long behind him.
Push. 
Shove. 
Meyer felt recognition click — along with a bit of knee-jerk resentment wherein Carl felt annoyed by Meyer’s deception. 
Despite the rush, Carl didn’t hesitate. Meyer flopped to the floor as Carl released him, landing at the first Titan’s bare feet. The second Titan moved to intercept Carl but was predictably slow. Carl moved like a bolt, easily dodging. Titans could be fast when necessary, but Carl needed only a second. By the time the Titan spun to where Carl had dashed behind him, he had Eternity in the headlock he’d promised to Meyer. 
“You’re kidding,” Eternity said, her smooth-as-silk voice coming out in a croak. “Tell me you’re kidding.” 
Meyer grabbed one of the Titans. It turned and gave him a pleasant, no-offense-intended smile. The other was still moving toward Carl but hesitated when he dragged Eternity two quick steps back and tightened his python’s grip on her neck.
“Let us out of here,” Meyer said. “Send us back to the surface.” 
“Don’t be ridiculous.”
“Show her how ridiculous we are, Carl.” 
Carl squeezed. Eternity made an urgent squeaking, waving an arm. 
“Ready to send us back?” 
The Titans were looking at Eternity as if awaiting instructions. Carl was meeting them eye to eye, keeping his distance. The Titans seemed to be weighing whether they could get to Carl before he ended Eternity, and deciding correctly (in Meyer’s opinion, anyway) that they couldn’t. 
“I can’t send you back. The Archetypes are all we have.” 
“Sounds to me like that’s your fucking problem, not ours,” said Carl.
“You can’t kill me. This body is only a mouthpiece. We’re a collective. If you stop this body’s functioning, it’ll be no different than when Clara’s father killed your—”
“Do you think I don’t know about that?” Meyer asked. “Your girlfriend was just in here, acting shocked at what I ‘pretended’ to know and not know. She was talking about me knowing myself, which I’ve been pretty good at since I started Fable and decided that being a sonofabitch wasn’t a bad management strategy and leaned right into it. But I know what happened when Raj killed him, and I doubt you’re interested in having another—”  
(Meyer Dempsey) 
“—death on your hands.”
“Death is immaterial,” the woman said from under Carl’s flexing armpit. “Even for you. A body is only a body, and what matters is the energy that’s always free to—”  
“Show her that death is immaterial, Carl.” 
Carl squeezed. The woman made a gurgling noise, her feet frantic. The Titans advanced, and Carl pushed them back with his eyes, muscles tight. 
“We can’t send you back! You don’t understand!” 
“Make her understand, Carl.” 
“Wait!” 
Meyer crossed to Carl, bent, and punched the woman in the gut. Air left her human lungs. She grunted, face paled, panic etched on her features as she fought in vain to inhale. Carl stared the Titans back as Meyer squatted to look Eternity in her eyes.
“I know you took this body to be your puppet. I used to share Kindred’s memories, and part of me remembers what it was like for him, standing in front of something like you, a giant light-filled anemone behind the puppet, controlling it. I’ve got insights coming at me so fast these days, I might break.” He snapped his fingers, and Eternity, still gasping for air, flinched. “It takes my breath away. But I think I know something else about you, and although I’m new to this, I think I can see it from the inside as well as out. I think you’re used to living in that body and are more attached to being an individual than you should be. I think you look yourself over in the mirror, wondering how it would feel to be born like us, and have that body admired by someone else. I think that no matter how much mind-over-matter bullshit you claim, right now you don’t need air to keep living by your usual definition but desperately want it anyway.” 
Eternity’s chest heaved, and she gasped, the effort of drawing breath bringing tears to her eyes. 
“You’re going to let us go. If you don’t, Carl will snap your neck. It won’t take much. Look at his arms. I’ll bet he can pop your head all the way off like the top of a dandelion.” 
“It won’t make any difference,” she said, her breath still coming in gasps, eyes still streaming. 
“It’ll make a difference to you.”
“We have to fix you. If we can’t, we must destroy you all.” 
Meyer felt an acid grin spread across his face. 
“But you can’t do that, can you? I can see into my friend here and into you. I know that when you tried to do something to him earlier, it hurt you, too. You’ve stayed here too long. You’ve gone native. You started so high above, but now you’re more like us than you want to be. Look at you. The individual doesn’t matter, does it? Yet here we are, holding your entire race captive just because we’ve got one little toy and are willing to break it if we don’t get our way.”
“If we let you go, everyone loses,” she said. 
“Better everyone than just us.”
“You won’t make it. Even if we let you go, you can’t leave the ship. Maybe I do care, but the infection cuts both ways. We’re no longer an unclouded collective. Others will stand in your way no matter what I say.” 
“You mean the other woman? The short one?”
“I mean just about any—”
A soft electric sound cut her off. Something lanced into Carl’s shoulder from the rear, through the open door. Meyer looked up to see another two Titans approaching, weapons raised. 
They looked angry. 
The Titans looked angry. 
 Meyer rammed into Carl and Eternity, sending them sideways, out of the doorway. He could already see the back of Carl’s shoulder spilling blood where he’d been hit by the weapon. There was no time to explain, or hesitate. As bad as this had become, it would only get worse. 
Push. 
Carl moved, throwing Meyer an annoyed glance for not speaking aloud. 
Not away from the armed Titans but toward them. 
They must not have predicted it; the Titans staggered back as Meyer and Carl, still holding Eternity, charged forward. They still should have had time to shoot again, but Carl held Eternity high like a shield, dangling with her feet kicking and one absent its shoe. They raised their weapons, sighted, failed to shoot. And in that split second’s hesitation, Meyer and Carl acted, Carl punching one of them hard enough with his free fist to crack something in the wall behind him as the Titan’s head rebounded from it. Meyer took the other, apparently more spry than he’d anticipated. The Titan’s size worked against it as the alien moved to grab Meyer’s much smaller form; he stepped back, reared ahead, and drove his elbow into the Astral’s nose. The Titan didn’t take it in stride, or transform, putting its hand to its face and falling back in obvious pain. Meyer grabbed its weapon from the floor and aimed it, confused for milliseconds, seeing ahead but not far enough. 
Just keep moving. 
He didn’t know where he was going. Except that he did. The Deathbringer ship was orders of magnitude larger than the ship he’d been imprisoned upon before, but now he could see through a crack in the wall: a glimpse, reaching a tendril into the collective. Shaking hands with something — a piece of himself, perhaps, stolen while they held him captive like a ghost. 
And at each turn, seconds in advance of reaching it, Meyer saw where to go. 
Right. Right. Left. 
They ran into Reptars. Carl held Eternity up again, but the Reptars came anyway. Meyer raised the Titan’s weapon. It fired like a human rifle. Perhaps a benefit of being seeded from Astral stock — made in the image of seemed also to mean able to fire the weapons of.  
One’s head was obliterated, walls coated with gore like a paintball fight. The other wounded, down one leg. 
On. 
And on.
Finally a door. Eternity bucking in Carl’s grip, squirming like a child throwing a tantrum. She bore down and bit hard. Carl shouted and released her, blood now gushing from his earlier wound. His shirt was soaked red down the back, air pungent with the tang of fresh meat. 
Meyer lunged and struck her sidelong, more unintentionally tackling than successfully reaching. Eternity rolled to the side and struck the bulkhead. Meyer was reaching deep, grabbing the collective and squeezing, searching for access. The door behind them purred open as a single Reptar rounded the corner. Meyer had lost his weapon when he’d leaped after Eternity, and the thing was coming, coming, coming … 
NO!
But it was too late. Carl had acted before Meyer could prevent it. One big hand on his chest, pushing Meyer down, through the open door. He had Eternity by the wrist. She was off-balance on one shod foot; she tumbled after him, and they landed in a heap. 
He got one last look at Carl, who’d put himself between the Reptar and Meyer. 
The door closed. 
Many sounds followed. But as his body was ripped apart, Carl didn’t cry out.





Chapter Thirty-One
“SHE’S WHERE?”
The Titan stared dumbly at Divinity, its weapon dangling from a strap on its bone-white shoulder. 
“Is your jaw broken?” 
No, his jaw isn’t broken, said an internal voice that Divinity knew wasn’t the collective and that she had no reason hearing in a world where everything wasn’t going to shit. He’s a Titan, and Titans don’t speak. 
Internally, she said: Show me. 
The Titan seemed to settle, as if it appreciated Divinity’s return to form. She could feel the information coming at her, but it took a moment’s concerted effort before she could switch her own internal eye to see it. 
When the scene from the collective stream was finished — the entire thing witnessed from various Titan and Reptar perspectives as they chased Meyer through corridors — Divinity opened her eyes. She felt dizzy. A scene like that shouldn’t be difficult to pull from the stream and review in all its minutiae, but she was out of practice. Being many minds at once should have felt natural, but instead it gave her vertigo. But she had the required information, and now it seemed she wouldn’t need to face Eternity’s reaction to Divinity artfully rearranging her quarters after all. Not as long as Eternity remained as focused inside her surrogate’s limited mind as Divinity was in hers. For a while now (to borrow a human expression she’d pulled from their media and particularly liked), Eternity would have bigger fish to fry.
But the location where Meyer had dragged her — and the insinuations that came with it — were inconvenient at best, troublesome at worst.
“The Nexus. You’re telling me of all the places he could have taken her, he’s holding her in the Nexus.”
The Titan didn’t respond, either in voice or body language. It hadn’t told Divinity anything. And Titans didn’t understand figures of speech, so the thing just stood in front of her like a big white wall.
“Do you think it was intentional? Did he know what that place was?” 
The Titan didn’t seem to think anything. 
“Do you think he’s planning something, or is he grasping at straws?”
The Titan offered no opinion. 
“This way.” Irritated, Divinity marched off. The Titan followed. 
A few minutes later, she found herself in the circular white space they called Control. Quite the misnomer. There weren’t (technically) any individuals in the collective, and so (in theory) the combined, always-agreeing will of the average within range could pilot the ship from anywhere and everywhere. And thus, there was no need for a space dedicated to control. In the usual order of things, most steering decisions were made without any questions asked, then executed from wherever the crews’ bodies just so happened to be without a single finger or claw raised. But this was hardly the usual order. Now the ship’s commander (when, in fact, the ship wasn’t technically supposed to have one) was being held hostage, and the captor seemed willing to kill her if approached — something that technically didn’t matter.
But it somehow did, and the entire ship had snapped right into order. Titans were responding like human police. Reptars were grunts with rifles, eager to shoot the bad guys. Divinity supposed that made her the FBI negotiator. But the whole thing was embarrassing. The thing held hostage was one meaningless shell used by a localized intelligence blip. They should storm the Nexus and drag Dempsey back to his cell. But Eternity was at the center of this ship’s cluster, and apparently “Melanie” was inappropriately afraid enough for them all.  
At least two dozen Titans had congregated in Control, directly above the organic nerve facilitating the ship’s collective operation. They’d come as if drawn, though nobody had drawn them. When Divinity entered, white heads turned and seemed to brighten, as if relieved that the second in command (though there technically was no such thing, and Divinity technically belonged on her own ship rather than this one) would know what to do. 
Well. It didn’t matter if the whole Earthbound occupation contingent had gone whacky. Divinity had her own aims, and if their confusion could help her achieve them, it was a good thing. Lemons into lemonade, and all of that. 
“Dispatch a shuttle to BR-1 …” She trailed off, not wanting to spool off the long string of coordinates and frustrated that she couldn’t give simple directions like, “Go to the big rock, and turn right.” She set her surrogate’s mind’s focus and delivered her order. 
But it must have transmitted as weakly as it felt, because the Titans gave no signs of acknowledgement. 
She tried again, focusing more carefully, turning her increasingly default human vocabulary into Astral terms. 
Go get what I want from the place it’s hidden.
But again, no reaction.
Finally, a weak signal returned. It was the collective — or, hell, maybe even an individual somewhere nearby — attempting to speak Divinity’s adopted language. The signal was as pathetic as she imagined her own Astral language sounded to the collective, and her mind interpreted it as: 
Focus must remain with the situation on the ship.
“The situation on the ship depends on doing as I say,” she said aloud. “Look at you. You’re diverting the entire fleet’s mission because one pointless human body has been threatened. It isn’t logical. The collective has been so infected that irrational judgments are being made. Do as I say. We need to cure the disease, not the symptoms.” 
She heard, ???
Seeing absolutely no motion from inside the collective in Divinity’s intended direction, she sent a snapshot of her intentions inside. 
Overload the system like a human body uses a fever to burn off intruding organisms. This is the only way. 
She wanted to punch herself. Even her explanations centered on human metaphors the Titans could never understand, let alone be moved by — again, assuming Titans could be moved at all, when naturally they couldn’t. They were just things within the grand scheme, like Eternity’s surrogate body. 
She pushed, explaining further. Argued the point. Insisted on the logic of it all. 
But the collective pushed back. She’d already made these suggestions, and Eternity had said no. Eternity felt the human Archetypes were the way to go, and that once the Archetypes were rounded up and eliminated, their problems on Planet Earth would finally be over. The Forgetting could finish, and they could fly out to the rift, go home, and leave this rock alone for a few more thousand years.
She’s wrong. 
And still the collective responded to Divinity as if it knew none of its own rules and didn’t understand the same laws she herself kept disobeying. 
It doesn’t matter. She’s in charge of this ship. Not you. 
Which was a lie. 
Which, really, was worse than a lie because it was based on false assumptions. There was no she. Or in charge. They were human concepts that made no sense to the hive. 
And still the Titans stared at Divinity as she stood in the center of Control. Not because they were unaware or stupid, Divinity now felt certain. It was more accurate to say they were being defiant. They knew the coup she was trying to stage and found her attempts laughable at best, treasonous at worst. 
There is no treason in a collective. 
But the Titans’ eyes no longer seemed vacant, fixed and unmoving upon her.
Our “leader” is unable to make decisions, Divinity thought into the hive, deciding to lay it all out and go for an absurd kind of hierarchical broke. I am next in command, and it is my will that you dispatch a shuttle to the canyon to— 
A thought interrupted Divinity’s: It is forbidden to interfere once an epoch has begun. Her solo mind was gifted with a dozen images of things they all knew. The reminders were insulting. 
No contact, other than by the seeds. 
No undue influence.
The archive must not be touched. 
And once the reset is complete and an epoch is unspooling, human artifacts must lie where they’ve been left. 
Divinity felt something strike her mind like an arrow. She spun. This little lecture wasn’t coming from the collective stream. It was coming from right here in this room, from someone who didn’t know any better than Divinity that their race didn’t possess individual minds. 
“Who is doing that?” she asked. 
Blank stares. 
She pushed out, sending anger out like a black wave. Stares remained blank, but several Titans, feeling it in an unfiltered, not-via-the-stream way they had no business feeling, flinched. 
But there was one, a rough concentric circle back, whose eyes moved as well. 
Divinity moved forward. She stood before the flickering Titan. A male, easily a foot taller than Divinity, even in her ridiculous human heels. It must have been one of the crew set on alert when Meyer captured Divinity because it was carrying a weapon. At first she wondered if this one might have killed Carl Nairobi and solved another of their Archetype problems, but no — that had been a Reptar, and there’d been no transforming. 
“You,” she said. “Walk over to the manual controls. Put your palm on the panel to activate it. Then enter the coordinates I gave earlier, to send a shuttle.” 
At first the Titan’s mind said nothing — or at least nothing Divinity’s mind could hear. But she could tell he was playing chicken, such that Titans knew how. A non-response was appropriate, seeing as they worked collectively. But this was the one who’d challenged her directly, and he was fooling no one. 
She could see his big white face twitching, though it should have looked blank. 
She could see the grip on his weapon’s strap tightening. 
And although Titan bodies only perspired to cool the skin, this one had beaded sweat on its brow, as if his body thought it was a different kind — one that perspired from emotion.
“You’re sick,” Divinity said, knowing she’d created an airtight trap. Titans were supposed to obey because the collective commanded it, and right now Divinity had an internal fist on this part of the whole. But it couldn’t protest something as vague as an accusation of illness when the concept didn’t make sense — nor accept her assessment of sickness as a sign of something gone truly wrong. 
“There’s something on this ship. Don’t you see it?” Divinity said, too close to the Titan’s motionless face — or, due to their height difference, his chin. “The human collective is more resilient than we’ve seen before. It’s aggressive and has infected our collective. Even now, it’s growing, both out there in the wild and in our ships. There is only one way to solve the problem. Only one way for us all to get well again. And it’s not what Eternity thinks.” 
Her words and her stare must have got to the Titan — either that, or he knew he wasn’t fooling anyone and decided to surrender the act. Because although his lips didn’t move, she heard his rebuttal as clearly as if he’d been a human man speaking her adopted language aloud.
We must eliminate their Archetypes. Two are already dead.
“It’s not just the Archetypes. It’s also the Lightborn. They held the door open the first time, and they’ll do it again, Archetypes or no Archetypes. And now the Lightborn have children of their own, born awake. We can’t find them all. They have their own collective now, and all it takes is one to keep the infection alive and spread it.” Divinity’s lips pursed. She’d studied this next part, and it was maddening. “Someone saw to it that the network of those survivors had enough talent to do that all on its own — even if only one Lightborn, anywhere, ever, remains alive.” 
We will follow the plan. 
“We can’t kill them all. Ask Eternity. She felt what happened when they pushed too hard into Carl Nairobi’s mind. We’re bound to them, like two organisms sharing a bloodstream. You can’t destroy one without destroying the other. Not anymore.”  
You are not in charge, the Titan’s mind protested, still sweating at his hairless brow, his eyes still straight forward and averted.
“Eternity is fighting a futile battle because she’s become too human. But there is another way.” 
Irrelevant. The collective follows commands.
Divinity pushed her plan into the Titan. Into the collective. She’d already explained it to Eternity, but Eternity had emotional reasons for refusing, not logical ones, and thus had gone soft. 
It will not work. You cannot increase the force of the Forgetting so far. It will blank them entirely. They will be unable to function. They will be worse than dead, and the experiment will be over. 
“It is the only way.”
The Forgetting is at maximum already. 
“Not if you obey my order and send that shuttle. I only need one thing, then I can turn it up as high as we need it to go.” 
Divinity smiled across her human lips, and nodded toward the panel. 
“Do as I say.” 
The Titan looked into her eyes, then returned them to front, again unmoving.
Once the reset is complete and an epoch is unspooling, human artifacts must lie where they’ve been left. 
Divinity stared up at the Titan for several seconds. From the corners of her eyes, she saw the other Titans minutely shift, eyes cast around. The collective seemed to be reorganizing, incorporating this new power struggle and ensuing defiance.
They wanted Eternity rescued. Their will was like iron, and Divinity could feel it radiating from every Titan in the room. 
Dozens of nodes in a hive, all suddenly finding their individual spines. 
Divinity shook her head, looked to the corridor at Control’s end, leading toward the Nexus and its two occupants. Locked in. In need of a stupid, heroic rescue. 
“Fine,” Divinity said, sighing. “Give me your weapon.”
The Titan’s fingers moved slightly, but nothing more. His face was etched with human conflict. Divinity kept her hand out, waiting. This time, he’d have to obey given that there were no longer opposing imperatives. She’d make him do it — wait until he did — lest the others in this room get the idea that she wasn’t in charge. 
Finally the Titan shrugged the strap from his shoulder and handed the weapon to Divinity. 
She turned its muzzle on the Titan and used its highest energetic setting to cut him in half. 
Divinity looked around the room. The Titan’s lower and upper half had collapsed into a reasonably neat stack at her feet, but its guts had sprayed the five closest soldiers, all of them flinching in ways Titans shouldn’t, their eyes now moving in concerned flickers like Titans’ never had. 
Fear. 
It ran through them, lubricated by humanity’s disease, like wildfire. 
Divinity watched it happen. There were others armed in the group, but they were unpracticed in making choices. Petty defiance was easy. But growing a spine strong enough to turn against a ship’s leader? That was far too advanced to make any of them a threat.
Divinity turned the weapon toward the next Titan. 
“Send the shuttle,” she said. “Please.”





Chapter Thirty-Two
MOVEMENT CAUGHT the corner of Kamal’s eye. He looked up to see a shooting star. Except that it was a bit too long-lived for that, moving like a streak, vanishing over the nighttime horizon rather than petering out in a partial second. 
“Did you see that?” Clara asked. 
“Yeah.”
“Do you think it was a shuttle?” 
Kamal nodded. “I do.” 
“I keep waiting for them to zero in on us. On you, anyway.” Peers indicated Clara and Sadeem — the two members of the party the Astrals had tried so hard to abduct. 
“I think the same rules apply as before,” said Sadeem. “They can’t see the Lightborn.”
“What about us?” Peers asked. 
“If you vanished from one place and came here, maybe the rules don’t apply to you at all.” 
“I meant all of us. Or just you two.” He flicked his fingers toward Sadeem and Kamal. 
Sadeem looked like he might answer again, but Kamal scoffed. “We’ve been here for two decades, and something tells me they never even knew about us. I don’t think they knew we left Ember Flats; I don’t think they knew we landed just down the sand from Clara’s village and somehow never realized we were near each other; I don’t think they could have seen the fires we set every night if their alien spy scopes were trained right on it in the middle of all this darkness. I think we’re a blind spot. Something they can’t see because they’re not supposed to.” 
“You seem awfully sure.” 
Kamal said nothing. He’d let that one go. He had his reasons for believing it the same as he had his reasons for believing everything else, but the Astral blind spots that so conveniently coincided with Stranger’s manipulations — back when he’d been able to make them, and held his old magic — were the least of their concerns. 
Kamal waited, not wanting to raise the big issue himself. He wasn’t even sure what he knew. This sector of memories was far more reluctant to return than those that told Kamal who he was and whom he’d taken to his high school dances. Until an hour ago, he hadn’t known what Stranger might have sent him to tell Clara — and, Kamal felt sure for some reason, Stranger himself had forgotten entirely. But even now that he had the corner of those hidden thoughts, the knowledge itself still moved like cold tar. He couldn’t explain starting from zero. They’d have to drag it from his mind with questions. 
“What direction is that?” Peers asked, still looking toward where the shuttle had vanished. 
“Why?”
“I just wonder if they’re swarming on the freighter. Sending reinforcements now that we’ve found out they’re protecting something.” 
“I hope not.” 
Nobody asked Sadeem why he’d said it. They all knew they’d need to return to the freighter. To the cargo Stranger had arranged for Carl to bring to this place. To the Ark. Kamal didn’t think any of the others knew precisely why they needed to go back or what they’d do once they arrived (if they did, he amended) — but they knew, all right.
“They didn’t leave Reptars behind to guard the Ark before,” Clara said. 
“They had us before. The Mullah. We can move it even if they can’t. Which, as it turned out, was exactly the problem and why they didn’t let us in on the secret this time.” Sadeem shifted on his rock, aborting an attempt to cross his legs in the flickering light. “And besides, they probably planned to take their guards and leave once they could be sure we’d stay Forgotten. At least until the freighter was buried.” 
“Maybe they’ll leave now,” Kamal said. 
“They can’t leave until we forget. Besides, they have my grandfather up there.” 
“Again,” said Peers. 
“Again,” Clara echoed. 
Her eyes turned to Kamal —  pits of shadow in the firelight. 
“Why did they take him the first time, if he was Astral?” 
“He’s not an Astral.” Kamal’s head tipped, considering. “At least, I don’t think so.” 
“You don’t think so?”
“I’m not even sure I fully understood it when I figured it out in Ember Flats. But right now, it’s even harder. Those memories are sticky. Stuck way down deep and are taking their sweet time coming out. At first I barely remembered doing the research while waiting to drown. Now I can remember that and some of the punch lines. But the rest?” He shrugged. 
“What do you remember?” Peers asked. 
Kamal rearranged himself, trying to find a comfortable position and failing. He moved from his rock to the sand. 
“It started with what you said you told Stranger, Peers.” Then to Sadeem and Clara: “Peers said he and Stranger were listing the Archetypes. At first everyone who knew the legend thought that Meyer was the King. It made sense. He’s always been a leader. People who studied this stuff figured the Astrals chose their viceroys from a pool of folks the world already knew and mostly respected. So much seemed to focus on shuttling Meyer around, of getting him out of tough situations, of setting him up as a leader. A King. Hell, based on what you told me, Meyer being the King was the spark that let you recognize the Archetypes in the first place, right?” 
Peers nodded then recited from the Mullah legend: “‘The King survives.’ I assumed it was Meyer and Kindred, since they struck everyone as two halves of a whole.” He turned to Kamal. “I said that right in front of you. How can you not remember?” 
Kamal rolled his eyes. It was probably a good thing, solidarity-wise, that Peers could joke about assaulting Kamal before discussing matters of future life and death with Ravi over his unconscious body. Nobody loved being the knocked-out butt of a joke. The fact that Kamal didn’t protest at least said they were finally sharing a team.
“They’re not two halves of a whole?” 
Peers turned to Sadeem. “Meyer is the whole. Kindred and Stranger are two halves.” 
“Halves of what?” 
“Of Meyer.” Peers seemed to take Kamal and Clara’s bafflement as reason to elaborate. “Based on all I remember and all Sadeem and I discussed in the past, I think the Astrals maybe didn’t know what they were getting into when they tried to make the first Astral duplicate. It ‘malfunctioned’ for want of a better word. And so in the end it turned on them, siding with the human resistance. After your father killed it …” Peers had been looking at Clara but now stopped, adding apology to his expression. “Anyway, the Astrals tried making another copy after that, and ended up with Kindred. But before they made him, they filtered out whatever ‘excess humanity’ they felt had caused the first copy to go bad. I think that ‘garbage’ became the Pall — and I think that when Cameron opened the Ark and sacrificed himself to it, his acts turned the Pall into Stranger. So the equation goes like this: ‘Pall plus Kindred equals a complete copy of Meyer.’” 
Clara was slowly shaking her head. “I don’t know, Peers. That’s kind of …” She trailed off, unsure how to articulate the absurdity.
“There’s a lot of kind of these days. I stopped worrying about what was and wasn’t possible when I teleported across several miles of open desert without knowing how or why.” 
“His explanation is consistent with Mullah mythology,” Sadeem said. “The Legend Scroll says that the King has two heads — a symbolic interpretation of one entity split in half. But I don’t think there has ever been the rise of a singular King — something that in the scrolls reads like one head being removed. But I don’t know. By this point in the legend, the Astrals have always made us forget, and so the One King never rises. So much of this is uncharted water.” 
“So one of them will die?” Clara asked.
“I don’t think so. The King grows in power. The scroll makes further sacrifice among the Archetypes sound possible or perhaps even probable, but not in the case of the King. I’d say it’s more likely that Kindred and Stranger will combine, not be struck down.” 
“How?” 
Sadeem shrugged. 
Clara turned to Kamal. “Is this what you’re supposed to tell me? That I have one and two halves of a grandfather now?” 
“I don’t think so. But it’s like I told you: the Da Vinci Initiate, once the viceroys were first taken, always insisted that Meyer Dempsey was special. It was unclear why. But the Astrals tried to replace him (and failed) twice, whereas apparently all the other viceroys ruled as humans — sneaky, conspiratorial humans prone to disobedience that the Astrals pretended not to see but who were probably always part of the experiment. And there’s more: the Initiate also believed the Astrals took Meyer first out of the eventual viceroys. First by several days, no less. Heaven’s Veil had a Money Pit, whereas no other capital had one. And then there’s you, Clara.” 
“What about me?” 
“The Lightborn were something the Astrals didn’t expect, for sure. But the others gave up. They were willing to pretend to forget, probably because they didn’t have your power. If you weren’t here, this Astral visit would probably have ended like all those visits from the past. But you were here, and now things are different. This time, the Forgetting didn’t stick. And coincidentally, whose granddaughter are you?” 
Clara’s tongue found her cheek, thinking. 
“Your mother was one of the Archetypes. Kindred and Stranger, who are basically two halves of a split Meyer, are one of the Archetypes. You’re one yourself. That’s three out of seven, all in the same family. And on top of that, Peers conveniently came to join you. So did Sadeem. I’m not an Archetype, I don’t think, but I found you, too. How else can you explain all that coincidence, other than what the Initiate had been saying all along: that Meyer is special, even among viceroys and Archetypes?”
“But how is he special? I can see his energy in the collective. I don’t understand it even as I’m staring right at it. In the network inside my head — in all of our heads, I guess. My grandpa is clearly different from everyone else, but I don’t know why. Or what it means. And it keeps changing, Kamal! He’s growing somehow. Connecting more. Becoming … something else.” 
“Or maybe becoming what he always was.” 
Clara shrugged at Kamal, eyes wide and frustrated. Kamal wished he had a quick answer. But the memories came slowly, reluctant to emerge.
“I started looking through Mara’s archived research because I was bored and expecting to die. I didn’t do it because I was searching for something — or even if I was looking, what I might be looking for. So I sort of poked around the files in the bunker server. Stuff that was classified but that I had access to as Mara’s aide. I never cared because they struck us like any old records: as things you’ve gotta keep, but that nobody would ever want to look at. Mountains of Da Vinci stuff. Ancient aliens theory. Archaeological records. Communications with Benjamin Bannister’s Moab group; I know you were friendly with them. And honestly much of it read like those nutso documentaries they used to air on the History Channel. Like a new-age tour through Crazy Land.” 
Kamal stopped, looked around the fire, continued.
“I didn’t know where to start, so I followed the threads that amused me most. Some topics struck me as interesting — stuff I didn’t know the Da Vinci people had known or even made theories about, like how the ships might travel. On that, there was a mixture of old and new information: theories Da Vinci worked up before Astral Day that Mara and others added in after the aliens’ arrival. They made guesses that seem close to what ended up happening. For instance, nothing can travel faster than light. That meant the old idea, proposed before Astral Day, was that ancient aliens would have to use wormholes to reach us from far enough away that we hadn’t found them already. And lo and behold, I remember people thinking there must be a wormhole parked out near Jupiter for the Astrals to have reached Earth as they did, at fast but still sub-relativistic speeds, while we all waited for them to park in our driveways. Their arrival triggered new research. I remember some of the buzzwords — quantum physics stuff, way over my head: non-local interaction. Heisenberg uncertainty. Quantum entanglement. That last one is where two things in two different places appear to be different objects, but are actually the same object seen two different ways.”
“How does that work?” Peers asked. 
“I don’t know. Like I said: It’s way over my head. But Mara’s files were stuffed with things like that: the world’s remaining brains trying to figure out how the Astrals might move around or think in a collective. How they might have been watching us from much farther away than Jupiter given that it would take years for a signal to travel from us to them. Endless pages of files about physics that bordered on metaphysics. Four-dimensional beings presenting themselves in three dimensions. Shit like that. I’ve had enough theoretical physics to last a lifetime. If I see one more tesseract …!” Kamal waved his finger as if scolding.
“What’s a tesseract?” Sadeem asked. But it was a joke, and Kamal was already moving on. 
“Like I said,” Kamal continued, looking at Clara, “I stuck with things that amused me to kill the time. But only half of what I read was amusing. Funny.”
Clara apparently hadn’t expected that. She looked up. “Funny?”
“Do you remember that old movie Men in Black? There’s a scene where they check the hot sheets to keep abreast of alien happenings, and it turns out that the hot sheets are tabloids like the National Enquirer. So, like, ‘Bat Boy Sighted’ was supposed to be a real thing with actual aliens that the rest of the world other than the whackos thought was hilarious. That’s how I felt going through Mara’s files. It was this long, unending joke without any end. Layers of conspiracy. And to be fair, I think it amused me because Mara’s files kind of had everything — including the report Cousin Merle in rural Alabama made once when he was drunk. But then I started to see patterns in all that crazy bullshit and realized that in all the garbage, there was a thread of something true — real, honest-to-God happenings mixed in with all those tinfoil hats.” 
“Like what?” 
“Like the idea that there were aliens among us. That there always have been, I mean. I’d read about Elvis being an alien and Richard Nixon being an alien and Jimi Hendrix and Donald Fucking Trump being aliens. And I’d laugh, and that was great because the alternative was to face the fact that I’d soon have to decide between drowning in a basement, slowly starving, or shooting myself in the mouth. But the more I read …” He shrugged. 
“You believe it?” said Clara. “Are you saying that—”
“Not as such, no. Not Elvis. Not Donald Trump. Not even Little Green Men at all, not in the way you might be thinking. I don’t believe that we’ve always been ‘occupied’ by beings from other places. But the Initiate thought something a lot like that was happening, and the more I read, the harder and harder it got to shake the feeling that they were right.” 
“I don’t see how tabloid theories could possibly make you think—” 
“The Astrals came prepared, guys,” Kamal said, looking around the fire. “Think about it. It’s been thousands of years, and they somehow had their viceroys pre-selected. It looked like an elimination tournament when it happened, but Mara’s files told a different story. They knew who they’d select in advance. How could that happen if they didn’t have someone on the inside, reporting back?”
“The Mullah portal, maybe,” said Sadeem. “Or the way they saw through Meyer and others on ayahuasca.”
Kamal shook his head. “That’s what I thought at first, too. But doesn’t your portal require direct interaction — meaning someone has to walk right up and talk to the ‘Horsemen’ and eventually decide it’s time to invite them back?” 
Across the fire, Peers shifted uncomfortably. 
Sadeem nodded. “But with the drugs—”
“Ayahuasca ‘journeying’ or portal, the Initiate had background on it all. But based on what the Initiate felt it knew, both of those things only provided a sensory experience of being here. The Astrals could look through our eyes for a time, and feel through our limbs in the moment. But they didn’t possess or download us. It’d be like peeping through a hole. Yet they arrived far more prepared than peepholes should allow. Their Divinities knew our language—”
“Maybe they watched our TV,” Clara interrupted Kamal. 
“And they knew how to mimic our bodies exactly. What our gravity would feel like.” 
“They’ve been here before.” 
“And gravity doesn’t change. But locomotion evolves like anything, and immunities certainly change. Pathogens change. Radiation changes; think of all the Wi-Fi and Bluetooth shit we just started beaming through the air in decades before they came. Basic human body language, the way we think, the way they knew they could mimic our governments and subtle social structures in ways that would mostly keep us under control at first, then serve to manipulate us later. Their complex understanding of the vast ant farm this planet represents. I’m telling you, they knew more than a portal or drug trips could tell them. They had to because they’re scientists. You don’t just set an experiment and walk away for thousands of years.” 
“They left the Ark behind to record our behavior,” Clara said. “Cameron told us the Ark’s job was to record what happened while they were away. It made a record of all our deeds and misdeeds so they could judge us.” 
“Yes,” Kamal said. “But think of what it’s like to be a person. That’s on-the-ground knowledge that can’t be conveyed by entries in an archive. And even so — even with all their prep — we surprised them. I mean, consider the Internet. They expected us to form a mental collective like theirs, but we formed one outside our heads with fiber-optic lines. They understood the concept of our old network but not its execution. They got the gist but not the details. If they’d only had the portal, they wouldn’t even have that. They needed a partial solution to bridge the gap.”
“Which was?” 
“The argument made over and over in the Initiate files — in far more boring detail than I’m giving you — was that they decided to use a ‘nomadic observer’ that ‘lived autonomously.’” 
“What’s that?” Clara asked. 
“Something here to observe us. Nomadic: free to move from host to host rather than being bound by time and location. And ‘autonomously’ meant that this … whatever it was … wasn’t like a spy. It was just here. Living. Being. But not functioning like an agent for the other side.” 
Sadeem caught Kamal’s eye. Clara and Peers turned toward the old man, curious. 
“This is making sense to you, isn’t it?” Kamal asked Sadeem. 
“Perhaps. But only in rumors. I wasn’t an Elder of the old order, so I can only guess. But the Elders sometimes spoke of ghosts. Of Horsemen spirits who’d watch us.” 
With the Mullah’s tiny corroboration, Kamal felt encouraged to continue. Maybe he wasn’t so crazy to believe this after all, no matter the doubt in Clara’s eyes. 
“There was a list. It was, so far as I can tell, only guesswork. The Initiate figured that whatever the Astrals left among us, it would have to be nearly (if not literally) immortal. There were no remotely verifiable legends of ancient men or women living thousands of years, so the theory was that the observers weren’t confined to a single body. Hence nomadic. It’s painted as a kind of energy that would latch onto a human and live with it. That human would live a normal life then die, at which point the energy — the observer — would move to a new host.” 
“Like being possessed?” Clara said. 
“More like symbiosis: two organisms living together for mutual benefit. The energy of an additional ‘soul’ for want of a better word would make the host stronger, healthier, and much higher-functioning on a mental level. Sometimes that higher function would create geniuses.” 
“Like Elvis,” said Peers, chuckling. 
“Like Socrates, maybe,” said Kamal, not returning the laugh. “Like Leonardo da Vinci, whom the Initiate named itself after.” 
“Da Vinci was an alien?” said Peers. 
“A hybrid. But it was only a theory, based on all sorts of criteria the Initiate drew up.” 
“Who else?” 
“They proposed that there were probably several hybrids here at any time, though they had no idea how many. I don’t remember their list of possibilities. But they were all names I knew — every one of them. Maybe that’s because the Initiate had no way to look up unremarkable people to identify them, or maybe it’s because the symbiont made them stand out. Gandhi was another. A few — but curiously not all — of the Dalai Lamas. Einstein, maybe? Most if not all of the biggest religious figures proposed to have actually walked the planet.” 
“That’s convenient,” said Clara. 
“They were just guesses. And sometimes, it didn’t work out. Initiate papers proposed that there was a clash between the host and the observer’s energies. But when that happened, the observer couldn’t just leave; it was ‘tethered’ for the duration of the host’s life. Again, only guesses — but this is where Mara’s group proposed we got the Hitlers. The Charles Mansons.” 
“Also convenient,” said Clara. 
Kamal had his hands out, speaking with his whole body. When he saw Clara cross her arms, he lowered his. He reminded himself that she’d just lost her mother. That she’d never had a normal life, or even a chance. And that Kamal, who’d thought he was doing his job to deliver the news Stranger had once wanted delivered, was insinuating things she’d rather not hear about the only family she had left. 
Before Kamal could decide whether to continue or stop, Sadeem reached over and put a quiet hand on her shoulder. Clara had barely known her father, and her grandfather had always been distant. The old Mullah had been the next best thing for most of her life.
“It fits, Clara. We’ve seen it ourselves. Logan couldn’t do what you did, holding back the Forgetting. Nobody else could do more than protect their own memories. But you managed to remain as a splinter under their skin. You kept the door between them and us propped open. I’ve often wondered why the Astrals only replaced Meyer with a Titan but not any of the other viceroys … and I’ve wondered why, twice now, the Titans they made to replace him turned to humanity’s side.” 
“He’s not possessed,” said Clara. “He’s not one of them.” 
“He is who he is. You need to understand that. Everything I’ve read says that the human plus the Astral energy makes its own thing — a new person, not a person being controlled by something outside himself. The Meyer you’ve always known has had this ‘thing’ from the start — probably since birth. It’s not a coercive force. It’s cooperative. It’s part of him and always has been, no different from a beauty mark on his face.” 
“But he’d be Astral. He’d be against us.” 
“He’s never been against us, Clara,” said Peers. “Nor was the first duplicate, nor Kindred, nor Stranger. There have been four versions of this being now, and each has had its own will and made its own decisions — in every case, turning against the occupation. The man Meyer was born as lives with the symbiont as part of himself, but it’s like there are two voices in his head, and those voices are like two people who have to argue things out and come to consensus. These people? They don’t know what they are. Knowing Meyer, the observer has probably been beaten into submission most of their shared life. Lying dormant inside, waiting to be woken to its true potential.” 
Clara was quiet. Looking down. Cutting lines in the sand with her toe. 
And Kamal thought: Why did Stranger send me to deliver this message? Why here, why now — why at all? 
It changed nothing. If she had somehow managed to inherit a change the observer had made to Meyer’s genetic code, then Clara had it whether or not she knew its source. If her grandfather had been carrying an Astral hitchhiker all his life, nothing was different now that Clara knew the truth — other than her new sadness, loss, and feeling of foolish betrayal. 
But then Clara looked up and asked something unexpected. 
“Why did they copy him at all, if he was half-Astral? Why didn’t they just let him be viceroy as himself? If he’s one of these hybrid things, wouldn’t he make more sense as a leader than someone fully human — and more sense than some Titan duplicate?” 
“I don’t know.” 
“I think I do.” Clara bored into Kamal with her strong brown eyes, so much like shadows in the night. She didn’t seem sad, as he’d thought. She looked sternly manic — or perhaps finally driven mad from the pressure.
“We should get to sleep so we can make for the freighter at first light,” she said, suddenly standing. 
“Clara, I …” 
Clara met Kamal’s eyes, then all of their eyes.
“I know what we need to do,” she said, an almost-sinister smile dawning. “But we need to hurry. Because they’re starting to know, too.”





Chapter Thirty-Three
I KNOW what we need to do.
A young woman’s voice. 
Liza sat up. She was in the canyon alcove, the big rock pushed aside to vent some moonlight. She didn’t like it in here, but it felt like a case of lesser evils. There might be snakes in the darkest places, but there were likely to be wolves or coyotes or something worse prowling the open. Liza didn’t know. She’d spent her life avoiding wilderness whenever possible. She’d grown up in a city, trekked across European cities as a twentysomething, gone to uni in a city, and settled into Cape Town (a city) as governmental aide, and eventually risen through the ranks to rule it as a new city. The New World didn’t have cities, and for some reason she hadn’t forgotten her past hatred of wild things like the others, which would have made the lack of cities easier to take. But she’d settled into the next best thing, cloistering inside a rectory with scads of men at her command to ward off bears, should they arrive.
It had been hard to sleep, even as protected from possible coyotes (but not snakes) as she was. The New World was annoyingly biodiverse. You’d think with all the flooding and death, at least there’d be no more scorpions or rattlesnakes. But whether the Astrals had intervened or there’d been a lot of critters clinging to driftwood the world over, an obnoxious number of toothed and fanged and many-legged things had survived. Her skin crawled. 
And now there was this bitch whispering in Liza’s ear, waking her up further. 
“What?” Liza asked the darkness, surer than ever that she’d gone insane and was now living out life in an unpleasant haze. “What the fuck do we need to do?” 
But the bitch didn’t answer. 
Liza tried to find the tiny spot she’d found earlier, where she could pretend to be less than hideously uncomfortable. The alcove floor behind the big rock was hard and inhospitable. There was sand everywhere, full of snot or spider webs or something Liza wanted nothing to do with. Echoes in this place made what was probably just farting mice sound like the stirring of scaly things. And it was cold. How could a place so uncomfortably hot by day be so freezing cold by night? It wasn’t fair. 
And she was still pretty dehydrated, despite finding some plastic water bottles in the stash that Stranger or his minions had stolen from the idiots in the village: smartphones, tablet computers, books and Vellums containing stories of strangely real places that no longer existed, iPods, even condoms. Couldn’t leave condoms floating around. Not only were they clearly not made of sheep intestines (if there were even still sheep); they’d also prevent much-needed pregnancies. The New World was a man’s dream. They had to fuck everything they could. It was the only way to get the human race up and running again. 
And on top of it all, Liza’s sunburn was somehow both radiant hot and freezing cold. That bullshit wasn’t fair, either. She’d blister and peel and probably get medieval skin cancer thanks to all this sunbathing, but the hot coals that were her shoulders couldn’t even keep her from shivering. The burn robbed heat from her core to blast it uselessly into the night air, giving Liza the worst of both worlds. 
I know what we need to do. 
Now more of an echo than a real and present thing. (As real and present as voices in one’s head could be, anyway.)
This time, Liza decided not to answer. She wouldn’t give the voice the satisfaction. You wanted to talk to Liza, you walked up and faced her. You didn’t whisper from the void. People who whispered from voids instead of having the guts to look Liza in the eye were punks.
Besides, Liza knew what she needed to do, too. 
She’d found the backpack. Easily. It had been right there on the top of what looked like a miniature dragon’s horde when she’d pulled away the concealing blanket in the little cave-like space in the canyon, highlighted by a sunbeam coming around the rock door as the day’s light faded. She’d practically heard an angelic choir raise their voices upon the revelation. So she’d grabbed it, feeling like Indiana Jones discovering an idol, and she’d rummaged through the thing to see what the first voice in her head (not this new one; the new one was a bitch) thought was so important. She’d found pretty much the entirety of her old desk drawer, right down to a few stacks of yellow Post-Its. Liza had already used the Post-Its to decorate her space for the night. It only seemed right. And she’d also found other useless miscellany packed in a rush before she’d boarded the vessel to leave the flooding city: pens, an address book full of dead people’s contact information, a tiny instruction booklet for a Fitbit — the device itself also present, long ago drained but still good for kicks. She’d found two beat-up Lärabars in one of the side pockets that she was sure she hadn’t packed in Ember Flats, meaning they weren’t just twenty years old but closer to forty, and she’d eaten them anyway, curious now if forty-year-old nuts and honey could give her a disease. She knew honey didn’t spoil. Nuts, though, might. Maybe she had parasites. There was no way to be sure. 
By the time she’d found the backpack, it had been too near dark to set out amid all the wolves and snakes and probably marauding rape gangs. So Liza had hugged the thing to her as she wiggled into place on the mostly rock floor, using it as a clutch pillow. She knew only that the backpack mattered, not why. Someone wanted it. Someone wanted her mechanical pencils and the digital audio recorder she sometimes used to capture thoughts rather than jotting them down and her blue and pink highlighters and the gum that had fossilized over the years. It mattered. And Liza knew what she needed to do when morning came. 
She needed to exit this little cave with the pack on her back. 
And she needed to walk out of here. 
The rest was just details. 
“Let me sleep,” she said. 
Noises outside the door. Probably wolves, massing against her. After her remaining Lärabar — this one stiffer than the rest. A possible weapon. The young woman’s voice ran again through Liza’s head, a bit more familiar each time. Had she heard it around the village? It was possible. But whom did it belong to?  
She’d been dreaming that voice, Liza realized as the wolves outside parked their car and began to unload, coming after her backpack. They were plotting out there, all right. Waiting for Liza to pop her head out and see what they were doing, like a sucker. 
Well, Liza was smarter than that. 
And that’s when she started wonder if the reason the voice seemed so familiar was because it wasn’t actually taunting her. It wasn’t insulting her by talking all about knowing what to do as if Liza didn’t have plans of her own. Maybe it was there to help her. 
She tried to remember the dream. 
Something about that same voice talking to other voices. It was sort of fuzzy. Liza had the distinct impression the dream was like a broadcast thing rather than a native vision. It felt — in that distant way past dreams always felt — as if someone might have been explaining the dream to her rather than her having it on her own. Like it was someone else’s dream, or vision, or whatever, and that Liza was maybe snooping.  
She could see the faint shadows of the wolves outside, playing through her chamber’s opening against the far wall. They were especially tricky wolves because they didn’t seem to be walking on four legs. Judging by the silhouettes, they seemed to be walking upright, like humans. 
Liza wondered again if she was being paranoid. 
She thought of her two missing time gaps — between the rectory garden and the freighter, then between the freighter and the open desert — and wondered again if maybe she wasn’t thinking clearly, or coming apart at the seams. Good thing the fact that you wondered if you were crazy meant you couldn’t actually be crazy. That made the upright-walking wolves in their Chevy outside stalking her so much easier to accept. 
She slunk back. 
She should hide the backpack. They wanted it. They wanted what was inside it. And she’d promised it (in a way) to the young woman who seemed to know what to do. Or possibly to someone else entirely. 
The wolves were gone. Liza was certain. 
She walked outside. The moon was full.
Her ride, however, was right there with the door open in the pale white light, silently inviting Liza and her backpack to step inside and take a trip.





Chapter Thirty-Four
FOR A LONG AND QUIET TIME, Eternity thought she’d returned to her old form. It wasn’t quite right because she couldn’t sense her native body. That old body — full of dislocated sensation, as much responding to vibrations as touch or the human-detectable visible spectrum, focused to understand this planet’s seeded species — would have felt as unfamiliar now as familiar. But she wasn’t in her surrogate. This was more like the hive. She could sense the energetics. She could see the high-energy doubling around the archive, made possible by its energy. From inside the collective, the few guards they’d left on the ship appeared as nodes in the larger pool. It was clear there was only a handful of Reptars instead the many they’d appear to be from a human perspective, that close to such a strong source of power. 
And as the whole thing started to fade, she could almost see the humans on the other side, across the bridge that had formed between the species’ minds — forged by the hybrid, cracked open by the anomaly. She could almost see the rift inside the energetics. But it was minuscule — nearly as small as the rolled-up dimensions usually were. Had they really slipped through to leave the freighter? How had they managed, even with the Ark’s energy? There simply wasn’t enough to power such a thing. 
But then the fading accelerated, and Eternity found herself seeing a white expanse instead of still feeling/seeing the collective inside. Her eyelids could blink. She had a head that ached as if being stabbed with a red-hot poker and choked with a tight metal band. She had a human(ish) brain, foggy as she rolled from the unconscious world to the conscious one, not all that different than her surrogate waking from sleep. 
She waited for cognition to slowly return, then realized that the white expanse was a wall and that she was lying on the floor in a corner. Her throbbing head refused to abate. Her arm hurt, as did her side. 
You’d have been better off having returned to your native form, she thought. Human pain isn’t a price worth paying.
But no, she hadn’t again become the anemone shape she’d been used to being, insofar as any pseudo-individual could be anything in the collective. She was still in the surrogate body — a tall blonde whose head hurt, who had all those conflicting emotions she hated and resented but never quite summoned the nerve to shed like the dead skin it should have been so long ago. 
She rolled. A groan escaped her. Once half-upright and reversed, she found herself facing a handsome man with blood on his chin, sitting on a soft-looking chair upholstered in fabric as red as the blood. They were in Nexus, and the Nexus was normally bare. That meant he’d had the machines fashion his chair. A human shouldn’t be able to do that. 
But of course Meyer Dempsey wasn’t exactly human, which explained his presence on the ship. It was why he’d been on the first mothership, and why he’d returned. Not that they had any idea how to solve him as a problem now. Not that things with Meyer hadn’t become a lot more complicated even before … 
Before … 
It took a half minute of focus before Eternity (Melanie? Yes, that’s who she was now) found the answer. She hadn’t brought him here to interrogate and initiate a probe before deciding to lie down and stare into the corner where wall met floor for a nap. He’d brought her. He and Carl the Warrior had tricked her into coming close enough for Carl to grab, then they’d hauled her across the ship. And rather than simply letting her surrogate go so the Titans could take the prisoners back to where they belonged, she’d panicked and cried, letting them upset the entire ship’s balance. And for what? One lousy human body?
She sat up fully. Rubbed her head. Rubbed her face below her eyes, and found that her thumb and forefinger came away wearing a shade of very deep blue. Her eye shadow. More evidence of how far down the tubes she’d gone. 
“Don’t.” 
Meyer raised a weapon he must have stolen from a Titan somewhere along the way. He met her eyes, staring hard. His face crossed neutrality to become its own seething expression. She saw accusation. Hate. And maybe, concealed below it all, fear and loss. 
“I’m just sitting up.” 
Meyer’s jaw slid sideways. He seemed to search for a reason to shoot her for daring to sit up, but must have found none because he lowered the weapon enough to rest it on his lap. 
“My head hurts.” 
“I know,” he said. 
She almost flinched as her internal eyes focused and saw him watching her from inside, too. From inside the collective.
“I don’t remember why.” 
Because she was human. A flawed, horribly limited, futile human. Because she could stop being a hand inside a surrogate at any time, and yet she refused. Because she was Melanie, and doggedly gripped idiocy, determined to stay that way.
“You hit the wall when I knocked you off of Carl. After you bit him.” 
Her tongue moved along her teeth. She tasted a copper tang, revolted. 
“Where is Carl?”
“Dead.”
They locked eyes. She looked away first.
“There’s no point in this, you know,” Melanie said. 
“In what?” 
“In holding me here. They won’t let you escape.”
“You assume I want to escape.” 
“Don’t you?”
“I did.” 
“But you don’t now?” 
Meyer inhaled. Exhaled. He closed his eyes, but that second internal set kept staring at Melanie from inside the collective. He seemed to be considering something, but she could only read it from his body language. Maybe her connection to the collective had been damaged, but for some reason she couldn’t hear his thoughts despite his being right there behind her eyelids, visible as another bright node in their shared mental landscape. 
His eyes opened. “No. I don’t think I want to escape. Not anymore.” 
Melanie tried to probe deeper. To touch Meyer from the hive side. He was supposed to be accessible, but wasn’t. Meyer Dempsey, unfortunately, was a product of chaos. The Founders had wanted uncertainty, and this time it had come in spades. His turnabout had been apparent since they’d reestablished contact. From inside Meyer, the Seed energy could barely observe. Every time they’d tried to access this man, they’d come up empty. The synergy was gone. Two failed Titan duplicates had resulted from attempts to bridge the gap. Plus some sort of ghostly wildcard that, frankly, scared her a little.
They’d thought they could fix what had been marred with Meyer. But in the case of this particular hybrid, the fixing refused to take. Or even begin. 
Melanie didn’t like that she felt the need to ask questions. Before Earth, she’d never cared much for questions. Questions didn’t truly exist in a hive. Whatever needed knowing was known, simply by being in the collective. Too many years in this surrogate had changed that. Melanie had the habit of not knowing. But not knowing in the face of her own hybrid? That felt inexcusable. 
Saving her, Meyer asked his question first. Melanie didn’t see it coming from the collective before it left his lips. If he was hooked into the others, his connection was one-sided: able to receive without the need to broadcast. It made him a black box and a spy. She didn’t like the implication. 
“What did the other woman mean, when she came to interrogate me earlier?” 
“I don’t know what you discussed.” 
Meyer closed his eyes again. She felt his node churning. 
“You really don’t know, do you?” Meyer chuckled. “She said something about ‘what I am.’ She was mad because of something that happened to me, where I sort of slipped into a haze. I didn’t know what I was saying in the haze, but she did, and was clearly bothered. She made it sound like I was communicating with Kindred and the others. Like I was leaking information to them.”
“I don’t know what she meant.” 
Meyer studied her. Melanie felt him study her from the inside, too, but individualism had its benefits. She kept her wall up, refusing to share. It was translucent, like a window. But he was outside; she was inside, and without her permission, he couldn’t enter to steal her secrets. She was still Eternity here. And he was still a glorified probe, no matter how awry it had gone.
“What does it mean to ‘see’?” 
“To use your eyes.” 
“What is a ‘rift’?” 
“You’d have to ask Divinity.”
He continued to study her. But then he seemed to surrender, perhaps to decide she was telling the truth. He sat back in the big, red chair a human would have no way of conjuring and said nothing more. 
“They won’t let you go.” Then, because it gave away nothing new and helped make her point, Melanie added, “You’re too important.” 
“I don’t want to go.” 
“Do you just plan to sit there?” 
“Maybe. Something led me here. There must be a reason.” 
“Titans led you here.” 
Meyer shook his head slowly. “Carl and I led the Titans. I came here.” 
“It wasn’t well thought out. Carl is dead.” 
“Yes, he is. And do you know why? He might have been fine, but he got between us and a Reptar.” 
“He saved you.” 
“Actually, I think he saved you.” 
Melanie stopped. She searched for context, but the blow to her head had knocked those moments blank. Only the stream would show her for sure, and although she didn’t want him to know, Melanie was needing an access point more and more often. It should have been available from anywhere at any time. But it wasn’t — not from this body. 
“Reptars wouldn’t harm me.”
“There was a Titan, too. It fired at me as the Reptar came. See?” He pointed. A subtle burn mark marred the otherwise pristine wall. “I can’t say for sure, but I think it might have hit you if Carl hadn’t shoved me away.”
“He shoved you.” 
“And you were already knocked out. The shot went there because Carl got in the way. It didn’t hit him either. The Reptar got him. But that doesn’t change the fact that you didn’t get shot because he intervened.” 
Melanie waited a beat, processing. 
“Absurd.” 
“You were already knocked out. I was there.” 
“There’s no reason to ‘save’ this body. It’s a puppet.” 
“We’ve been through this.” 
“And you reached an incorrect conclusion.” 
Meyer shook his head, saying nothing.
“Why would he try to protect me? He had me by the neck, ready to kill me.” 
“Instinct. Maybe it was his nature.” 
Melanie huffed. He was wrong. On so many levels and for so many clearly obvious reasons, he was wrong. 
“Tell me something,” Meyer said. “You brought me aboard. You brought Carl. But then you held us in a cell. Carl said you hooked him into some sort of fancy electronic hat, but that didn’t seem to go well on the surface. Yet you didn’t try again up here. You haven’t tried with me. It wasn’t like last time, when you hooked me up and drained me dry. You let me starve. There were two times — once at the start and once what must have been years later — where it felt like my mind was combed down to nothing, like I spent several days inches from death. I assume the second round was when you made Kindred. But this time? Nothing. Why?” 
“Would you rather be set up as a donor again?”
“I get the feeling we were in purgatory. Waiting. But what for?” 
“Irrelevant.” 
“You took me, but not Piper or Lila. And you took Carl, but you haven’t gone into the village to take anyone else. You’re not killing us; you’re collecting us, and being particular about it. You didn’t show yourselves in ships; you came on the sly, in shuttles. It’s almost like you don’t want the folks who are still alive to know you’re orbiting our planet. I’ve been sitting here while you’ve been sleeping, trying to figure out what you’re up to. Why you haven’t come in force like before. What makes me and Carl so goddamn special? I started to get this feeling that you’re up to something. Your girlfriend? She made it sound like you’d nuke the planet if I didn’t play along, but it’s not just about me if Carl was here. And it’s not even just the two of us, is it?”
Melanie didn’t respond. 
“Who else were we waiting for? Who else were you bringing aboard?” 
Still, she said nothing.  
Meyer slid the weapon forward and leaned toward her in his big red chair. 
“You say what I’m doing is pointless, but nobody’s so much as knocked on that door since I dragged you in here and threatened to kill you.” He nodded toward the closed entrance. “Your girlfriend said you were prepared to nuke the planet if I didn’t play along, but I haven’t played along, and the planet remains un-nuked. She got all mad about me talking to Kindred, but I didn’t talk to Kindred. And when she mentioned Clara and how she’s been a constant thorn in your side, I got the impression there was a specific reason you haven’t gone right at the problem and pulled out that thorn.” 
“We incapacitated Clara once she became a problem.” 
“I know. That’s where I was headed when you picked me up. But it’s clear you didn’t do a good job because I know she’s far from ‘incapacitated’ now. You’re supposed to have all this power over us, but your actions don’t back it up. So do you know what I’ve decided, while I’ve been sitting here, thinking?” 
Melanie couldn’t keep herself from answering his rhetorical question. 
“What?” 
“Either there’s a reason you haven’t used that power you’re not sharing — something you still hope to get from us — or do to us — without awareness, and that has you sneaking around keeping secrets. Or …” 
Something snagged Meyer’s attention. His head jerked away. Melanie felt a surge through the hive. Right through the Nexus under their feet. Maybe Meyer could feel it too, but she hoped not. It might give him ideas about uncomfortable options. About acceptable risks and losses that even she, as Eternity, was unwilling to take. 
“Or what?” she said, luring his attention back to center. 
Meyer finished. “Or you no longer have any power over us at all.”
His words gave her a chill. She didn’t even know why, but the fact that Meyer Dempsey had become so impossible to read or predict unsettled her deeply. He’d started out as a their tool and became a wild card. And now that the Forgetting had lifted and the observer within him was awakening, the man was becoming something else — something worse. He could see beyond the veil, if he knew where and how to look. He had allowed both Stranger and Kindred, according to outbound energetics visible in the stream, to do the same thing. The Ark had responded to them, and they’d responded right back. Chaos had sifted to one place and formed a knot. There was no telling what Meyer might become next. 
“Release me,” she said, seized by a sudden urgency, “and they’ll let you go free.” 
“You said they wouldn’t.” 
“They will do as I say.” 
Meyer watched Melanie. He seemed to consider. She kept her face straight, feeling transparent under his assessing gaze. Truth was, keeping him no longer felt like an option. It almost felt necessary. Not because she wanted to be free from his captivity but because the alternative was having him here in the Nexus, his hybrid hands practically gripping the Earth experiment’s controls. 
He couldn’t know that, could he? 
The few random thoughts she could sense coming out of Meyer and spilling into the collective like explorers in search of an answer … Those were indeed random, weren’t they?
His thought of Cameron Bannister — just a stray recollection, correct?
And his thought — almost an inspiration — about Piper Dempsey. There couldn’t be any reason he’d been thinking about her, as if part of a plan. 
She felt him push something out. It didn’t go to the collective. It went somewhere else. He probably didn’t even know he’d sent anything off the ship. Like his haze-addled mumbling into Kindred’s and Stranger’s ears while on the freighter, Meyer likely didn’t even know he was communicating with someone else. Yet. 
But Melanie felt the thought as it left. She couldn’t see its content, only that he’d sent it. And as it went, her surrogate’s skin crawled, recalling the human notion of the devil you don’t know. 
Meyer shook his head. 
“Go to the panel, and call for Divinity,” Melanie said, fighting a creeping sensation without any source. “Call for her, and I’ll command that they let you leave the ship and go home.” 
But Meyer’s head never stopped shaking. Perhaps subconsciously, his eyes went to the dead center of the room, and the heart of the Nexus. 
“I’ve changed my mind. I think, instead, you and I will stay here a while.”





Chapter Thirty-Five
“GRANDMA PIPER.” 
Piper heard the voice but tried to ignore it. Walls of sleep were already crumbling as she clung to her dream. 
“Grandma. Wake up. We need to get going.” 
Piper kept her eyes closed, no longer asleep but vainly pretending, for herself rather than Clara. She’d been in a painfully bright room long, long ago. A feeling of nascent betrayal had lurked in her chest — the sense that she’d turned her back on one person and was now turning it on another. She couldn’t have both — something a less time-bound part of herself knew she’d attempted and failed. Many times. She was thinking about Meyer, and … the one she’d left behind.
“Five minutes, okay?” Clara said. 
Piper’s eyes still hadn’t opened. She listened as Clara padded away, now clearly feeling the grit of sand shift beneath her blanket. Time and place were returning, leaving the bright dream shared with Meyer behind.
Piper remembered Kamal’s camp, the sand, and Lila’s death. Particularly the last. But strangely, the moment turned her mind back to Clara. Another of her unearned links to the Dempsey family had departed with Meyer’s daughter, but it made her cry that Clara, fully grown, would always call her Grandma Piper.
She tried for a few extra minutes to reach back into her dream, but she couldn’t. Missing the ending was awful. The dream had felt real — more memory than fabrication. Something she’d done in a place that was mostly forgotten. Thoughts from the life of a much younger woman.
Cameron, now long dead. 
Meyer, alive, though she’d once thought him gone, taken again. 
The flood. The extinctions. 
Stranger and Kindred, compelled together yet always apart. 
Cameron, with that satchel forever by his side, which in Piper’s memories always held the Ark’s stone, like a fragile plate he’d never managed to break. 
Trevor, dying to protect her, and recover that key. 
Meyer, on the ship. Then and now. 
Herself in that bright room, finding him alive and aboard when the mothership picked her up over Moab, leaving Cameron behind to shout as the ship took her away. 
Cameron, with his satchel.
Cameron, with the key. 
Cameron. 
The Ark. 
The key.
And herself, in the white room aboard the big Astral ship with the thrumming underfoot, imprisoned with Meyer — the energy somehow resonant even when she was back with Cameron, as if he’d been there, too.
Piper opened her eyes in surrender. The dream was gone. 
She gathered her scant belongings and fluffed the sand from her hair, annoyed that she’d regrown a modern woman’s sensibilities after twenty years as a bohemian. She didn’t stink or appear unkempt any more than she had before her memories had returned, but now Piper had context enough for disgust. So before leaving the tent she used the basin to wet a rag then reach under her shirt and swab her pits. She wished the world had deodorant. She missed shampoo. 
Ugh. She was so gross.
There was a piece of silvered glass in the hut. Piper looked at her reflection and sighed. She appeared old. She felt old. Fifty-six fucking years now, and with the lines to prove it. Had aesthetics really once been her business? She’d once owned a clothing line. Was sort of F-list famous for it, too: Quirky Q.
Hard to imagine there’d once been a world where “quirky” meant anything, let alone an attribute worth paying for. 
Sighing, Piper stepped into the sun. It was low in the sky, but the day was already warming. In the shade, she wanted her long sleeves down, but in the sun she was almost too hot. Another damned day in rare air, and they’d spend it hiking. Lucky them.
“Sleep well?” Kamal asked, nodding hello. 
“Yes. I guess I needed the rest after yesterday.” 
“Morning,” Kamal said to Logan, waking up a few feet away. 
“Good morning,” Piper echoed.
Logan responded with a simple, “Hey,” then he looked at Piper, holding his gaze too long. 
“What?” 
“Are you okay?” Logan asked. Kamal, needing to prep, turned away. 
“Of course.” 
Logan continued to scrutinize her, puzzling. Like he smelled something and was searching for its source. 
“You’re sure you’re okay?” 
“Why wouldn’t I be?” 
“You just seem … off.” 
“Off how?” She tried to smile. “Is it my breath?” 
Logan didn’t laugh, still studying her, looking as much around Piper as at her. He shook his head. “I can’t put my finger on it. It’s not really something about you. It’s in you. Almost like you’re Lightborn. Like it’s … I don’t know, in the air.” 
“So it is my breath.” Again, the joke fell flat.
“I had kind of a funny dream last night. I think you were in it. I told Clara when she woke up. She had ‘a weird dream about Piper’ too. Did you have any dreams last night?” 
“I did, but how is that—?”
Logan’s head ticked sideways as if he’d heard something. “Who is Cameron?” 
Piper’s mouth opened. She had no idea what she planned to say, but a booming voice from behind saved her from deciding.
“Okay,” said Kamal, ending their discussion. “I think we’re about ready to head out.” He looked around the assembling group, including Piper’s party plus a few of Kamal’s people. “Everyone carries their own supplies because that’s the way we roll in this clan. We have plenty of backpacks. We thought we’d made them ourselves, but turns out it was Patagonia. Anyway, pick one, and load it up if you haven’t already. Water. Sunscreen.” 
“I don’t have sunscreen in mine,” Logan said, peering into a green pack. 
Kamal rolled his eyes. “Obviously there’s no sunscreen. I’ll dispense with sarcasm at this point because I guess we’re all too tired to appreciate it. Anyone going to the freighter, tour group leaves in two minutes. Can I get a break?” He put his hand in the center of the loose group of sleepy people, said “BREAK!” and shot the hand high when no one set their hand atop his. He looked around and mumbled something about this group having no team spirit and was gone. 
Piper watched him go, feeling uneasy. It wasn’t the trip ahead — back to the freighter, where reminders awaited with probable death — that bothered her. The trek across the desert weighed heavy but not as much as an uneasy feeling she couldn’t shake. One that had no antecedent other than the vanished threads of her lost dream and an interrupted conversation with Logan. 
Right now, talking with him was the last thing she wanted to do. 
Fortunately, Logan was already packing his bag. Whatever had perplexed him about Piper was forgotten or paused — and the stirring from his question (Who is Cameron? And this from a kid Piper had met only after she’d forgotten Cameron’s name) would leave her in time. 
She picked up one of the Patagonia backpacks. There was already water inside, so she plopped her own smaller bag atop it and zipped up. She even had a hat for shade, sunscreen be damned.
Clara arrived on her right. Piper gave her a thin-lipped smile, imagining her somber thoughts on their return to a place of magic and murder. 
Thoughts about Clara’s mother. 
About the daughter Piper had, until recently, believed was her own. 
“How did you sleep?” Piper asked Clara, stuffing down her ill emotions.
Clara didn’t smile, giving Piper a look that might have been a cousin of Logan’s earlier expression. Then she said, “I had a dream about all of us … including the dead.”





Chapter Thirty-Six
THE DEAD. 
Meyer saw them before him, standing, spectral, around the Astral woman. They weren’t really there. He could tell the difference, and the vision barely confused him. It didn’t unnerve him or make him feel lost like before, when he’d seemed to see things on the planet through (he now thought) Kindred’s eyes. That time he’d woken confused, seeing Carl in the real world, his attention still drawn to the swirling haze. Whatever he’d done during that first fugue — though it felt like nothing — had made the dark-haired Astral angry. It confused Meyer because the feeling was like an ayahuasca trip, and yet he hadn’t partaken. 
There had been fear. And knowing and seeing and insight and horror to follow the visions. His consciousness split between awake and dreaming. 
Not this time.
“What are you doing?” 
Concern. From the Astral woman. The one he could see on their collective, more networked than the other: a leader in a species that wasn’t supposed to have chiefs. They called her Eternity. But she called herself something else. Something private and forbidden.
The dead stood around her. Watching. 
Heather, who’d followed his call to the bunker in Vail. 
Trevor, who’d gone too young, who’d fought and died. 
Cameron Bannister. 
Benjamin, with his stalwart companion Charlie beside him. 
Nathan Andreus. 
Jeanine Coffey. 
And Lila. 
Lila. 
But he didn’t react, just like he didn’t respond to the thin, mostly transparent forms standing around the Deathbringer room. It didn’t scare or sadden him now. He didn’t understand, but another part of him completely understood. It was like there were now two Meyers sharing the same skin. One knew what he was seeing. One expected it. So the other waited, knowing that answers were on their way.
“What are you—?” the blonde began.
“Shh,” Meyer stopped her. 
She was sitting on a bench built into the wall. She had blood in her hair — evidence that even if she was an immortal anemone made of light somewhere on this ship, she was all too human here. Maybe the body her consciousness inhabited was only a shell. Meyer could see, through the Astral hive he seemed increasingly connected to, that it was how things usually were. But the woman had her secret. She wasn’t as connected, it seemed, as she was supposed to be. And in addition to blood from her scalp wound, she also had spatters on her dress — Carl’s blood, from the first wound he’d taken to see them safe. 
Carl appeared among the ghosts.
Don’t feel bad, boss, he said, more in Meyer’s head than outside it. Bringing you here was what I was supposed to do. 
The woman was staring at him. Not understanding. Not hearing or seeing any of this. Her attention, when not on Meyer, was fixed on the room’s floor. On the dark, leg-thick lines now visible beneath it as shadows against the light. It looked like something with a glow coming from below. The shadows, all different sizes, branched and forked throughout the room. 
“Where do you go when you die?”
The woman looked at Meyer like he was crazy. 
“I asked you a question.” 
“Ask your churches,” she said, her eyes narrow. 
“Why did you come to Earth? Why did you do any of this?” 
“To understand.”
“To understand what?”
“Everything.”
“If you want to understand, why did you kill us off? Why the flood? Why the near extinction?”
“Humanity was not ready. So we reset your race, to try again.”
“Not ready by whose criteria? Yours?” 
That wasn’t quite right. There was something the woman wasn’t saying.
She looked at the floor. Nervously. Meyer remembered her question, now asked twice. 
What are you doing?
He wasn’t doing anything. He was simply sitting, same as her. Yet her eyes kept going to the floor as if uneasy. As if waiting to see what would happen. 
Whatever was happening in this room — with the floor and its branching shadows, with the ghosts that Meyer could see and hear but that she apparently could not — was something she believed he was responsible for. 
“What is this place?” 
“It’s nothing.” 
“I see people here,” he said. “People who’ve died.”
Including Lila. 
He couldn’t process that now. A part of him had already known. 
She didn’t scoff. Or deny it. Instead she seemed to focus, and he finally felt her touch the collective. 
“Who do you see?” 
He told her, looking at each and giving their names. Who they were. Who they’d been. 
She watched Meyer. Then, seeming to weigh a decision, she said, “You must leave. We will let you go. You don’t know what you’re dealing with.” 
Heather moved beside him. Meyer turned his head to her, the blonde Astral seeing his shift of attention, knowing what it must be even if she couldn’t see the ghost. 
Heather leaned in and whispered, Don’t do it, studly. Not now that you’ve got their nuts in a vice.
He looked at the Astral and shook his head. Not all of the links were connecting, but some were, and he wasn’t going anywhere. 
The room. 
The branching lines beneath the floor, lighting up, feeling to Meyer like a waking beast. He could feel their energy. Whatever was happening to this place, the ghosts were part of it. 
“You don’t understand,” she said. 
“Then explain.”
She looked away. 
“It’s your archive, isn’t it? What we called the Ark. This room is somehow part of it. And the people I see standing around you—”
She cut him off, uncertainty in her eyes. 
“You have to trust me. What you’re doing? It’s as bad for you as it is for us.” 
“I have no reason to trust you.” 
“You wanted to leave and return to your people. Now is your chance. Leave this alone.” 
“The other woman said that she’d use me to find them. I won’t go back, or help you trace them.” 
“Then we have to go somewhere else. Anywhere else. What do you want? Where do you want to go? Anything. Just name it.” 
“I want to know why I see my family here.” He met the woman’s eyes, anger percolating like lava. “My daughter.” 
“You can’t possibly …”
Meyer settled into the energy around him. The room brightened. Contrasting against the light, roots beneath the floor seemed to darken. He saw more ghosts: Peers’s friend Aubrey; a nomad who, after Sinai, had traveled with them for a while, Captain Jons, a hero dead too soon. 
The woman held up her hands and stood. When she spoke again, her voice was alarmed. 
“Stop it! Stop what you’re doing!” 
Calmly: “What am I doing?” 
She watched him sternly. “We call this room the Nexus. It’s like a nerve center. Not for us. For you.” 
“Us?” 
“Any species we study. You since we’ve been on Earth. This is where we experience our subjects as a whole. The stones we laid around the cities sent information about your collective here, to a network under the floor. Signals travel through the motherships on the way in and out, but this is the center.” 
“Why do I see people I know who’ve died?” 
“You are different. You can control it.” She hesitated. “Like we can.” 
“How am I different?” 
The woman seemed to be warring with a choice of what to say and what to conceal. But like it or not, he was doing something she couldn’t control. Something that scared her, that she needed his agreement to stop. 
“You’re like us. What’s in you — what’s always been in you — is like a piece of our collective. But …” She sighed, clearly unhappy unearthing the secret she wanted to bury. “You’ve changed. We don’t understand you anymore. Not entirely. There are things you can do that shouldn’t be possible. That doesn’t mean you have power over us. But it makes you like a child carrying a weapon. You don’t understand yourself, and that makes you dangerous. To yourself.” 
“What do you care about us?” Meyer sneered. 
“We’ve invested a lot in you. Time. Thought.” 
“And yet you’re ready to kill us all.” 
“Your species survives. Individuals do not matter.” 
Meyer raised his weapon and aimed it at the woman, finger to trigger. She flinched. Turned her head. Cringed. 
“It seems to matter to you.” 
“There has been … cross-pollution. This is not how we are supposed to be. Not for either of us.” 
“I see. So this is all for our best interest. You’re looking out for us. Because you’re the good guys.” 
He sank into the energy. Gripped the collective. The room brightened again, new ghosts coming like an undead plague. Trevor smiled. Heather touched his shoulder, her spectral hand slipping through him, more solid-seeming than before, but not there at all. 
“Stop!” 
“For my own good?” Meyer said, not stopping. 
“Yes!” 
“For your good.” 
“For yours! But …” He recognized her expression. It wasn’t fear for her species, and certainly wasn’t concern for his. He poked further into the hive, effortlessly seeing connections from Astral to Astral. They were more individual than they should be, truly ‘cross-polluted,’ one species too tightly bound to the other. 
Her expression was pain. 
“What hurts us hurts you. That’s it, isn’t it?” 
Slowly, she nodded. 
“Carl said you tried to peek into his mind. He resisted. He made you push. But when you tortured his mind, that meant trauma for yours.” 
Seeing no point in denial, the Astral woman said, “Yes.” 
“This room. It’s a nerve center. It’s … a repository. A vast memory bank. Like a storage center.” 
“It connects to a memory bank.” 
“The Ark. That’s what you’re saying, isn’t it?” 
“Each epoch,” she said, sitting again, “we reset what you call the Ark. We empty it, and the collective minds of humanity begin to refill it. What you remember goes in. And so does what you do. It’s true for all of humanity. For thousands of years between visits, the archive tracks it all so we can review your progress when we return, and see if you’re ready to evolve.” 
“I guess this time, we weren’t ready.” 
“No.” 
“So you killed us off.”
“We reset the experiment. To let you try again.” 
“How generous of you.” Meyer’s gaze was on Lila. Her presence here could only mean one thing, yet he was less mournful or angry than a part of him felt he should be. Maybe it was the difference the woman had mentioned — the way he was like them. He was at least part Astral, and as hard as it was to realize, he’d always sort of understood that deep down. 
Lila’s ghost — someone’s memory of her, if Meyer understood this correctly — came forward and tried to take his hand, but of course she couldn’t. Lila smiled. 
“What you’re doing right now,” the woman said, watching the floor throb light beneath its branching shadows, “threatens what remains of your species. To the new cycle of our experiment. But you must understand: The experiment is all that keeps us here. If the experiment is disturbed too much …” 
“You’ll end it,” Meyer finished. The dark-haired woman had told him as much. But was it true? Based on what he’d seen in Eternity — her admission that humanity’s pain was their agony, too, thanks to the unwanted bond — it felt like a bluff to Meyer. 
He looked up at her. Trying to see the truth. 
She nodded. 
“You’re accessing the archive. I’m not sure how, but I can feel it in the collective. And if you continue, the balance might be upset. And then what’s left …” She didn’t finish. Meyer seemed to hear her say it from inside his head: What’s left will no longer be worth saving.
Meyer looked at the surrounding memories and seemed, for a scant moment, to understand. 
He was somehow accessing the Ark, by focusing his thoughts from inside this room — this Nexus. He was scraping the few thoughts and deeds that humanity’s remainders had deposited in its banks thus far, just twenty years into the millennia between judgments. 
But he believed at least part of what she said: if he kept focusing on any memories in the Ark now, he might break it open.
Then even the survivors would be lost, judged into oblivion. 
“Our species are in this together now.”
Meyer looked up at Lila. Trevor. Heather. All the others he’d lost and missed. He softened his focus, trying to let them go. His head sagged. He tried to forget, knowing it wasn’t truly forgetting. A great energy diminished like a sigh. The floor lost its luster; shadows dimmed as the dark roots died and the room returned to its normal state. 
“Good,” Eternity said. “Better.” 
But Meyer watched her face, knowing now that he was like her. And that she was like him. They were linked beneath the surface, tied to one another for better or much, much worse. 
Knowing that now, for the sake of humanity’s scant future, he would have to keep his mind out of the places it longed to go. He’d have to do his best to forget them all — not through their will, as before, but through his own damned conscious choice. 
The lesser of evils. He didn’t have to like it, but it seemed he’d have to accept it. 
“Thank you,” she said, and in the moment, it struck Meyer as the most bizarre thing anyone, of any species, could ever have said. 
“Damn you,” he replied.





Chapter Thirty-Seven
THE DREAM WOULDN’T LEAVE Piper’s mind, clinging like the last tendrils of a spiderweb to the hand attempting to whisk it away.
She moved faster and caught up with Clara. The group was small, and if Kamal’s hunch was right (something Piper found herself agreeing with even if it didn’t precisely make sense), they might be able to cover most of the distance to the monolith in relative stealth. It seemed to Piper that someone had strategically arranged pieces years ago, then forgotten the positions and rules of the game. Now Stranger’s side was playing out against the Astrals — except that even he no longer knew why he’d done what he had, or what was coming next. 
He’d been right about Kamal, though. And, apparently, about how his news would resonate with what Clara already knew. 
Piper neared the young woman, walking faster. It was still impossible to think of Clara as an adult. To Piper, she’d always be the little girl with the precocious gift. Clara had been then much as she’d been now. Only her body had changed, along with the fatigue in her eyes. 
It must’ve been hell for her. 
Years of unending work, holding back a tidal wave while they all blissfully forgot. Even the other Lightborn had given up, leaving her to fight alone. And now, Piper couldn’t help but feel like they were entering the endgame. 
“Water?” 
Clara looked back at Piper and smiled. It was a small thing, but Clara rarely smiled these days — especially with all the world had given them to cry about. She felt the creeping, stubborn sense from her dream retreating, entering the present in the growing sun. 
“Thanks.” Clara reached back, took the liquid-filled skin. They all had their own water, but it was Piper’s only offering. They’d been distant, with Clara living half her time in the Mullah caves, and her simple smile felt like healing. 
Clara took a drink and handed it back. Piper sealed the top and slung it over her shoulder. 
“Kamal said Stranger set things up so that they could have guns.”
“I think they’ll be better against Reptars than sticks and harsh language.” It was meant as a joke, but Clara’s second smile fell flat. They both knew from experience that bullets weren’t much better. You could wound and kill Reptars with lead slugs, but you had to get lucky and hit them in a soft spot or, ideally, the eyes. A point-blank shot could sometimes smash through their glowing scales, but they usually kept coming. Yet another reason this was a fool’s errand, and that they might all be walking dead. 
“Why didn’t Stranger have Kamal stash some dune buggies, too?” 
Clara sniggered. She must have been keeping some water in her cheeks because a droplet shot from her nose. 
Piper let ten or twenty silent paces pass between them. Nobody was talking much. Peers and Kamal were leading the group, with Logan close behind. Kindred was nearby, but the two weren’t interacting or even seeming to notice each other. Stranger was nearly as far from Kindred as he could be while still keeping pace with the group — maybe thirty yards back, side by side with Sadeem. There were also several strangers from Kamal’s village. They walked in singles and pairs, the two groups not even trying to mingle. A grim thought struck her: maybe everyone knew this was a doomed errand, and there was no point in getting friendly. 
But no. Clara was this group’s leader, even if Kamal and Peers were in front. That’s what Kamal had told her: Clara says she knows what to do. And because nothing happened for genuine reasons anymore (or, perhaps, everything did), Clara’s intuition was as good a direction as any. 
“Kamal told me about Meyer.” 
Clara looked over. Piper had more or less said, So it turns out Grandpa’s an alien. What’s new with you? But Clara only gave her a grim expression of consent. It hadn’t taken long for Kamal to explain it, and once he had, Piper realized she’d already known. Her mind had returned to her odd dreams, and the gossamer memory of speaking with Clara. It was as if they’d already had this discussion. As if Clara’s mind had spent subconscious hours telling Piper’s what they were only pretending to broach now.
“I thought he might,” Clara said. 
“Do you believe it? That Meyer is …” 
“Yes.” 
“Just like that?” 
Clara nodded. “Just like that.”
Piper thought about pressing further. Somehow she’d expected a no. It might help Piper to reconcile what she didn’t doubt herself, though part of her very much wanted to. On one level she’d raised this so that Clara could talk her out of believing Kamal. But on another she had to tip a virtual hat to Clara’s straight-faced acceptance. 
“I felt like he’d changed when they returned him. And then when I learned that they’d returned someone else — and that the real Meyer had stayed on the ship — it all made sense. Now I find out he’s been one of them all along, and it doesn’t strike me as odd at all. Why is that?” 
“Because he’s not one of them. He’s himself.” Another tiny smile creased Clara’s lips, but it wasn’t for Piper. She was looking forward, smiling for herself. “And I can tell from what I see in the collectives — both collectives: he’s not what they expected, either.” 
“Can you talk to him? With your mind?”
“Not directly. But he’s there, and so am I.” Clara looked over, and the maturity of her expression struck Piper as almost jaded. She’d once been a thirty-year-old in a child’s body, and now she was like an old woman in the body of a twentysomething. “And I can see how he’s spreading through their minds, as he realizes more and more that it’s his collective, too. He’s like a cancer. Something they set loose, and now can’t contain.”
“Kamal said you know what we’re supposed to do.” 
Clara nodded, that cryptic little smile still on her lips. “We need the Ark. On the ship.” 
“Why?”
Clara laughed. 
“Clara?” 
She kept chuckling, giddy like a kid. 
“What?” 
“It’s ironic.” 
“What’s ironic?” Clara seemed almost manic, and this from a woman who barely ever smiled. The change was almost scary, and Piper felt a need to push through whatever this was, to get a sensible answer for her strange mood.
“Mom told me that you were always giving her crap.” 
“Giving her crap?” Piper searched her feelings. As Clara brightened, some of Piper’s own empathic sense was returning. Based on what she could feel from Clara, the woman wasn’t unhinging. Clara felt sure and confident, but Piper couldn’t tell why, or what epiphany she might be having. 
Clara turned to Piper, now openly smiling. “For playing games. For always being online. Mom said that when you guys went to dinner, she’d take her little pocket computer — her phone, though she said it was a computer, too — and she’d pull it out and mess with it at the table. And that when she did, you’d yell at her for it.” 
Piper felt her lips soften into a sympathetic crease. So it wasn’t confidence she was getting from Clara after all. It was nostalgia and sorrow. 
“Honey, I’m so sorry.” 
“She said that one time, she brought her headphones, too. And that you really lost it. You wanted to have a nice dinner out, but Mom put on her headphones and started watching videos right there at the table.” 
Piper put an arm around Clara’s shoulders. 
“Your Uncle Trevor used to do it, too. I hated it, but Meyer liked that it kept you occupied. He’d let them stare at their little screens like zombies because then we could talk without interruption. Every once in a while I’d try to lay down the law and insist that there were no devices at the table, but it never lasted. Because then Lila and Trevor would whine and roll their eyes and complain, and we’d usually end up fighting. So Meyer would say, ‘Just let them do it, Piper, so we can eat in peace.’”
Clara laughed, reaching back to a time she’d never experienced. Some of the networks had survived the occupation, but they’d been paltry compared to the once-mighty Internet. There’d been no social networks after Astral Day, no constant pings of incoming emails chiming from everyone’s pockets. Before that fateful day you’d enter a group and only see the tops of heads as everyone stared down at their screens. 
“Everyone was like that back then, always checking this or that. And your grandpa used to love watching that series The Beam, about this hyperconnected future world where everyone was always online with body and mind. But when I suggested that the world was heading there for real, he laughed at me. But it was. Nobody could go five minutes without checking their email or something else inane.” 
“You make it sound so horrible.”
“In concept. But trust me, I was as addicted like everyone else.” Piper sighed. “It was hard not to be. It was like everyone, everywhere, was on a drug. Even when you saw what it was doing to our culture — to our families, when everyone could sit at the same table and pay no attention to each other, like your mom and her brother at dinner — you couldn’t make yourself stop. Scientists said it was changing our brains. That for your parents’ generation, the constant multitasking and distractions was altering them on a biological level. There were studies, showing how modern kids’ brains worked differently from adult brains.” 
Piper looked ahead. Across the barren landscape. 
“Well, I guess we solved that problem. It only took an apocalypse.” 
She turned to Clara, but Clara was still looking forward, taking in Piper’s sarcasm like a point in a logical proof. 
“All it took,” Clara repeated. 
“Clara?” 
“That’s what made the difference, Grandma.”
“What?” 
“The Astrals want us to form a collective like theirs. Each time they come back, I think we’ve come closer, but still no cigar. That’s what Kamal said Mara’s records showed — past cultures who seemed to have developed psychic bonds, like the Astrals’. But for one reason or another, those cultures weren’t enough, so the Astrals erased them and started over. This time, we hadn’t developed those bonds at all. We weren’t remotely psychic — at least not in ways we understood. But we’d still learned to think as a collective. And this time, it was in a way they didn’t understand.” 
“What do you mean?” 
“That’s what the Internet was. Our collective. It allowed people all around the world to think as one. It was much more effective than anything the Egyptians or Mayans came up with; it was just made of wires and computers instead of thought waves. They shut it down when they destroyed our cities. But you nailed it.” Clara tapped her head. “Our brains were already changed.” 
“But you weren’t even around then.” 
“Mom’s brain was different. Dad’s brain, too. Yours, probably, but I’m sure it was a bigger difference for people raised after the collective was already built. Once the Internet was gone and the Astrals started planting those stones and waking our natural abilities, we had a head start with all those connections. The aliens thought they knew what we were capable of, but they were wrong. They underestimated our collective, and thought they could step on it like they had in the past. But this time, we’d become something different. Our collective was unique. They treated us like Cousin Timmy, but the Internet must have primed us to become something bigger. Better.” 
Piper watched Clara, feeling dizzy. She hadn’t been waxing nostalgic at all. This was something else. 
“They didn’t expect the Lightborn. The products of next-generation, network-ready minds exposed to the Astrals’ own intense psychic energy. They didn’t expect Grandpa, and what might happen if they tried to fix what they thought had broken with his special mind. They didn’t expect that trying to eliminate the problem might create the Pall. They didn’t expect Kindred. They didn’t expect Stranger.” 
Clara turned to face Piper. Her face wasn’t bothered, even with this daunting journey still before them.
“And they didn’t expect me, born in the middle of it all.” 
Watching Clara’s suddenly hard and vengeful eyes, Piper swallowed. They were still marching in the hot sun, but suddenly she felt ice cold. 
“They can’t figure out our minds. They can only truly know us through their Ark — the relic they can’t touch until the next judgment, that’s ours to fill with memories and deeds in the meantime.” 
“Clara?” Piper asked, needing to ask a question, not wanting to know the answer. “Why are we going to the freighter?”
“To take back the Ark,” Clara said, “and poison it.”





Chapter Thirty-Eight
LIZA WAS IN AN ALL-WHITE SPACE. It was like floating in the middle of nothing except that she could definitely feel a floor underfoot. The wolves had brought her here. Or at least, her ride had. She’d never actually seen the wolves. 
“Liza.” 
Liza looked up. She’d been looking down, trying to reconcile the floating. There was a woman in front of her. Medium height with short brown hair. Seeing her took Liza back in time and shook some of the dust from her increasingly foggy head. Because as she noticed the woman’s pretty brown hair, and how carefully it was styled, Liza became aware of her own rat’s nest. Hadn’t she once been an important person? She’d always kept her shit together, and yet here she was, in front of this other important person, with her hair all mussed. It was unforgivable. 
“Your name is Liza now, right?” 
Liza wasn’t sure how to respond. Yes, her name was Liza. But the woman’s implication was that it might not always have been. 
“Yes. And who are you?” 
“You can call me Divinity.” 
Liza’s brow furrowed. “Do I know you?” 
“We’ve met before. But you probably don’t remember.” 
“Why not?” 
The woman’s mouth moved. It was a human mouth, and that was confusing. Liza felt a little drunk, but she’d once been a perfectly cogent person. And as that person, she was quite certain she’d known the word “Divinity.” And it referred either to gods (not relevant) or the high class of Astrals. But this woman was clearly human. 
“Because you’ve been erased.” 
“Erased?” The word, like the implication that Liza might not always have been named Liza, didn’t make sense. 
“Do you remember who you are?” 
“I’m Liza Knight. I run the rectory in The Clearing.” She could do better than that. “I was the viceroy of Roman Sands.” 
“I meant, do you remember what you are?” 
Liza puzzled. 
“Your erasure had complications. We thought we could do it cleanly, but we were wrong.” 
“Why were you wrong?” Liza asked, not understanding the context behind her own question. 
“The other hybrid was able to be erased during the Forgetting along with the humans. You retained your memories, per the intention. We thought the other Forgot because of the defects we’d already identified, and that implied your bond didn’t carry the same defects. His Replacement caused schisms and birthed a Remainder. We did not attempt to replace you. Do you remember?”
Liza shrugged. It sounded like a lot of metaphysical mumbo jumbo. She was more preoccupied with what had happened to her backpack. Someone had wanted her to go and find it because that person couldn’t. Was it this woman? Liza wasn’t sure. 
“There were complications,” Divinity said. 
“Nobody’s perfect.” 
The woman looked at her cohorts, whom Liza, with her foggy head, was only now starting to recognize. She’d missed them at first. They were white-skinned against the room’s background. 
“This isn’t working. Dissolve her erasure block. Do we need a probe?” the woman asked one of the Titans. The Titan shook its head. The exchange was simple but struck Liza as odd. Another strange, above-the-subconscious behavior Liza had never seen from an Astral.
“Try to relax,” Divinity said. 
Liza opened her mouth to ask what that meant, but then one of the Titans tapped a tablet in his massive hands, and the air crackled. Every muscle in her body seemed to tense, and then it was over and her head was suddenly clearer, a bit more focused. 
“How’s that?” Divinity asked. “How do you feel?” 
Liza blinked. She was in an all-white room with a brown-haired woman and two Titans, same as before. But it all struck her as if she’d just walked in, though she knew she’d been here for a while. 
“How do you feel?” Divinity repeated. 
“I’m fine.” 
“Do you remember meeting me before?” 
Liza didn’t. Not entirely. She searched her mind and came up only with the same vague feeling of familiarity. There was something else, like a faded snapshot: a ghost of a memory involving her rectory’s cafeteria, this woman, and a sense of foreboding.  
“No.” 
“It might return. It might not. I don’t have time to wait. Do you remember … anything else?” 
Liza blinked again. She almost gasped as — in the split second of darkness with her eyelids shut — she seemed to see something staring back at her. A black mass: a giant worm with no mouth or face — only a pair of giant yellow eyes. The sight made her start. She bucked backward and almost fell, one of the Titans grabbing Liza’s arm to steady her.
“What the fuck?” 
Divinity turned to one of the Titans. “She sees it.” 
And an echo, repeated inside Liza’s head: She sees it. She sees it. She sees it. As if Divinity’s voice were plucked and repeated, a call sent out and perpetuated by other sources. 
“Listen to me,” Divinity said, now taking Liza’s shoulders and staring into her eyes. “I don’t have time to be anything other than blunt. You, as Liza Knight of Cape Town, are host to an observer. It might frighten you as the top part of your mind adjusts to what it believes is news, but this is something you’ve always known deep down, because the observer has always been with you. Breathe.” 
Liza felt the peak of an adrenaline spike. She shook beneath Divinity’s hands, her heart rate climbing. She wanted to run, but the woman’s grip was strong. Her breaths were short and fast, her eyes darting everywhere. Every time she blinked, she saw that thing, looking back at her, coiled inside. 
“Breathe. The feeling will pass.” 
“What the fuck is that thing?” Liza demanded. 
“It’s part of you. It always has been. But it’s also part of us. I need you to focus, Liza. It’s like remembering how to inhale. Your body knows it even if panic wants you to forget. You must accept this — and do it fast. Just like you need to inhale for your body to keep living, so you need to integrate this knowledge of what you’ve always known. Can you do that?” 
Fuck no, she couldn’t do that. There was a worm inside her mind, with giant yellow eyes. Liza’s hammering pulse was in her neck. In her clenching hands. In her tiny, shallow breaths. 
“Liza.” Divinity shook her. “Liza!” 
Liza’s head snapped to center. 
“Watch my eyes.” 
Liza held them, willing herself to Divinity’s requested calm. Slowly, grudgingly, it came. Then, still keyed up, Liza watched those brown irises and said, “You’re not human.” 
“This body is a surrogate.” 
“Am I a surrogate?” 
“You are a hybrid. I can feel the observer touching our collective. You’re intertwined with the observer. I know you can access all the answers you need if you’ll allow it to happen. Do you see?” 
Liza didn’t. But then, as she watched the woman’s eyes, answers came. Fog departed. Clarity returned. 
“It was you in my head. You sent me to that canyon. To that cache of stuff.” 
“Circumstances made a trip necessary, and I could not go myself.” 
“Why?” 
“It’s complicated.” 
Liza dipped her toe into the new mental water. Her memories were more or less crisp, save that one blank spot between the rectory and the moment she’d awakened near the freighter to find Peers Basara and Stranger. And she had new memories, too. New senses that must be her mind — or the observer’s — reaching into the Astral collective. She could feel its concerns. Its rough spots. Two places, in particular, where things weren’t as harmonious as a collective was supposed to be. 
“Who is Eternity?” Liza asked, feeling one of the rough spots. 
“An Astral who’s been compromised. Which is why I need your help.”
“Where is she?” 
“She is on this ship. Being held captive.” 
“By who?”
Divinity’s mouth worked again, probably deciding if she could trust Liza enough to tell her a closely held truth. 
“A hostile.” 
Liza reached into the collective. It was there. Like Eternity. But there was a block — something twisted enough that she couldn’t see. 
“I know you can’t see far,” Divinity said, as if reading Liza’s facial expression. “Eternity’s … abduction … has caused more knots than our collective is equipped to deal with. Communication has broken down. In many cases we’re having to transmit mouth to ear like humans.” 
“Shout for more Titans. Let’s break in there and get her back,” said Liza. 
For a third time, Divinity seemed to consider. “Many Titans have been compromised, as well. These two will help us.” She nodded at the pair. “But you should not leave this room without me because others might be … less helpful.” 
“But you’re a group. Like a hive mind. All thinking as one?” 
“That’s the way it’s supposed to be, but right now it is not. There is too much to explain. I just need to know if you’re with me.” 
“With you?” It was a bizarre question from an Astral. Humans thought this way. Not aliens. Not Liza, if she was to believe the big yellow eyes she was slowly getting used to seeing. 
“Look inside, Liza. Consult your observer. I know you can feel it. I can feel you feeling it. Haven’t you ever felt our pull? A desire to understand what Astrals are doing and perhaps even join us?” 
Liza thought back. Oh yes, she’d felt shifted loyalties before. In a way, realizing what she’d apparently always known (something that, right now, felt more like integration than realization) was a relief. She’d wondered, long ago, if she was just a dirty traitor. Now Lila realized she was being true to herself, though she hadn’t seen what her true self was before now.
“Our Founders seeded observers in your population. They’ve always been among you, moving from host to host upon their passing. The Founders also seeded each test population with chaos. Before now the element gave the experiment variation. This time it triggered a fault. Another of our hybrids manifested an anomaly. We tried to purge it, and the anomaly spread systemwide. There’s only a small unaffected cluster.” Divinity sighed, frustrated. “I would rather not tell you this, but there is no other way.” 
“You and me and them,” Liza said, nodding toward the Titans. “This is the ‘unaffected cluster’?”
“Yes.” 
“But you said my ‘erasure’ didn’t take. And I’m not stupid enough to believe that any of the three of you are acting normally, for Astrals.” 
“It’s a matter of degrees.” 
Liza considered, then said, “Why are you telling me this? It’s not just so that you can have a fourth.” 
Liza’s intuition — surely from her human half — was prickling. Since when did Astral command beg humans for help? Maybe Liza had Astral in her, but the collective hadn’t grabbed and compelled her — though arguably, that might have been what had happened when she’d been on the surface, before she’d stepped into that shuttle and come up here. No. This one was asking for help, even if she was doing it sideways. It didn’t fit. Something was terribly wrong … and right now Liza, as the newcomer, had a surprising amount of power. 
“When we accessed you earlier, before your erasure, there was something in your record about a sabotage plot. A reason you were, from the start, more allied to Astrals than humanity. It struck us as a counterpoint to the imbalance in the other direction — toward humanity — that we’ve seen in the other hybrid.” 
Liza was seeing more and more. She could peek into the Astral collective, sure, but the old viceroy also had her human cunning. And right now, that superpower duo of abilities was pointing her toward one inescapable conclusion: This particular woman, whatever she was to the Astrals, was in a hell of a bind. And she thought Liza, for some reason, held her key to salvation. 
“It’s spreading, isn’t it? Whatever’s gotten into your system and is causing trouble … It’s getting worse.” 
“The human collective is new to us. Their minds have changed in a way we don’t understand. We were unable to complete the Forgetting because their minds work like a hologram: as long as one node remained, others could be rebuilt.” 
A smile crept across Liza’s lips. Combining human memory and Astral insight, she thought she could see the problem in a way this woman couldn’t. Liza didn’t know how to solve their problem or even begin to crack its shell, but she did get it in a way that they couldn’t. She had a different frame of reference, and to Liza, a metaphor for the problem — still with no solution — was clear as glass. 
Divinity was saying that the Astrals couldn’t blank humanity’s memory banks (minds) because they couldn’t erase all the servers (people) at once — because each mind in the collective held all the data (memories) and could repopulate the rest at any time. 
Humanity’s minds were like the cloud, back in the days of the Internet. 
“What’s that smile for?” 
“You really can’t tell?” Liza asked. “You can’t read my mind?” 
“Eternity’s abduction has put knots throughout the system. And the hybrid’s pollution, working on her, has made it … difficult … to see.” 
“You’ll have to kill us all. As long as one human mind keeps popping up …” Liza shrugged, suddenly feeling very much herself, suspecting there was still an ace far down in this hole — one that, when revealed, would trump all the rest. “You’re fucked,” she finished. 
“We can’t kill you off. We’re too intertwined. We can bluff, but eradicating this planet’s experiment, at this point, also eliminates us.”
Liza watched Divinity, sensing what was coming, enjoying the unfolding.
“You had a way out,” Divinity said, now almost pleading. “I could see it in your observer’s record. It’s why I sent for you. It’s why I sent you to that canyon! You needed something. I can’t see what it is, what you once knew, but I know it’s there, buried in your mind! What is it? Think!” 
Liza had already figured it out. Just as she had so long ago. 
Divinity knew Liza had once known a way to disrupt humanity’s virus, but Liza’s mind must have been hidden enough to stay mostly invisible. She was half-Astral but living undercover. Now Divinity was guiding Liza’s no-longer-foggy brain toward what it once thought of as salvation. 
“You don’t know why you need me,” Liza said. 
“It’s something you once had. Something you once planned! I can sense the potential, but with the collective compromised—” 
“Where is my backpack?” 
One of the Titans reached behind himself and procured the thing, holding it out to Liza. 
“It’s full of junk,” said Divinity. “But your mind seemed to once feel—”
“Not junk,” said Liza, cutting her off. 
Her hand effortlessly found what she was looking for. Her fingers went right to it, as if guided.
She pulled it out. Held it up. Watched Divinity puzzle the item, savoring the obvious shift in power. 
“Take me with you to the next colony,” Liza said, slowly revolving the thing in her hand. “Make me a queen there, and I’ll show you how to end your ‘experiment’ on Earth for good.”





Chapter Thirty-Nine
MELANIE WATCHED Meyer until she was sure he was in a trance. He was trying to reach out to Clara and the others, believing Melanie (rightfully) about the Ark but trying to find a way to assist their doomed mission anyway. And that was human hope: tell one of them that their situation is futile, and they’ll go back and start hammering the same nail. 
‘Hammering the same nail’? Melanie thought. You’re just as bad as they are. 
The new human mental network had proved difficult to crack, but in the end it came down to the Archetypes. Their external collective had somehow married right back to the more sensible, internal, organic collective, giving them redundancy just like their old Internet had. Unless the Forgetting was applied to every mind at once — which was more or less impossible — the ones they didn’t hit in any cycle kept spreading their knowledge back to the others once pressure abated. They’d make one sector Forget, then that sector would be reminded of everything below the surface once attention turned to the following sector. Any time the Forgetting was relaxed, people began to remember for real. It had been a twenty-year game of Whack-a-Mole, never slowing or stopping. 
“Whack-a-Mole”? That’s even worse than hammering nails. Or individuality or conceit or arrogance or “pride” or “self-confidence.” In another five years, we’ll all be processing human magazine articles, wondering if we’re too fat, splitting into genders, trying to figure out why He’s Just Not That Into You.
The fact that she even knew the human culture references necessary to make the internal joke was bothersome. The pollution was pervasive. Intrusive. It pressed her every sense, fooling Melanie into believing she needed to have senses, to have her body, to consider herself “herself.”
Well, not for long. 
The collective was so twisted and fogged that it could barely see its directives, and Melanie could no more issue imperatives than hear the dissent that shouldn’t be there. Getting Meyer off the ship would help; he was twisting the Nexus like an enemy’s neck. But even after he was gone, they’d have trouble piloting the ships or issuing orders until they were finally out of orbit. Until the Archetypes were gone, the ship’s proximity would worsen the sickness. That was human hope in its worst form: aggressive, unwilling to settle until it had ruined everything. 
But now, even as Meyer tried in vain to help the group heading toward the beached freighter, those problematic Archetypes were all in the same place — lined up like the ducks in a shooting gallery that she shouldn’t see as an apt metaphor. 
They’d eliminated the Warrior and the Innocent. 
Now the King, Fool, Magician, and Sage were together, waiting for slaughter as Melanie reached around Meyer’s trance and tapped the Reptars on their big black shoulders, warning them that enemies were approaching. 
That only left the Villain, but Melanie could sense that one, too. Nearby, maybe even on the ship. Reptars up here could kill that one while the Reptars on the planet handled the other five. 
That would shock Meyer right out of this little game, then the release of his hold on the collective — and the Nexus — would relax enough for them to kill him as well. 
It would be enough. Then Melanie could stop thinking of Whack-a-Mole and hammers on nails and ducks in galleries. She could stop considering her reflection and this strange attachment to her surrogate. She could stop taking pride in what she thought and who she was and how she looked. She could stop believing that it was better for her surrogate to keep on breathing than that Meyer be prevented from taking the damned ship captive. 
She opened her eyes. Meyer was sitting quietly in his chair, weapon in hand. She wouldn’t try to get it because that would wake him. But the collective’s pollution could work for Melanie even as it was working against her. She couldn’t see most of the others, let alone issue imperatives, but maybe that meant he wouldn’t see her — as focused as he was on poking Kindred and Stranger and Clara, trying to show them the nature of their ship’s power — and how many Reptars were truly waiting. 
Surprise was everything. 
Melanie pushed through the fog, through her limited point of view, and found her body. Her core. She saw Meyer’s trance to the side, as dominant in the collective as it had been in the human collective unconsciousness when he’d taken his drugs. 
He could speak to them and try to show them the truth, yes. 
But Melanie could reach out to the Reptars on the ship first, doubling their Doubling, using an inch of the Nexus’s power through the archive to make the illusion that much more convincing. 
Let Meyer show his people exactly how to come. 
The Reptars would be prepared, and waiting.





Chapter Forty
KINDRED WENT LEFT when Stranger went right. 
Kindred knew nothing about battle tactics; Meyer hadn’t been a veteran, and he, along with everyone else, had spent the last two decades having forgotten pretty much everything but his name. Even so, splitting up to attack a target seemed logical. Not that it would make a difference. The monolith was in a low V, the sea miles distant, highlands of the side even farther from the water. They’d approach from above, marching down what was essentially a long dune. There wasn’t any cover. It was laughable to think they could take anyone by surprise. 
But even from up here, looking across the V at the tiny black specks that were all he could see of the other group, Kindred knew this was their best shot. You attacked from two directions. It made sense, even if it was a fool’s errand. 
He could feel the Ark’s power, even from here. They’d just been here yesterday, and his daughter (in a matter of speaking) had been slaughtered aboard this same ship, with the same power thrumming in the background. Just yesterday he’d looked at the Reptars and heard a voice from the sky inside his mind and realized they didn’t have to stay. Then they’d been somewhere else, and in the moment — just for the moment — the idea of teleporting made total sense, before it vanished like fog in a breeze. He’d dreamed the whole thing. He and Stranger both, according to what the others said. 
But right now, feeling the Ark’s power, Kindred could believe it. 
I remembered something yesterday. I realized something obvious, that anyone could see. 
The power was a low thrum. Something that seemed to reach out and invite him forward, its song hypnotic. They could march right in there. Sure, there was plenty to fear. But so what, when you could see all the terrible things and know precisely where the traps lay? 
Kindred felt knowledge almost percolating. Threatening to rise. Below the surface and beside his resentment. He remembered things long passed. Events he wasn’t even sure he himself had participated in. 
Receiving a message from Divinity when he’d been viceroy of Heaven’s Veil, Trevor in his office, claiming to search for books, Raj clattering around somewhere overhead, slowly going bad. 
Hiding in the bunker under Vail, Piper in the corner, bloody spatter from the first man she’d ever killed not yet scrubbed from her neck, close to catatonic, rocking, still young enough to feel bad for a necessary murder. 
Himself on the ship, kept in a cell. Piper, also aboard. 
You were a Titan back then, said a voice. You did not see Piper on the ship. You were another thing, in fear of becoming me. 
Meyer’s voice. From somewhere. 
Focus, Kindred.
Meyer inside his mind, the sensation curiously doubled, as if he was talking to himself. Which, by a certain definition, he was. 
There are only three Reptars left. 
Kindred looked behind him, catching curious glances from Logan, Piper, Kamal, and the man and woman whom Kindred had met but whose names had yet to register. From Kamal’s crew — brave, selfless enough to storm a place they knew to be swarming with enemy soldiers for the greater good. But according to the voice in Kindred’s head, there were only three. And yet he knew they’d only managed to kill one of the potential hundreds they’d seen before.
Aft, amidships, and near the door to the bridge. You will know when you see them. 
Kamal was slowly shaking his head, seeming to ask a question with raised eyebrows.
Clear your head. If you focus, you can see. 
Kindred didn’t know what the voice meant, or where it was coming from. He didn’t know whom it belonged to. But the Ark’s power was like sweat on his brow. He could sense it calling him forward, feel his mind calming — welcome change from the cauldron, stewing with anger and resentment, plagued by jealousy and pettiness and hate. He wanted to march forward, heedless. He wanted to cross the V, to the ship’s other side. Find Stranger, and let the end come. 
If you focus, you can see. 
But it was hard, and Kindred didn’t want to. 
Ahead, at the freighter’s towering metal side, was a tall, black-haired form, waving him forward. 
His ex-wife, Heather, whom he’d already died once saving.





Chapter Forty-One
“STRANGER?” 
But Stranger’s eyes were on the person near the ship’s rear: Trevor. He’d never known the boy, and yet he’d raised Trevor from a baby and taught him to ride a bike, tolerated his teenage angst, as annoying as it had been. He was dressed in jeans and a T-shirt. The jeans looked clean. How long had it been since he’d seen a clean pair? Denim could last a long time — but their little village, which had thought nothing of the curious blue material in the same way they thought nothing of the other old-world items that didn’t make sense — only had a few intact pairs among them, most ripped through at the knee and converted to anachronistic shorts. 
But Trevor was standing there in his jeans and tee, the way he’d looked on the last day of his life, so far as Stranger remembered of that time he’d never known or seen.
“Stranger!” 
He flinched when Clara touched his shoulder. He’d been about to rise. Energy wafting from the ship was like second heat, and Stranger could think of little beyond heeding its cry. Kindred, across the dunes, was calling him. Maybe they could meet in the middle, link arms like schoolgirls, and skip the rest of the way down. It would be the end of them both, and maybe all of it. But did it matter? The Ark’s song was so alluring. 
“Are you okay?” 
“There are only three,” he said.  
“Three what?”
He was already too distracted to answer. Movement at the ship’s other end caught his eye. There was someone there. A woman in her forties.
Lila. 
“Stranger? Three what?”
Lila waved, seeing their little group where they pretended to hide. She put her hand on the ladder bolted to the monolith’s side, raised a leg, and climbed. Trevor, at the other end, began to do the same. 
Stranger could hear the Reptars in his head. This wouldn’t be as hard as they’d all imagined. All puzzles were hard until you knew the trick, but once you saw it, the whole thing cracked open, so obviously simple.
Lila stopped. Then Trevor. Stranger’s children hung on their ladders, their large smiles obvious even across the distance. They waved. Beckoning. 
More movement, this time across the dune. Someone shouted — a voice that was half hiss, half yell, as if the shouter was somehow trying to be quiet even while calling out. There was another shout from behind Stranger. Over his shoulder, where Clara and Peers and Sadeem and some fellow named Marcus were waiting and failing to understand how easy this whole thing actually was. 
There were eleven of them, and thanks to Kamal’s group’s preparation (something Stranger got credit for arranging, despite his lack of memory), their group was armed. Bullets weren’t always efficient against Reptars, but Reptars fought with claws and teeth — and aboard that entire ship, there were only three. 
Three foes between them and the Ark. Between them and the end of everything. Between the end of his and Kindred’s twenty-year tension and its final resolution. Between the anger and hatred that tore at Stranger’s gut — the guilt and pain he’d increasingly learned to feel but could no longer abide. 
Three Reptars between Stranger and his vendetta.
“Kindred!” Peers whisper-shouted at the man descending the dune, headed for neither Trevor nor Lila but a space between them. 
Stranger rose and started walking too. 
Then all the shouts called out from behind.





Chapter Forty-Two
PEERS’S EYES darted rapidly side to side. They’d discussed this, and now both Kindred and Stranger were breaking from the plan. He watched them march straight toward the freighter, in the open, shouting his petty little cries, knowing along with the others that Stranger and Kindred either couldn’t hear or would never acknowledge. There was little to do. He couldn’t raise his voice. The Reptars might hear, and Peers could see dozens of the black creatures crawling around the deck like a swarm of deadly spiders.
He looked at Sadeem, whose face promised no help. Then at Clara’s wide eyes. He peeked back at Stranger and Kindred, both sitting ducks. There were four Reptars on the sand, two flanking each man. But Stranger didn’t even look over at them, and neither did Kindred. It was as if they didn’t even know the Reptars were there.
“Trade me guns,” Peers said, his hand out toward Sadeem. 
“You’re supposed to have the handgun.” 
“And those two assholes were supposed to stay back until the deck was clear!” Peers hissed. “Give me the fucking rifle!” 
Sadeem hesitated, his eyes ticking to the opposite dune. Probably appealing to Kamal, as if the fact that Kamal had procured the weapons meant he owned the plan. Well, fuck the plan. There’d been many plans, and they had ways of not working out. Peers and Aubrey had planned a bunker full of Astral technology before they’d met Meyer’s group all those years ago, but it turned out the cave had probably been put there by the Astrals, Peers unwittingly filling his role as a puppet. He and Aubrey had also planned to haul ass through the cannibals outside Ember Flats without casualties, but then that dumbass Christopher had careened away to blow himself up and make a hole. And let’s not forget his own plan to duck into the Mullah Elders’ temple for a bit of righteous mischief. That plan hadn’t gone too awry; he’d called the Astrals to Earth to end a species, seven billion strong. Yes. Plans were spectacular. 
Sadeem lowered the barrel. Peers snatched it, giving the old man a warning glance, then lowered the thing, preparing to sight on the Reptar closest to Kindred when Sadeem changed his mind and grabbed the butt from behind. 
Peers spun, adrenaline high, and stopped himself inches from driving his elbow back into Sadeem’s face. He found himself confronting Clara instead.
She looked at Kindred and Stranger, walking in a trance down the dunes. She looked at the Reptars on the sand, all with open mouths, menacing the two men but keeping their distance. 
Clara shook her head. 
“Something is wrong,” she said.





Chapter Forty-Three
THROUGH HIS SYMBIONT’S Astral mind, Meyer saw it plain as day.
There were only three Reptars on the freighter. The Astrals had left four behind as quiet guards, meant purely as a backup force, there to protect the Ark until the Forgetting could be completed. Kindred had managed to kill one of the four when he’d visited the freighter, and the Astrals hadn’t replaced it. They couldn’t. Their entire command structure was based on a lack of a command structure, and now that human thought had spread through them like a virus, they didn’t know how to function. If the Astrals had a leader, it would have been Eternity. But she was here with Meyer, and had problems of her own. They all knew the woman was a puppet, just as Eternity knew it herself. Yet he’d held her hostage all the same. 
Shuttles didn’t know where to fly. Motherships could barely communicate. The Deathbringer’s orbit could decay, and they probably wouldn’t know until it crashed and knocked a chunk out of the recovering planet. They didn’t know how to function as individuals. Meyer could see them scrambling from inside the changing collective — disagreeing, arguing, feeling proud, and the infant version of arrogance. They’d adjust. But hadn’t yet. 
There were only three Reptars on the ship. It might look like dozens or hundreds from the outside, but Meyer saw the trick, like wires holding up the spaceships in an old sci-fi movie. The Ark had to fold space to do its job — to see as far and wide as it needed to. Those folds were subtle. But Kindred and Stranger, who had the potential for their own power, had opened one of those folds wider, into a rip, and stepped right through it. 
Four people slipping through a rift doesn’t happen by accident, Divinity had told him. 
And that was true. Even the Astrals, as far as Meyer and his observer could see, couldn’t do it. The ships could, and that’s how they’d rifted from their home through the hole near Jupiter to reach Earth. But shuttles couldn’t do it, nor could individual Astrals. It took tremendous energy. Immense power, harnessed to deepen a gravity well into something local, and safe. 
But Kindred and Stranger had done it. Without knowing why or how. And they’d taken passengers with them. It was like instinct, buried deep inside Meyer. Projected to the pair of half men, who used their power to take things further. 
That had scared Divinity. Because Meyer Dempsey wasn’t supposed to become what he had. He wasn’t supposed to have broken in the way they saw him. And when they’d attempted repair? When they’d sent a copy to do a hybrid’s job? Well, then shit had really hit the fan.
Meyer watched the Reptars harnessing the Ark’s power as best they could, showing themselves as spooks using something called quantum entanglement — but which felt to Meyer’s mind like specialized prisms. Just as light enters and refracts into many beams, a trio of Reptars was appearing as many. They couldn’t travel like the human wild cards, or do more than this pop-up freak show, displaying their false faces to incite panic so their bodies could attack the humans by surprise. 
As long as the humans knew which of the Reptars were real, this would be simple. 
They’d find the Ark. 
And then, as Clara planned, they’d poison it. 
The thought turned Meyer’s attention toward Eternity, wanting to make sure she couldn’t tell that his mind was talking to Kindred, Stranger, and Clara. He could keep her out. It wasn’t even hard now that he was getting the trick. Eternity had showed her hand when he’d stimulated the Nexus. Once he’d gotten the feel for manipulating their energy, it wasn’t difficult. He didn’t even have to risk accessing it again to do what had to be done. Meyer could project ghosts to guide Kindred and Stranger fine without it.
He tuned to Eternity. She wasn’t even poking at his defenses. His shell was plenty intact. 
Meyer nudged the ghosts further, concentrating, leading his people to the true Reptar guards, blinding their minds to the false ones so they wouldn’t panic without cause. He had to keep it up, keep them marching and hide the duplicates. It wouldn’t be long now. 
But then a harsh mental whisper
(he’s at the far end and has a weapon.)
returned his attention to Eternity, just as he’d been about to shift his focus. His eyes snapped open, and he found himself staring directly at the blonde, her gaze big and full of guilt. 
“What did you do? Did you just—?”
 The door behind Meyer blew open. He dove toward Eternity, knocking her back, gun trained behind him, firing at everything that moved and filling the room with corpses.





Chapter Forty-Four
KINDRED BLINKED AS if leaving a trance. He didn’t precisely recall walking onto the sand, though he did remember a dream of Heather, calling him forward, beckoning with her warm and long-missed embrace. Yet here he was. 
A pair of Reptars was flanking him, one on each side. 
Adrenaline flooded his cortex and doubled his pulse. The bottom of Meyer’s instinct flushed through Kindred as if born there. He found himself reaching for the semiautomatic tucked into the back of his pants, seconds ticking too fast. He might have shouted; he definitely tripped and fell onto his back, seeing the first of the big black things moving over him, mouth open and spark churning, Kindred’s finger tugged uselessly on the trigger as he pointed down its throat. It was dead. The pistol was done. It had jammed, and now there was a Reptar about to rip him in half and— 
PEERS YANKED the rifle from Clara’s grip, practically ramming its stock into her forehead in his panic as Kindred fell and began to shout. As Stranger, across the dunes, pointed at the Reptar on his right as if seeing it only now, firing over and over and over, the Reptar still coming but not overtaking him. 
He rushed forward, up over the lip, raising his rifle in the clear, not worrying about cover, knowing it was blown, that something had gone terribly wrong. But then he swore; the rifle was the right choice when the scene had been quiet, but now he couldn’t get a clear shot. He’d have to run in, and that close up, the rifle was useless. 
On the other side, Logan was up; Kamal was up; the man from Kamal’s village was up and running. 
“Give me the handgun!” 
Sadeem stammered. 
“GIVE ME THE FUCKING HANDGUN!” 
But Sadeem was lost; he was a thinker, not a fighter. Peers dropped the rifle and snatched it from him, Sadeem’s grip momentarily fierce. There was a frightening instant where Peers imagined the gun going off in the struggle, shooting friend while trying to end their foe. 
But the gun came loose, and Peers ran. 
“COME ON!” 
Piper shook her head. She’d almost seen something. Almost understood. Even now she kept getting a flash of a circular room with a floor that lit up, with the shadows of what appeared to be tree branches beneath it. She was there with Meyer (she’d been there with Meyer), and it was long ago, and she’d left Cameron behind, and had felt a new kinship she returned. They’d matched before, then much better later, as if they were on the same frequency after years spent slightly off. 
“Piper!” 
But Kamal wasn’t going to wait; he ran toward the melee, racking his weapon. 
(SAFETY.)
The voice from Kindred’s own mind, not Meyer’s or Clara’s. Only his own internal reminder that he was being an asshole and that as long as the Reptar continued to jaw above him, those were more seconds he could spend shooting it through the back of its throat — one of the creature’s most vulnerable spots. 
(Safety!)
Not a call for Stranger to run for cover — a reminder to click the switch on his gun’s side, turning it from safe to red, for dead. 
Safety off, finger on trigger. Pop, pop, pop. 
But the bullets went right through the Reptar as if it wasn’t even there. 
SADEEM SAW the other Reptars climb the freighter’s railings from the deck and spill down its sides like bees in a swarm. The first surrounded Kindred, Logan, Kamal, and Kamal’s cohort, Danni, her posture tall and proud, firing her weapon like a pro. Reptars eclipsed Stranger, Marcus, and Peers ahead. Blocking them from view. 
Clara, looking up at him in betrayed expectation, as if someone had promised her Santa before admitting the lie. 
But Sadeem and Clara had weapons, same as the others. He stood, removing his, flicking the safety to off as Kamal had shown them. 
“We have to help them,” Sadeem said, saying words he didn’t feel, watching as the enormous swarm churned and buried their friends from view. Had Peers and the others really only thought there were a few dozen Reptars on the freighter? There had to be hundreds, maybe more. 
Clara’s eyes were scanning the melee, squinting as if to see more than what was so obviously there. Her head snapped toward a lone Reptar leaping from the ship’s side, running toward the spot where Stranger’s group had been. 
“They’re not—” Clara began, her eyes more confused than terrified. She stopped, flinching as shots ripped through the purring and growling, shattering the day like something broken. It was Kamal, with one of those desert weapons the old-world warlords once carried, black and long with a banana clip. 
Shots struck the sand. Kamal dove down, bullets whistling overhead. Others came. Single reports, from a handful of other shooters. 
They were still alive. Somehow, amid the huge knot of Reptars, they were all still alive. 
Firing their weapons. 
And the bullets were going right through the Reptars, striking nothing at all. 
STRANGER’S SHOULDER struck Peers’s shoulder. Marcus was to his side, weapon raised. They’d stopped firing. Bullets didn’t always knock Reptars down, but they never failed to nab their attention. But these weren’t flinching. No shattered scales, no blood, no sounds or sights of impact. The Reptars weren’t coming — marching in a circle, feinting as if to strike without ever attacking.
“THEY’RE NOT REAL.” 
Clara held tight as Sadeem tried to pull away. She was low, looking across the all-black battleground, watching the fearful sight of Reptars swarming just feet away. But something was still off. She’d seen her share of Reptar attacks, and this was like none of them. 
“Let me go!” 
“They’re not real, Sadeem! Look at them!” 
Sadeem looked. Shots rang out, raising tiny blasts of sand. 
One prowling from the other side, moving without hurry toward the knot where Kindred and his small group of warriors had vanished, surrounded. 
Sadeem saw her eyes. 
He traded the big rifle for Clara’s handgun, snatching it before she could protest. Then he ran toward the Reptar, robes flapping. 
SADEEM RAISED his weapon and fired at the lone Reptar. He was too old. His joints ached; his hands weren’t used to the heavy firearm. His teeth wanted to rattle whenever it kicked. He could barely hear after a few of the thunderous reports. 
The Reptar Clara had been staring at flinched. Recoiled. Turned to face Sadeem, leaping, pining his gun hand, rattling the weapon loose. Then its dark and bleeding body was above him, wounded but not enough. His head rolled to the side, trying to torque his body around to reach the gun with his free hand. He saw the nearest clutch of Reptars and noticed a curious thing: maybe a third of the Reptars that had been circling were now wavering. And bleeding. 
The thing raised its head and bellowed, then swung its rows of teeth down, whip-fast. But Sadeem was faster; he brought his toe hard up under the Reptar’s jaw, stunning it, making it choke. 
Free hand. 
Gun. 
Sadeem was right-handed, but the quarters were close enough that an imperfect shot would do. His clumsy left hand found enough strength to grip it, and pull the trigger. The blow glanced off the Reptar’s side, doing little more than making it reel. The deterred teeth connected but did so imperfectly; razors cut into Sadeem’s flesh at the shoulder. But it was his right shoulder, and his left was still free so he fought the spreading agony and shoved his barrel into the thing’s mouth, managing another shot, watching the slide lock back. 
Empty. That was my last bullet. 
But it was enough. A great glut of thick blood coughed from the Reptar’s throat, and the thing collapsed atop him, then rolled away. 
A third of the Reptars on both groups collapsed, suddenly dead. 
They’re not real, Clara had said. 
Sadeem scanned the scene. Another two Reptars were coming, each by itself, moving fast. 
LOGAN, mouth open, looked right at Kamal when a bunch of Reptars dropped dead. It felt like something from an action movie he might have seen as a kid, before Astral Day: a villain sliced and diced by the hero, only realizing after a few pregnant seconds that he’d been cut into pieces. Kamal was holding the group’s only assault rifle. It was as if he’d shot all the Reptars after all, but it had taken them a moment to get the message. 
“How—?” Logan managed the single word before a big black body leaped from the churning mass and hit him full on. 
The Reptar, having overshot its mark, turned and stalked back toward Logan as he fumbled for his gun, which he’d somehow hung onto. Kamal’s eyes lit, but then a large group of Reptars moved between them, and Kamal and his machine gun were gone. 
Logan raised his weapon. The Reptar knocked it away. Its mouth opened, a purr escaping on foul, meat-flavored breath. 
Oh hell. I’m going to die on my back. 
The thing came. Stalking. Purring. But then something else came: small, lightning fast, swinging something like a board or bat. There was a crack, and the Reptar recoiled, struck in its big armored face. It staggered as if dizzy, then Logan was moving backward, dragged from under his armpits. But — horror of horrors — his savior was pulling him into the swarm. 
Clara came around him and squatted. Logan tried to focus on her but couldn’t. He was trying to hold his ground, but it was hard with all the Reptar legs and claws and purring heads knocking him all about. 
“We’re safe here.”
“We’re safe?” Logan couldn’t believe he’d heard correctly. Clara could have been speaking Chinese. 
“They’re not real. They’re … projections.” 
Something stepped on Logan. It hurt. 
“They feel real to me!” he was hysterical, barely able to listen for all the panic, all the fight-or-flight. 
“Logan. Listen. There are only a few of them. The rest are duplicates. I don’t think they can pay attention to more than their own eyes, so they can’t see us, or get to us. I think most are smoke and mirrors. You saw how the bullets were going right through.” 
A Reptar opened its mouth right beside him. Logan flinched back, seeing teeth and that blue glow. But the thing closed its mouth and moved away: just another horror show.
“The one I hit,” Clara said, looking back the way they’d come. 
“Hit?” 
Clara shrugged — a strange gesture amid the Reptars. As she stood, one of the many alien arms went right through her: one of Clara’s smoke and mirrors beasties, true to her word. 
“I didn’t know how to shoot Sadeem’s rifle,” Clara said, “but it worked fine as a bat.” 
A SCREAM. 
Piper had run toward Kamal and Logan and Kindred, somehow ending up in the middle. She remembered the freeway catastrophe outside Chicago a thousand years ago, recalling those close quarters, and feeling the same sensation now. How had she been surrounded? She’d been firing the entire time but didn’t think she’d killed a single Reptar. She’d been prepared to kill or die herself, but neither happened. When that massive batch had dropped dead all at once, she’d seen Logan, Kindred, Kamal, and Kamal’s friends. Now she was in the middle. Why weren’t they attacking, until the one struck at Logan? 
Clara had pushed right through the Reptars, not minding them at all, and whacked the one over Logan hard with what turned out to be a rifle. It was still where she’d dropped it, but Clara and Logan were gone, retreated through a wall of Reptars like a bead curtain.
Now the scream. Piper saw the Reptar Clara had clocked recovering, now ripping the woman from Kamal’s village down her middle. Blood spurted as she separated. The man shouted, pointing his gun at the Reptar’s body, firing, bullets scoring only fractured scales. He needed to aim at its mouth, its eyes. Getting a body shot with a bullet, on a Reptar, came down to luck. 
Piper watched as the thing turned him to mincemeat. 
PEERS WATCHED a bloody-armed Sadeem cross the space between the groups, already feeling the oddity of all that was happening. The Mullah had legends about this sort of thing — about illusions pulled by the Horsemen. But what were these creatures if not Reptars? He’d fired through several, struck a few without any damage. The dead had fallen without effort from Peers, but he could already tell that whatever riddle had transpired, Sadeem had figured it out. 
He took off after the old man, watching him raise a weapon to a solo Reptar that was very near Stranger, shooting at it from the other side. There was something in its jaws. By omission (not Clara, who’d run the other direction; not Sadeem; not Peers or Stranger), the anonymous puree dripping from its maw had to be Marcus — a guy who, Kamal had joked on the way in, had once perfected the art of making copies and bringing coffee to Jabari.
Sadeem seemed to hear something. His head turned, and he moved away, toward another bit of quarry, leaving Stranger to duel with the Reptar alone. 
But when Sadeem was a handful of yards away, the Reptar turned its attention from shots fired by Stranger, opting for a less painful direction. 
It took Sadeem down, ending him before the old man could look back. 
LOGAN HEARD A CRY. Clara watched his eyes widen, then saw the rarely observed hero within the skinny man surface. A woman’s shout; it had to be Danni or Piper. Logan was off his ass, gun in hand and through the surging mass of decoy Reptars, before Clara could shout. And then she was alone. 
She tried tuning her attention to the collective but could no longer hear her grandfather. Was he dead? He’d cut off so suddenly. She’d have to close her eyes and focus to see if he was still on the grid, but she couldn’t do that here. At least two of these boogeymen Reptars were real, yet she had no idea where to find them. The real ones acted differently than those Clara gathered must be “the same thing seen in many places,” which was as far she understood Meyer’s impossible concept. But if Clara couldn’t see beyond her protected knot, she couldn’t tell. 
Toward Logan?
Yes, it made sense. But she’d already lost his direction. She guessed, knowing that staying where she was would end up being the only wrong choice, suddenly and surprisingly sure that dying today might not be all that bad. The years had been hard, and death promised rest. 
But beyond the knot, Clara found herself in a curious calm. They were fighting behind her, but there must not be any real ones over here. None were paying attention. 
Then she saw two people between the fighting groups — Stranger and Kindred, now moving slowly toward each other. 
The air crackled. From the ship, from the Ark. From the two men. A current of deadly potential. 
They moved forward. Moved forward. The sizzle lifted her hair, filling Clara with foreboding. 
She opened her mouth to shout. 
“Don’t—!” 
“—GET ANY CLOSER!” 
Peers’s head spun to find the source of the shout: Clara, yelling at Kindred and Stranger, their faces confused, as if they’d woken from twin trances. 
As all three began to study one another, Peers wanted to raise a shout of his own. He was out of ammo, as were several of the others. Something strange was happening, and they had to figure it out. Several were dead, including his late-life mentor. Their only option was a hasty retreat. 
Dazed, Stranger and Kindred were now both walking slowly backward, wary, seeming only now to realize they’d narrowly avoided doing something deadly. 
But then Peers saw movement. On the left. Coming fast. Clara didn’t catch it, but Peers was closer. 
He didn’t think. He ran. Full out, he ran. 
He wasn’t going to make it. The Reptar was too fast, and Clara still hadn’t noticed. Stranger had, and was, shouting. But he wasn’t close enough, and his bullets — if he was still aware enough to have kept his weapon — might hit Clara from that far away. Peers realized only once sprinting that he’d dropped his own empty gun. 
So what are you planning to do?
He didn’t know. It didn’t matter. He could barely see Clara. Instead he saw the temple he’d visited as a child, entering the dark room with the voice he’d learned was Astral, telling them it was cool if they came for a visit. He saw the cannibals outside Ember Flats. He saw the day he’d lost Clara in the hallway when she’d been little, knowing that no matter what, he couldn’t lose her again. And for some reason he saw his son, James, whom he hadn’t allowed himself to think of for years. James would have been over forty by now — old enough to fight in this battle for himself if the Ember Flats security forces hadn’t ended his life so early. 
Was it really bad, sparing him a life in this place? 
Yes. Life was always better than death, Peers thought as his lungs burned — running toward Clara, who’d had one of the hardest lives he could ever imagine. 
Peers gasped, his legs on fire. The Reptar would take her first, for sure. The beast knew it, and so did Clara; her head had turned, now hearing its approach. 
The Reptar leaped, struck Clara, and knocked her flat. No pause. It reared back with its throat flashing and swung down, hard, as Peers watched visions of failure in his head, knowing there was nothing he could do, no weapons in his possession, no time at hand to so much as grab the thing. He had nothing at all, except for sand and … 
A millisecond flash of a small brown face. A face Peers failed like he’d failed everyone else, all his life. 
And himself. 
The Reptar bit down. 
Clara rolled away as Peers thought his final thought, his torso thrust between the thing’s closing jaws.
The thought went out to a small brown boy, taken before his time: I’ll see you soon.





Chapter Forty-Five
“FIND ME DIVINITY,” Melanie ordered. 
The Titan before her did nothing. She didn’t like the way it was eyeing her. Maybe Melanie’s time in Meyer’s captivity inside the Nexus was coloring her perceptions, but she’d have sworn his expression was one of condescension, perhaps even pity. They usually appeared neutral. Her time in a human body had flavored that neutrality, allowing her to see it as polite, or perhaps even pleased. But this one’s face struck her as belligerent. Annoyed by Melanie’s instructions. 
“Is there a problem?” 
She was speaking like a human. Like a military commander from a pre-invasion drama, bustling to retain order as their command fell apart. Titans didn’t speak. It wasn’t going to snap off a salute and say, “Sir, yes, sir!” 
Its lips wouldn’t tell her the Titan’s reasons for not moving — she had to dip into the collective and listen. 
Divinity is here. 
Well, shit. Melanie knew that. The entire Divinity class was inside the collective, same as the Titans and Reptars — lines between the latter two almost indistinguishable at the mental level. More than even the soldier classes, Divinity’s home was inside the collective. It (they) had bodies, but only due to biological necessity. The same as Eternity was supposed to be, before the surrogate. But these days she didn’t like the collective much. It had always struck her as a place of serenity and order — a place where her mentality felt at home and right. These days it felt as chaotic as the ships. When the Titans escorted her away from Meyer and the Nexus, something had rampaged through her quarters. It was barely a surprise because that’s the way the collective seemed right now. 
Everything inside was tipped over and messy. So much was broken. It was as if something had stomped through and laid waste. Now even the line between Melanie and this Titan felt untidy. It should have felt like they were adjacent cells in a larger body, working as one toward a common purpose. Instead she felt their butting heads. Trying to convince the Titan to cooperate rather than knowing and accepting that it always and inevitably would, and that the alternative wasn’t possible. 
“I mean Divinity’s surrogate,” Melanie told the Titan. 
But now she got the distinct impression that the Titan was toying with her. She’d swear it was on the verge of asking, Why would you need to locate its puppet body if you need to speak with it? Instead its mind asked something more poignant — something Melanie found herself struggling to articulate. Something she had no reason to voice or specify at all. 
Which surrogate? 
Meaning: Which Divinity do you want? Which pointless, artificial line do you wish drawn to separate an entity that is normally considered to function as a singular, distributed mental being? 
“The short one with the dark brown hair.” 
She could have sworn the Titan smirked. She shouldn’t have said that. She might as well have asked for the Divinity that wore culottes and liked long walks on the beach. But the words had come out because lately she (as a surrogate) had only interacted with the one Divinity (as a surrogate). And because of it, she’d come to think of “Divinity” as that one’s name, just as hers was Melanie.
That surrogate of Divinity is in Control. 
“What is she doing in Control?” 
This time, the Titan’s silence inside the hive felt less smug and more like uncomfortable uncertainty. She didn’t want to poke the Titan further; Melanie could find the roots of whatever-it-was on her own. But she could sense echoes of what the Titan had said from many facets of the disorderly collective. Whatever Divinity was up to was something the Titans, Reptars, and remainder of Divinity either didn’t know or entirely trust. It had the feeling of a disagreement or a schism within the group — but more on the level of intuition than anything fully understood. 
It is not entirely clear. 
“Bring her to me.” 
Divinity is not alone in Control. She seems to be with a hybrid.
“A hybrid!” But no, Melanie’s knee-jerk alarm was absurd. Meyer was back in custody where he belonged. A trio of Titans, if nothing else had fallen apart between her orders and now, would be sitting opposite him, staring him down and holding his thoughts in a vice. Maybe he could push through three mental guards and communicate with the surface, but she doubted he could do it without them at least knowing what he was up to.
“Fine. Bring them both to me.” 
More uncomfortable thoughts from the Titan. Had it always been like this? Was she the one out of touch, feeling the collective as it had always been from her own warped perspective? Or was the Titan different too? This interaction should have been simple, almost immediate, and transparent. Instead it felt like an interrogation — of a reluctant subject.
“What?” 
And the Titan’s thoughts said, Control has been rendered inaccessible.
“She’s locked you out?” 
Emotions swirled, fogging Melanie’s capabilities, same as her emotions always did. The mute white form seemed like an enemy. She wanted to shout at it, hit it, rail against this single stubborn body as if it would solve all the baffling problems gone so recently, terribly wrong. It would do nothing; the correct response was to focus surface Reptars on hunting down and eliminating the three humans harboring the remaining Archetypes. Only then could order be — hopefully — restored to the collective.
Melanie’s lips firmed. Her fists clenched. She wanted to know the meaning of this. She wanted someone held responsible and punished.
But she was interrupted when the opposite door to the small room opened, and a contingent of new Titans entered, apparently to deliver news in person that, if not for the Archetypes and human pollution, she should have already pulled from the hive mind at a distance. 
The Nexus is activating, said the new thought. Meyer Dempsey has spooled it up from his cell. 
From his cell? How could he possibly do that? It was as impossible as a hybrid going rogue and creating Palls when replicated. As impossible as a human memory cluster too redundant for the Forgetting to erase. As impossible as subject minds leaking into their own minds, turning them into individuals too unused to autonomy to so much as deploy more Reptars to the surface. 
Enough was enough. Melanie, she was shocked to discover, felt more furious than afraid. 
“Kill him,” she said. “Just kill Dempsey, and be done with it.” 
But the Titans just looked at each other. 
And the collective mind said, We can’t.





Chapter Forty-Six
“PIPER. WAKE UP.”
Piper shook the voice away. She didn’t want to wake up, and she sure as hell didn’t want any more dreams. They’d plagued her every blink, as if just waiting for her to fall unconscious so they could move in for the kill. Her mind was full of all she’d seen only in sleep — particularly dogging her as they put enough distance between themselves and the freighter where the battle finally ended. Nobody, it seemed, had expected retreat to be possible. The Reptars would follow them until their party was dead. But Peers bought them time, and once Piper had run, she’d seen the others: Kindred, Logan, Kamal, Stranger — and blessedly, lest Piper’s heart fail, Clara. They’d crested the first dune at a sprint and the second at a run, but the Reptars stayed behind. All five hundred. Or, if Clara was to be believed, two, somehow enabled by the Ark’s power to display many faces to the world. 
But Piper didn’t want this new dream. Or the thing that felt more like a memory: herself, in that round room with the lit-up, tree-branched floor, with Meyer. She’d been unable to push the last from her mind even while awake. It had the feeling of persistence — a thought demanding attention lest something important be forgotten. 
“Piper.” 
She pulled her thin blanket closer, fighting for slumber. 
The speaker punched her hard between the shoulder blades. Piper spun, annoyed by the intrusion, and sat up. 
Trevor Dempsey was kneeling behind her. 
Piper looked around, certain that she was dreaming even though she knew better. She’d moved away from the group, feeling an overwhelming need to be alone. She couldn’t even see the spots where the others had bedded down without standing. She’d told them she didn’t need or want the safety of numbers. She didn’t particularly care about snakes or scorpions. 
It should have been dark, and it was. But still Piper could see everything, as if the full moon was a bit too bright. 
She lay back down and closed her eyes. Trevor punched her again. 
“I’ll keep doing it. It doesn’t hurt my knuckles at all.” 
Fighting unreality, Piper sat back up, her heart pounding. Trevor hadn’t aged a day. 
“What are you?” 
“Don’t do that, start blabbing on about how I’m supposed to be dead.” 
“But you’re … dead.” 
Trevor gave a very teenage sigh.
“Are you the Pall?” 
“I wasn’t around for the Pall.” 
Now she’d caught it, sussed out this strange thing’s lie. Claiming ignorance of the Pall while using its name was a bit like saying “What?” when someone asks if you’re really deaf or only playing.
“Let’s not do this. You used to be an empath. Can you really not tell it’s me?” 
Piper stopped, her mouth open. 
Trevor shifted on the moonlit sand. He was also glowing a bit, from the inside. Like a ghost that’s found substance enough to move sand with his feet, to punch a girl in the back to get her attention. 
“I was in love with you, you know. You were too old for me, but too young for Dad. It wasn’t fair. You have no idea how hard that was, to be a teenage boy with a stepmom like you.”
“This doesn’t make sense,” Piper said, looking around the quiet desert, wondering at the trickery upon her. 
“Oh, it made perfect sense. You were hot. And fun. It was hard to be around you. It was the king of all crushes. I never really got over it. Not before I died.” 
Piper shook her head, watching him, disbelieving her eyes but unable to ignore the feeling inside, growing where her old psychic abilities once made their home. It wasn’t the Pall, because now that was Stranger. This was something else. 
Only: not something else. This was Trevor. 
“How are you here?” 
“Dad sent me.” Trevor gave an annoyed, eye-rolling laugh. “Poetic, right? He never understood it any more than you did. ‘Trevor, go hang out with your stepmother for the afternoon. You two can hold hands.’ ‘Trevor, take your stepmother to the mall, and help her pick out bikinis.’” 
“We never did those things.” 
“‘Trevor, go see your stepmother in the middle of the desert after midnight to tell her about the Ark.’ It never ends with him. And you know what? I thought it would be easier. But I guess I’m sort of frozen where I was … and you’re still beautiful.” 
Piper couldn’t help herself. She’d never thought of Trevor as anything but an adopted son and never would have, but the years had beaten her badly. She was fifty-six and caked in filth. Nobody had called her beautiful in forever.
When she looked up, Trevor was giving her a bittersweet smile. She saw the sorrow. The regret. The reality. Somehow, it was him. 
“What about the Ark?” 
“You have to go back.”
Piper felt her head shake as if moving without her permission. “No.” 
“I know you lost people.” 
“No. Not again. No more. Peers, Sadeem … and the time before that, it was your sister.” She shook her head harder, trying to make this whole thing go away. Something hot and liquid trickled down her cheek. “I can’t take it anymore. I just … can’t.” 
“There are only two Reptars protecting it now. And you have a weapon.” 
“And a lot of good our weapons did!” 
“That’s not what I meant.” 
Something dawned on Piper. She sat up straighter, fixing Trevor with tear-clouded eyes. 
“Stranger said he saw you. Before the attack, by the ship.” 
Trevor nodded. “Me. Lila. Mom.” 
“Why?” 
“This is what I’m trying to tell you, Piper. Dad’s helping us. He’s … tapped into something. Tapped in on the ship, sure, but also inside himself. Don’t tell me you never sensed it.”
Piper thought. Yes, Meyer had seemed a bit more different with every passing day. But hadn’t that just been the Astral Forgetting finally going away?
“Dad asked us to show them the three ‘real’ Reptars. Because he can talk to Stranger and Kindred, too.”
“Weren’t you ‘before Stranger’ since you were ‘before the Pall’?” 
“Splitting hairs. Time is different for me these days. Don’t I look good for a man in his forties?” Trevor ran a hand along the side of his head, smoothing his thick black hair in a parody of dapperness. “They both seem like Dad to me.” 
“They’re not your father.” 
Trevor smiled, as if maybe she’d learn better someday. 
“This time you won’t be surprised. Maybe Kamal can explain how it works. I think the Da Vinci Initiate was starting to understand it. There’s no way to travel faster than light; the Astrals needed a wormhole to do what they did; yada yada. But all you really need to understand is that space is different around the Ark. The rules change. For now, only the Astrals know how to exploit it, confuse you with a bunch of Reptars so the only real two can get you. Tell me: How did you get away from the freighter, after Lila came to join me?” 
“Came to …” Piper understood; he meant when she’d died. 
“Dad understands the Ark’s energy a little. Kindred and Stranger, because of what they are, understand it a lot. They don’t know they know, but they definitely do. That’s how they were able to move you through one of those folds when they stopped thinking and reacted. Part of them, just like part of Dad, knows how to use that energy. And they’ll use it again.” 
“To … what? Teleport onto the ship?” 
Trevor smiled again. “You’ll see.” 
Piper looked Trevor over slowly. He was real. She both believed and disbelieved it more with every passing second. 
“Is it like being in Heaven?” 
“It’s kind of hard to describe. It’s more like I’m with you.” 
“With me?” 
He shook his head. “With all of you.” He tapped his head. “Not my family. Not this group. I mean ‘with humanity.’ All of it — not just Judgment’s survivors.” 
“How?” 
“What am I, a philosopher?” 
“I just thought …” 
Trevor smiled one more time. More genuine. His truest smile so far. He put his hand on hers. It was solid and warm. 
“Nobody dies, Piper. Not really.” 
“Then why—” 
“If everyone came back all the time,” he said, either pre-guessing her question or rummaging around inside her supposedly private thoughts, “nothing would ever move forward. We need the illusion of death. Mortality is part of what makes us, us.” 
“But you’re here now.” 
“We’re still near the Ark.”
“So you came from the Ark?” 
Trevor raised a hand, holding it flat, tipping it back and forth like a rocking boat. “It’s complicated.” 
“We can’t go back, Trevor. Or at least we can’t all go back. I’d never forgive myself if Clara—”
“Joined us where she’s already present? It’s not the horror you think it is.” 
“It’s not that easy for me to just accept what you’re saying. Even if we went back, Clara couldn’t go. I won’t allow it.” 
“She must. Clara’s the wedge in the door. She’s keeping the channel open. Just like how Stranger and Kindred share its energy — each other’s energy. Same as you share Cameron’s.”
“Share …?” Piper trailed off. She’d felt it, though, same as Trevor implied: a bond between her and Cameron that had always been there, drawing them together, same as Stranger and Kindred. But she and Cameron weren’t halves like they were. So what was it?
“Clara has to go like you have to go,” Trevor said, shifting again on the sand. “Because you have the key.” 
“I don’t have a key.” 
Trevor nodded slowly. “I’m sure it seems that way. But let me tell you something about the old key that I learned when Cameron joined us: That key chose him. Years and years ago, back when he and his father first found it, Cameron touched it first, and it became his match. And in a somewhat different way, the same is true of you.” 
“But—”
“After the mothership took you aboard over Moab, then transferred you to the Eternity ship before dropping you at Vail, where we saw you outside the bunker, on the security cameras. Do you remember?” 
“Sort of. I remember meeting Meyer in a round room with shadows on a backlit floor.”
Trevor nodded. “They can’t so much as touch the Ark, Piper. They made it when they seeded themselves into us, but both always had an element of chaos — us, and the Ark, tied together. They could use what stored itself inside to assess us, but the process found a life of its own. They can reset it, or hide it once empty again, but it’s always taken a human to move and open it. That’s why Cameron needed the key. Why he had to make a choice to open the Ark; It would never have opened on its own. It’s about humanity’s core. Free will, maybe. We’re a species that determines its own fate, always — even when it’s rotten.” 
Trevor moved his legs, sat with them crossed. 
“They’ve always needed our cooperation in this little experiment. They couldn’t do it on their own. So they had the Mullah to mind the portal connecting us. It took human minds to see where we stood along the way, through drugs that altered our states. They didn’t just leave Astrals to live with us; they needed hybrids like Dad — only half-Astral, but also half-human. Right now, as our consciousnesses mix and throw their collective into disarray, they think something went wrong — first with Dad’s connection to his observer, then to all of them at once. But the way Dad sees it, it’s not ‘something going wrong’ at all. It’s the inevitable outcome of uncertainty. After enough times through the cycle, even the least likely things are bound to occur.” 
“Are you saying—?”
“It’s a little like asking patients to help run the asylum. They’ve always needed to lean on us for help, intended or not. And so far, it’s worked out for them. They’ve been able to underestimate us because we haven’t been worthy of much. But this time we used our minds to create a new kind of collective — something the Astrals never saw coming. That created the Lightborn, and kickstarted a kind of instant evolution, starting with Dad and culminating in Clara. To them, things are spiraling out of control. But within the larger system, seen from high enough up, there’s no way this couldn’t have happened eventually.”
“What does this have to do with the Ark? With the key? Or with my time with Meyer on the Astral ships?”  
“Thousands of years pass between openings of the Ark,” Trevor said. “Cameron opened it last time, but once he was gone — once he turned the tables another time, polluting their ‘stream’ in the most blunt-force way he could think of — they knew they’d need someone else. You wouldn’t be alive the next time the Ark was opened, of course, but you’d be first in a line. Once they gave you the same energy that Cameron already had, you became their first ‘human control’ for the next epoch.” 
“But what does it mean?” 
“Whether or not you have a stone disc in your satchel, you hold a key all the same.” 
Piper felt cold. She didn’t like where this seemed to be going. 
“Clara wants to poison the Ark. She thinks that doing so will force more of us into their collective, and make them leave us alone, whether we’ve Forgotten their visit or not.” 
Trevor nodded. “It will ruin their experiment, and they won’t be happy. Dad agrees that it will work. But it means you must return to the Ark. He will try to guide you. They’re sick right now, and there’s no way to send more Reptars in time — if you hurry.” 
Piper closed her eyes. When they opened, Trevor was still there, no more a dream than the wind. “Okay.” 
The ghost swallowed, as if what was coming might be more uncomfortable than the truth of his death. “There’s one more thing, if you want to finish what Cameron started when he jumped into the Ark.” 
“What?” 
“You know, Piper. You have to.” 
“I don’t know, Trevor.” This time, she took his hand, finding it as solid as the ground beneath her. “Tell me.” 
“To poison anything, you need two things. The first is a way to open the container.” 
Piper nodded. “Okay. That’s me. So what else do you need?” 
Trevor’s ghost looked away. Swallowed again. Then he met Piper’s eyes and in them, she saw regret, sorrow — maybe even fear. 
“Poison,” he said.





Chapter Forty-Seven
THE FLOOR ROCKED beneath Divinity’s feet. For a moment, it felt like the entire ship might cant sideways, all the stabilization and gravitation systems failing, and tip them toward the room’s corner. Maybe then the enormous thing would fall from orbit, slicing the planet’s atmosphere like a knife, streaking from the sky and running aground like Carl Nairobi had somehow found the Ark’s resting place and taken it across the ocean to run aground in the worst of all possible spots. If that happened, Divinity’s surrogate might not survive. Maybe that was for the best. She’d become attached enough (and she hated herself for the realization) to see Eternity’s perspective. 
But no, the ship stabilized. Control seemed to flicker, the light within the surfaces going dark before coming back online. It might be the collective’s skewed energy choking the ship, or it might be some sort of elaborate sabotage. At this point, neither hardly mattered. 
“What was that?” Liza asked, clearly frightened. Divinity liked seeing the woman’s emotion. It shook a bit of complacency from her. Liza was a hybrid, but the part she thought of as “herself” was more human than not. If the ship accelerated, the force would more or less liquefy them both. But whereas Divinity would survive in her native form afterward, Liza would not. The observer would move on, searching for another host who didn’t have such grand ambitions. 
Divinity looked at the panel nearest her hand, considering. Control didn’t direct the ship, but the collective did. She could implant a suggestion. With all the chaos, it probably wouldn’t even be second-guessed until Liza Knight turned to pulp. 
But no. For now, at least, Divinity needed her. She could deal with the way Liza kept trying to seize the upper hand later. 
She told Liza the truth: “It’s Dempsey. He’s in it, too.” 
“In your Nexus?” 
Divinity pressed her lips flat, hearing Liza’s disbelief. Apparently she’d effectively conveyed the idea that the Nexus could only be accessed through the Nexus room itself — and remotely only through Control. They knew Dempsey had been taken to a holding room. And yet there he was, pushing bits of the Nexus around like chess pieces. 
“Yes.” 
“But you said—”
“I know what I said. It’s not a concern.” 
Liza put her hand on her hip. She put her goddamned hand on her goddamned hip, posturing like a diva.  
“Maybe I should be dealing with Dempsey,” said Liza. 
“Dempsey isn’t one of us. He doesn’t control our fleet.” 
“Seems to me he controls more than you’re admitting.” 
Divinity eyed the thing in Liza’s hand. It seemed so simple. When they’d last lost track of it, it was known to be simple. Plug and play, was the human expression. And the first Meyer duplicate had managed to use it just fine, despite being fully alien and believing himself to be human. 
I could kill her now, then install it myself. 
But it wasn’t worth the risk. Not yet. It was possible that Liza Knight was as inconsequential as a coat rack, but what if Divinity was wrong? Well, then the only chance left would be killing the remaining Archetypes and attempting the Forgetting anew. The Reptars had finished off two more during the last attack; Divinity could see proof in the stream. But for some reason, the idea of erasing Kindred, Stranger, and Clara seemed far from certain. They’d proved slippery so far. And if the Archetypes survived and she found herself unable to do what must be done after killing Liza? Then they’d really be up shit creek, as the humans said.
“He can’t do anything consequential,” said Divinity, giving Liza a look. They’d both been standing, but the hybrid had moved to lean against a console as if making herself comfortable, weighing her insufferable companion’s worth. Divinity wanted to throttle her. 
“What’s he doing, consequential or not?” Liza asked. 
“I believe he’s instructing them on how to further pollute our consciousness.” 
“But you said he’s accessing the Nexus, like we’re doing.” 
“The simplest way to pollute us is through the archive.” 
“You mean the Ark?” 
Divinity pinched the bridge of her nose. “Yes.”
“Isn’t that a problem?” 
“Not if you can do what you promise.” 
Liza watched Divinity, seeming to consider. Divinity watched her back. What she’d said was true. They were already contaminated. Meyer’s plan — even if they saw and then got past the multiplied guards, even if they could open the archive — would only contaminate them further. So what? Dirty was dirty. Whether they cleaned what Cameron and Clara had done or scrubbed what Meyer planned to do as well, results were the same.
Liza’s tongue bulged the corner of her cheek. “You don’t even know if this will work.” She jiggled the small silver canister. 
“Then you’re useless.” 
“But you brought me here, so you must have reason to believe it will.”
“Interesting theory.”
“Even so, you brought me here not quite knowing what I had in mind.” Liza considered. “That’s because I’m a hybrid, right? Because I know things from both the human side and the Astral side? So I’d know something like this better than you — technology that’s sort of half-and-half, just like me.” 
“I guess you’ve got it all figured out. Good for you.” 
Liza hesitated. She twiddled the canister. Then suddenly, she sat. 
Divinity blinked. This felt like a delay, and they couldn’t afford to linger. Eternity and Divinity agreed on one thing: Eliminating the three remaining people composing the two surviving Archetypes (Magician and King), it might be possible to blank humanity and shake the pollution from their mental veins. They differed in what would happen if Clara, Kindred, and Stranger eluded them much longer. Eternity might be willing to surrender. They’d all have to live with humanity inside their hive forever. Divinity’s solution was much more certain — but only if they acted fast. Before Eternity stopped them — or, more troublingly, before Dempsey’s evolutionary leap showed him a few more inconvenient truths he could twist to his advantage. 
“What are you doing?” Divinity demanded. 
“It just occurred to me that the second I install this for you” — Liza held up the canister containing the virus — “you’ll no longer have any need for me.”  
Divinity considered lying. Instead she said, “True.” 
“So why should I help you?” 
“Because if you don’t, you’re even more useless.” 
And so this time Liza echoed, “True.” 
She stopped. Thought. Took a few breaths. Looked at her feet, then up. Again Liza held up the small device, which had gone ’round the world and back again since its creation in Heaven’s Veil.
“It will work. You’ve seen it work.” 
Liza’s voice was even, but Divinity felt the face-off giving her advantage. They were at an impasse. A Mexican standoff, as cinema put it. But that meant Divinity had equal control — not the lesser power she’d felt when Liza had first reached into the backpack and revealed the ancient device for delivering the Canned Heat virus: Liza’s deep-brain’s idea of an advantage, to get them all out of their current sticky bind. 
“We saw it work on your Internet,” Divinity retorted.
“But that’s just it. I can hear a lot of your collective up here. And I know that if the human collective had been what you’d thought, this would already be over. You expected us to think together — if we thought together at all — in one specific way. That’s the way you were counting on, when you tried to make us forget. But we thought together in a different way, didn’t we?” 
Liza shifted the silver canister from hand to hand. 
“You didn’t expect the Internet. And once you saw it, you thought it was just electronics and wires. You didn’t quite get the way we’d come to depend on it. The Internet was our extended brain. It was how we remembered things without having to memorize them. It was how thousands of people managed to work together on a single project, each taking tiny pieces until the job was done and done well. Like a colony of ants, or a flock of birds knowing to fly south for the winter.” 
“It struck us as inefficient. It’s not that we were unable to deal with it. We found it irrelevant.”
Liza bobbed her head, not believing Divinity at all. 
“So when you tried to make us forget,” Liza continued, ignoring her, “it’s like you got the plant but not the roots.” 
“The Internet was already gone.” 
Liza tapped her head with the canister. “But it was already somehow in here, wasn’t it? We’d internalized that way of thinking. The Internet was training wheels for us. Or Dumbo’s feather. Even after it was gone, the core remained. The Internet had taught us how to work together non-locally, just like your own collective consciousness.” 
“It’s not the same,” Divinity said, insulted by the implication. But then again, wasn’t the fact that she was able to be insulted proof that Liza’s argument had merit — that the roots of human consciousness had survived beneath the surface? 
“No. It’s not the same.” Liza tapped her chin. “Maybe it’s better.” 
“Ridiculous.” 
“All I know is that this little computer virus, delivered by this little device made by one long-dead man, disabled the entirety of our remaining tech infrastructure. It took us years to get satellite communication back up, but even then it was all through your technology, not ours. And, hell …” Liza rolled her eyes back, as if perusing the ship’s collective mind, now available for her to trespass. “It seems to me that you couldn’t stomp human memory out, just like our Internet was always forever. I don’t suppose you spied on us long enough to see a celebrity nude photo leak? Where some stupid PR agent and team of lawyers would try and erase all those naughty pictures from the net, but all it took was one nerd in Duluth to save them to his hard drive then re-upload them?”
Divinity was getting tired of this. But as much as she hated Liza and her posturing, the woman was making sense. 
“Right now you’ve got human consciousness and this … hangover … from the Internet. Its permanence. And they’re like this.” Liza held up her hands, fingers toward each other, and interlocked them, fingers moving like tangled cords. “The problem is, you were only prepared to deal with this one.” She separated her hands and held one high. “The consciousness part. But you’re not prepared to deal with the other — the persistence, left over from our old way of thinking online.” 
“It’s the Lightborn,” said Divinity. “With the Archetypes propping them up and the Archetypes feeding the Lightborn, the whole thing gets stronger.” 
“I agree. But if you can’t get rid of the Archetypes?” Liza frowned. “Well then. Now you’ve got a problem.” She tapped the silver canister. “But this? This will knock out the Internet thinking same as it knocked out the Internet itself. Then you can make them forget, easy as pie.”
“So plug it in. Try it.” Divinity nodded toward a meaningless console in Control, knowing that anything in here could adapt to accept the input, once asked. 
“Two things bug me. Like I said, once I’ve done what I said I’d do, you’ll get rid of me. You won’t keep your promise.” 
“It’s a bit late for that,” said Divinity. “You’ll just have to trust me.” 
Liza nodded seriously, seeing their mutual predicament. Damned if you do; damned to both of us if you don’t. 
“But the second thing that bugs me is that I had to clean up the mess from the first Canned Heat infection. I know how thorough Terrence Peal made his virus. It’s a nuke. So the question is, will it knock human consciousness out enough to let you implement your Forgetting and reset your experiment? Or will it shred our minds like a Cuisinart and turn us all to mush?” 
Divinity met Liza’s eye. 
“That is a problem,” Divinity said.
“Which is it? Do you know?” 
Divinity knew. She’d been fiddling with controls the entire time she’d been leading Liza to this place, locking them in the way Eternity had tried to lock the door to her posh, overly human quarters. What they’d all become, over the years of occupation, was despicable. Unforgivable. 
She’d run the scenarios. She knew precisely what would become of humanity once the virus was run. 
The experiment on Earth would be over forever. 
But at least they could leave, clean and intact. 
“No idea,” said Divinity. 
Liza watched her. 
“I need time,” Liza said. 
“There is no time.” 
Liza slipped the canister into her pocket, crossed her arms, and said nothing, tapping her toe on the sterile white floor.





Chapter Forty-Eight
PIPER CAUGHT up to Kamal while the other four were distracted. 
Breakfast, such that it was (nuts and water, eaten while sitting in the sand) was over, and everyone was packing up. They hadn’t made themselves at home under the small group of rock overhangs they’d found and hadn’t gone terribly far from the freighter after realizing the Reptars weren’t going to follow. Packing up was more about procrastination: shuffling the contents of their bags, wondering in tandem about the remaining water supply and why, after taking five losses, they didn’t just go back to Kamal’s camp and call it a day.
Stranger was at one end of the cluster of overhangs, speaking with Logan. Clara and Kindred were at the other end. After last night, Piper could swear she could see the force stretched between Stranger and Kindred, pulling them together as the men fought a losing battle of wills to stay apart. Whatever was happening between them — whatever compulsion-turned-obsession seemed bent on uniting the two half men — it was getting worse. She could feel deadly energy wafting off them like heat. 
Kamal moved away by himself, and Piper saw her chance. She took his arm, approaching from behind.
Kamal jumped. Then he saw it was Piper and relaxed. They were all a bit jumpy. After Trevor had left, Piper spent the remainder of her night in a half daze, certain that every fire-thrown shadow was a Reptar closing in for the kill. 
“Jesus. You scared me.” 
“I’m sorry.” 
“I was just going to take a leak.” 
Piper let go of his arm. Heat flushed into her cheeks. “Sorry,” she said again. “Go ahead.” 
Kamal turned. “Nope. No good now. I’ve got a shy bladder. I get stage fright. Makes things hard with all the drug testing we do in our village.” 
“What?” 
“Never mind.” Kamal’s face became serious. His eyes moved beyond Piper, and she turned to see that he was looking at the subjects of her own pondering from moments before: Kindred and Clara on one side, Stranger and Logan on the other. He seemed to be puzzling, edging an observation. And he was squinting a bit, as if trying hard to make out something he could barely see. 
Force lines between the two of them, perhaps, strung between Kindred and Stranger like lines on a bomb. 
Piper shifted on her feet, the two of them awkwardly standing between last night’s camp and, apparently, Kamal’s restroom. She wanted to sit but had nowhere to do so. And the reason she’d chased him in the first place was the same reason she didn’t want to go back by the ashes, where the others could hear. 
“When you were going through all of Mara’s old research,” she said, “did you see anything about a weapon?” 
“A weapon? You mean, not guns?” 
“Not guns. Something else.” 
“Give me context. Help me out here.” 
Piper thought back to what Trevor had said the night before: There are only two Reptars protecting it now. And you have a weapon. She’d wondered when he’d said that, but then got sidelined — asking how Meyer had somehow used the Ark’s power to project Trevor, Lila, and Heather before their last botched attack as guides. She’d never circled back, and now that a new mission to the same deadly spot was upon them, it seemed like an unforgivable omission. 
“You know how Stranger said he saw Trevor and Lila yesterday?” 
Kamal did something that was half nod, half shake of his head. They all knew what Stranger and Kindred had claimed, but whereas Piper and likely Clara easily believed it, Kamal had a much harder time. He’d accepted it all as academically true — the proliferation of Reptars that were actually duplicates of only a few, the way Piper and the others had supposedly teleported after Lila’s death, and of course the arrival of dead sons and daughters — but he hadn’t been there like Piper. Kamal had seen a lot, but such things didn’t belong in a rational world. 
“I saw him last night.” 
“In a dream?” 
Piper waited, letting the moment settle. Finally she half shrugged.
“So, not in a dream.” Kamal put his hands on his hips, looked toward the others, and dramatically sighed. “Did Trevor eat all the marshmallows?” 
“I know you don’t believe it.” 
Kamal raised his hands, palms out. “Hey. I’m not trying to be the doubting Thomas. You say your twenty-plus-years dead stepson was hanging out in camp last night, whatever. I’ve already said I’m cool with going back to that death trap. Stranger sent me across the ocean to tell Clara something I’m not sure why he couldn’t just tell her himself, and we’ve got two people in this little group who seem to have some seriously pent-up bro-love, but if they shake hands, I’m pretty sure the universe will find itself with a new asshole. So please, tell me all about Trevor. Lay it on me. Tell me what he had to say. I’m all ears.” 
Piper waited to see if Kamal was finished. Finally he lowered his hands and seemed to listen — for once in earnest. 
“Meyer sent him, I think,” Piper said. “He might somehow be … controlling … the Ark. But I also think it was the real Trevor. Like his soul was stored in the Ark, and Meyer let it out.” 
“That was nice of him.” 
“He confirmed what Kindred and Stranger and Clara keep saying: There are only a few Reptars on that ship, not hundreds. The Ark does something to the space around it. I think that’s also how we were able to … hell, teleport, I guess.” 
“Is that the weapon? Do you think we can teleport back in there? Take them by surprise?”
Piper shook her head. “I don’t think so. I’ve asked Stranger and Kindred about it. Somehow, they did that for us, but neither knows how. They say it was like a flash of inspiration: obvious then; impossible now.” 
But that was only half the reason she knew a teleport sneak attack was off the table. Now that Trevor had identified the energy inside her — the “key” the Astrals had given her on that ride between Moab and Vail almost thirty years ago — she found herself noticing all sorts of other things that had been there all along, just out of sight. Her forgotten empath’s powers, for one. And using those feelings, she could sense both Kindred and Stranger, living each day now with pressure and tension. To Piper, both were holding their breath, fighting each moment not to inhale. They could barely function, let alone focus. And whatever was building between them was growing worse by the second. 
Kamal seemed to think. Then he said, “I don’t remember anything about a weapon.” 
“What about poison?” 
“Clara’s plan,” Kamal echoed. 
“But in Mara’s files. Was there any mention of poison?” 
“It wasn’t a set of instructions. I might have given you the wrong impression. So much was conjecture. A lot of guesswork. Metaphorical more than anything.” 
“It’d be metaphorical poison,” Piper countered. 
“Something to gum up the Ark’s works, you mean?” He made a puzzling face. “Hell if I know. Clara’s a little Kreskin. I figured she’d just go up to the thing and think at it or something.” Then Kamal caught the look on Piper’s face. “Why?” 
Piper looked across the open area. She’d wanted Kamal alone for a reason. Given her conclusions, each of the other four was a poor choice of confidant. Kindred and Stranger would try to stop her from doing what she needed to do, taking the burden upon themselves. Clara would practically drag her away to prevent it; with the exception of Meyer who might or might not return from the mothership, Piper was all she had left. And Logan wouldn’t be able to keep his mouth shut. It wouldn’t be his fault, but what went into his mind had a curious way of leaking right into Clara’s — and all the remaining Lightborn. 
But Kamal would understand. He’d already done this sort of thing once before, surrendered his spot on the Ember Flats vessel so that someone else could have it, urging Jabari to go while he stayed behind as a dying set of eyes and ears. 
Piper took a long, slow breath. Then, with sluggish lips she said, “I’m the new key bearer. Trevor said I’ll be able to open the Ark.” Another breath. “And I think I need to jump into the Ark as poison, like Cameron did.” 
Kamal opened his mouth for concerns and rebuttals, but Piper beat him to it. Speaking quickly, she told him all about her suppressed memories of being in the strange room aboard the Astral ship, receiving energy that resonated with the energy in Cameron, what Trevor had told her about the Astrals and their inability to touch the Ark themselves — all of it. 
“But it’s already been poisoned. You said Cameron did it.” 
“And that bought us twenty years. But now they’re at their wit’s end. Trevor told me Meyer thinks they don’t feel we’re worth saving. We’ve caused too much damage. But who knows what that could mean? Maybe they’ll kill us all and be done. Or maybe they just have to kill Clara, who’s been the thorn in their side. Either way, we need to push them over the edge. Meyer says they’re sick. So let’s make them sicker. Then maybe it won’t be worth their time to try and fix us. Maybe, if we’re lucky, they’ll leave us alone.”
“That’s a big maybe.” 
Piper’s lips pursed. She shook her head, feeling the same sensation that had been growing all morning. 
“It’s right, Kamal. I know it is.” 
He looked into the distance, roughly toward the freighter, and bit his lip, conflicted. 
“I can’t tell anyone else. But I have to do this, Kamal. And when the moment comes, I might need help. I might lose my nerve. Someone might figure out what I’m up to and try to stop me. It’s not easy to keep secrets in this group. I’m afraid to get near Clara, sure she’ll be able to read me. But this is important, Kamal.” 
“You don’t know that.” 
“Meyer knows it. And you were the one who gave us all those reasons why Meyer, of all people, should know.”
Kamal silently watched the horizon. She didn’t like seeing him serious. Without his armor of sarcasm, he seemed so vulnerable. 
“Kamal?” 
He shook his head. 
“Kamal? Can I count on you?”
After another few seconds, he nodded. 
Then, without looking at her, he turned and walked away.





Chapter Forty-Nine
ENOUGH WAS ENOUGH. 
Melanie had been in her quarters all night, noting the destruction, increasingly sure what had caused it, taking it all far more personally than she should. But instead of picking things up, she made the mess worse. She kicked. She stalked. Thinking and growing more furious, for hours on end. 
Divinity, still locked inside Control, her doings unknown, calls still unanswered. 
Meyer Dempsey, similarly locked in his cell, guards kept out as if he was choosing isolation rather than having it forced upon him. All night she’d watched energy stream from Meyer to the Nexus, from the Nexus to Earth. He was up to something, too — similarly unknown, calls to or about him likewise unanswered. 
Hours and hours and hours. Anger building. The body needed sleep, but Melanie refused to accept it. Instead she stalked and fumed, circling her space, stacking fury like bricks. 
She opened the door and found two Titan guards. Guards she hadn’t asked for or authorized, who seemed to be watching more than protecting her. 
Melanie eyed them. They came closer. But she had things to do and places to go. She shoved the Titans out of the way, wondering if that would provoke them, knowing they weren’t exactly sipping from the collective as much as they all should be — the same, of course, as she wasn’t and hadn’t been for years. She almost hoped they’d take offense the way only fragile individual minds could. She hoped they’d spin on her. Raise their weapons. Or turn to Reptars and attack one of their own. Mutiny made no sense in a species like hers. At least not until recently. 
Let them try. 
Let them come at her. 
She needed to cross the ship to reach the place where her next steps would be most efficient, but she wasn’t so far gone — so far down the slippery slope of humanity’s disease — that she couldn’t reach through the haze if truly needed. The collective was made of minds that were equal in concept, but every wheel required a center. Divinity, as a whole, formed that nucleus. But even Divinity was merely an outer ring of Eternity: the heart of the middle.
If the Titans came at her, Melanie was fairly certain she could pinch them off, from inside, with barely a conscious thought. She’d learned anger in this surrogate body thanks to its human wiring. And she’d learned other things, too: spite, jealousy, vengeance, scorn. Volatile emotions blended with her abilities. Eternity gave her powers within the collective. And Melanie gave her reflexes, survival instinct, and a hair trigger. 
She didn’t rule the hive but could purge its impurities. As long as they came at her one at a time like the malcontented individuals they’d become, she could knock them down without slowing her stride. 
But the Titans didn’t try to stop her as she left the room. They simply watched her leave, like cowards. 
Meyer Dempsey had somehow barred the door to his cell? He’d remotely accessed the Nexus and was using it, right now, to project the Ark’s power? He wanted to ignore everything she’d said — every warning she’d given? 
Well, then fuck him. 
Divinity wanted to launch little schemes? She’d found a second hybrid and meant to use it in ways unknown, without consulting the collective? Divinity, like Meyer, had barred herself in a room that shouldn’t even be lockable? 
Well, then fuck her, too. 
Even as Melanie stalked from one end of the ship to the other, she knew she was out of control. All that she hated in Meyer and Divinity and disobedient Titans, she saw in herself. Even now, she was learning new lessons. This time around, that lesson was hypocrisy. But if the collective wanted to individualize as poison flooded through Clara’s breach, then they’d suffer the flip side of that individualization. Yes, they could make their own choices. But the same disease that gave them options also gave her authority. What was once egalitarian could become hierarchical. What should have been a collective could become a dictatorship as complete as any the humans had shown through the archive. 
Despite the press of time, Melanie refused to run. She stalked the ship, almost hoping for defiance. Her mental fists were held aloft, ready to fight. Being threatened and abducted and subjugated had raised her hackles. Meyer had made her believe she could die (though she couldn’t); Divinity had shown her she wasn’t in charge (though by new definitions, she was); Titans and Reptars were drifting about under their own direction. The archive was barely guarded while Titans took sides aboard the big ships. She couldn’t even dispatch shuttles, because none wanted to listen. 
Again, fuck them. 
No Titans entered the corridors. If they had, she’d have tackled them with feet and fingernails before simply pinching off the energy fueling their bodies from deep within. No Reptars came, even though she was sure they’d see her in the collective if they looked. They knew better, it seemed. 
A short while later Melanie came to a double-wide door at the end of a large, utilitarian hallway. She was at the edge of the ship, not even in its middle. To her surrogate sensibilities, everything about the chamber and its lack of pomp seemed boring. It looked more like a storage room than the bed of royalty. 
The door, on her subconscious command, slid open. The space beyond was larger than the door implied: at least fifty feet high, round and domed, massive in circumference. Through all her turmoil, she’d somehow kept her human shoes on. Heels clacked in the space, echoing like tiny gunshots. 
She looked up at the partition. She issued a request with a thought, and the partitions flickered away as if they’d merely been projections. 
Behind it was a thing like an enormous anemone, its skin translucent, its insides made of light. 
“It’s gone too far,” Melanie said. “Open up, and let me in.”





Chapter Fifty
LIGHTS SURROUNDED HER. To Melanie they looked like fireflies she’d never witnessed through her surrogate’s eyes but had seen over and over in memories — from the archive, pulled from the air, seen through the eyes of drug users in altered states, downloaded from observers who’d lived countless lives together with their human hosts. 
A voice seemed to say, Are you sure?
But Melanie knew the trick. The voice was her own, though it sounded like a thing from the outside, pushing in, through her skull.
“What damage can it do at this point?” 
The space — the fireflies, the voice, all of it — didn’t respond for a while. Melanie stood in the thing’s center, in the semi-dark, watching the pattern of lights as they floated like sparks all around her. The thing’s skin was mostly transparent, but she was in the center, seeing outward through many layers. If the body had organs, she was seeing through them as well. The effect was curious and beautiful, like standing in the aftermath of an elegant explosion, watching scraps of flame descend and swirl in the air. 
Then it did respond, but again Melanie tried to see the reaction for what it was. Not that different from speaking to oneself in the mirror — something Melanie had tried, and found she liked. Humans spoke of selves within the self: multiple voices in one, ego and id. Considering where she was and what she’d seen and done, it was something Melanie could appreciate on many levels. 
She was standing inside her own body, speaking to her own mind. But whereas the anemone in the room had once truly felt like “Eternity” to all on the ship, it had started to feel like something else. Melanie was the embodiment. This huge thing in the giant room, thinking in abstract and bathed in light? It was old baggage — a body Melanie knew she’d need to return to one day, but still found repugnant. 
The voice in her head, as Melanie stood in her true body’s center, said, As you wish. 
“As we wish,” she corrected. 
But the voice did not reply. 
And then it began.





Chapter Fifty-One
IN CONTROL, with Liza Knight smugly juggling the canister of Canned Heat and still infuriatingly undecided, Divinity felt the Purge creep through her like an internal hand. Walls in front of secrets she’d tried to keep — rights of a surrogate, rights of a damaged, individual mind — crumbled to dust. Eternity gripped her. The big hand rummaged through her thoughts, tweaking, nudging things into place. Mental chests opened and spilled their contents. She knew what had happened immediately. And what would happen next. 
Liza’s eyes widened. For a moment, Divinity saw right through her. Liza’s head seemed to open like origami unfolding, and Divinity could read it all over her shoulder, from the big chamber, where Eternity had broken the collective covenant. It was Eternity committing this violation, forcing her way into both of their brains through brute force. But as long as Liza’s hybrid mind opened, Divinity would take her peek. 
Liza was bluffing. Of course she was, and had been all night while neither slept. There was no magic to the human’s virus. It would integrate with their collective same as any human technology could be made to, simply by plugging it in. Liza was only hot air. Thanks to Eternity’s intrusive Purge, her posturing — pretending she held knowledge needed for installing Canned Heat — was as obvious as the smug look that had so recently drained from her face.
Divinity didn’t need Liza Knight — or her maddening indecision.
“Oh God,” Liza said. 
“If that’s what you believe.”
Divinity crossed to Liza, lighting fast.
Took her head in the crook of her arm. 
And broke her neck.
MEYER’S EYES opened in his barred cell, the haze departing as if someone had set an industrial fan beside him to waft it away. Suddenly there was no connection. He couldn’t reach Piper, to give her Trevor or any of the others as a guide. He couldn’t reach Clara, to explain what needed doing or what he had in mind — what had finally dawned on him, after Eternity ordered him dragged from the Nexus to this place, where it turned out he could still reach the Ark’s memories just fine. He couldn’t reach Stranger or Kindred; it was as if his other halves had been severed clean, snipped from existence. 
He was in a white room, restrained by the arms, beaten a bit more than seemed necessary, especially by usually-stoic Titans. He’d been keeping the pain at bay, but now everything hurt. His head throbbed. He felt tiny, all that expansion he’d so recently realized gone in a blink. 
A raw, red force remained in its place. Eternity, pushing through him like a battering ram.
He scrambled for the connection. The force would have to leave again eventually, withdraw the suffocating presence like a weight on his chest. The timing couldn’t have been worse. Meyer could see through their eyes now, but with the connection cut that felt like a curse. He could still see the freighter from Piper’s point of view, with Clara, Logan, Kindred, Stranger, and a Middle-Easterner who seemed vaguely familiar all around her. 
Meyer strained, trying to fight the force of Eternity scraping the inside of his mind, cutting him off from Piper and the others. 
They’d be at the wreck in minutes — but would now arrive without his help, without the ability to tell the real Reptars from their echoes. 
ON THE PLANET BELOW, Stranger gripped his head and fell to the sand. His knees wouldn’t hold him upright anymore — and curiously, neither could Kindred’s, just down the dune. The pain was blinding.
Piper moved in front of him, speaking, but he couldn’t hear her, or concentrate on anything at all. Someone was inside his head, pushing all the buttons that he alone should have been able to press. There was no forcing it back. He could only close his eyes and wait. 
“Stranger!” Somewhere down the dune, other voices shouted Kindred’s name, somehow echoed not from outside his head but inside Stranger’s mind. 
He saw a long tunnel in the darkness behind his eyelids, he at one end and Kindred at the other. When he opened his eyes, Stranger could still see Piper — except that her face had become that of a blonde woman.
“Now I understand,” said Piper/the blonde woman, a smile crawling across her features. 
Inside that mental tunnel, Kindred and Stranger moved toward each other. Force built. Lightning crackled through the air with deadly potential. 
It wasn’t until hands grabbed him and tried in vain to hold him back that Stranger realized his body, in the real world, had risen to walk forward as well. 
 
Clara stood without moving, watching the two men stand and walk with their entourage, meeting an internal face eye to eye. She turned to meet its gaze without flinching, her mental body squaring mental shoulders.
You can’t stop us, Clara thought. We’re already at your Ark. 
I am in control now. You cannot harm us. 
But Clara knew it was a lie. Staring in those mental eyes, directly through the break she herself had made between the species, she knew that poisoning the Ark would work just fine, if they could reach it. 
There are Reptars, said the other.  
They will not stop us either. We can open the top. Piper knows how. She is the key. You did that to her, all those years ago. 
The face inside seemed to laugh. Then it said, Piper also knows how she plans to poison it. 
And then it showed Clara what Piper meant to do.  
INSIDE THE MONOLITH, two Reptars woke. They’d moved as one, nesting together as if seeking comfort. The wounds were superficial. But now the odd thoughts each had about earning more — normally out of mind in this form but present of late — were gone. 
A ghost of a handler materialized before them. 
“There are five on the sand, split into two groups,” the handler said. “One group for each of you. Center on the two older white men and the young woman. They are the last of the Archetypes. The others will go quickly once they are handled.”
One of the Reptars rose to its clawed feet and chattered. The other joined it, two black voices forming a chorus like swarming insects.
The handler seemed to take the chatter as language. She plucked the Reptars’ key thought — concern was too strong a word — as if spoken in the words of the higher class. 
“It will be like last time,” the handler said. “Double and redouble. They are blind, and will not see the true targets until it is too late.” 
THE LEAD TITAN, walking without hurry in the direction Eternity had departed, stopped as if he were an automaton with its power cut. His companion paused as well, and the two met each other’s placid eyes. 
Where is she?
It does not matter.
We were pursuing, said/thought one of the Titans. 
But it does not matter. 
The head Titan stopped, waiting for a thought. Moments ago, his directive had been clear. He’d been going to retrieve … something. Someone. Now all he could sense from the collective was the collective itself. It felt different somehow — damaged, as if there had been discord or death. But he paid it no mind. Because Eternity’s hand was inside, holding him, ordering him to ignore it. 
Where? thought the first. 
One considered. As did the other. Then they seemed to realize the same answer at the same time, as it had always been within the collective. 
Control. There is a threat. 
Weapons up, the Titans changed direction and marched toward Control. 
DIVINITY BORE DOWN, finding her surrogate’s head throbbing. 
If she waited and kept the pressure on, she could push Eternity out of her. And as she pushed, Divinity fought a curious indignity. Eternity had initiated a Purge. It was a violation but also bad news. In a stable collective, a Purge was dicey, and the collective was far from stable now. The group mind wasn’t meant to be hijacked, but sometimes even the best-functioning group needed an administrator to force order. The ability was there as almost a janitorial concern, simple to implement and align diverging minds, but short-lived and intended to fold after a hard moment of systemwide force. She’d be able to puppet Titans and Reptars if she wanted. But Divinity had a mind of her own. 
A terrible scratching preceded a banging at the door: someone trying to break in. 
Divinity looked down at Liza Knight’s body. She’d meant to watch her death, to find out if she could see the observer energy leave Liza to find itself a new host. But she’d seen nothing.  
She reached down, grabbed the silver cylinder. The banging continued. 
In seconds they’d be inside. 
But what Divinity meant to do would take less than that. 
ON THE SAND, feeling the hand retreat, Stranger and Kindred looked at one another, each feeling the intensity of the attraction drawing them together. The air felt charged by powerful electromagnets. Kindred blinked up, realizing what he’d almost done, seeing the other members of their party slowly let go of their arms, apparently deciding they might not walk any closer after all. 
Another ten feet might have done it. Ten feet closer, and there’d have been no more Stranger. No more Kindred. Only the end. 
The presence animating their bodies slipped away, its power lost. Kindred and Stranger, each with intense effort of denial, began walking backward, away from one another. 
The force in the air lessened, crisis averted. 
But across the open area ahead, a sea of Reptars was already swarming.





Chapter Fifty-Two
MELANIE AWOKE IN THE DARK. There were no more fireflies. As had happened when she’d woken in front of Meyer, at first she wondered if she was dead — if her surrogate’s end had meant her own. But no, she was simply integrating. Her little push had realigned the collective’s key pieces, showing her so much that she’d needed to know, that had been kept from her. A side effect was that her true self was pulling her back in. Inviting her to rejoin, to stop being Melanie and become Eternity again. 
No.
This is what you requested. 
It’s not what I want. 
But the Purge. You have forced reintegration, through the fist. 
Even that didn’t make sense. Her true body didn’t have a fist, or understand the allusion. 
She’d only managed to delay the inevitable. Cured nothing. As she’d feared, the collective was fatally infected. If they stayed here any longer, it would all come crashing down, no matter how many realigning Purges she tried. Even her true mind carried the pollution. Divinity had pushed her away, and she, herself, didn’t want to accept her body’s call. What did it say about the collective if its Eternity didn’t want to be itself? 
But some good had been done. She’d almost annihilated two of the remaining Archetypes. All three were in grave danger now — a bit of theater she could still see through the stream, if she looked inward. Melanie still had her hooks in Meyer, and that meant none of the six people on the sand would be able to tell the true Reptars from the counterfeits. 
But if Clara was right? If they really could get past the Reptars? It seemed unlikely, but humanity had surprised them so many times already. 
If they poisoned the Ark again, the damage would be too intense to purge. There would be no choice but to sever the connection. Not by killing the species; they were far to entangled now for that not to end the collective as well. But they could leave, declare Earth a loss, and go, accepting their failure to clean the lab after the experiment had ended. 
I might be Melanie forever. 
Unacceptable. 
This could still be saved, the situation salvaged. 
Meyer was still repressed. 
The Archetypes would be unable to fight without his help, and the remaining three would die. 
Then they could complete the erasure.
And accepting a two-decade delay, the new epoch could finally begin.
Melanie exited the larger body, resisting its intense pull. She thought again: Hypocrite. But leaders always made exceptions for themselves. 
As the body closed, she saw the fireflies come back to life inside it. 
She didn’t leave the chamber for what came next. 
Melanie sat. Cleared her mind. And watched the scene unfold on the planet below.





Chapter Fifty-Three
THEY CAME LIKE A BLACK TIDE.
If there really were only two Reptars on the freighter — something Clara found herself doubting as she watched them boil over the railing and run down the ship’s sides like drops of noxious water — they must have done something since the group’s departure. They must have taken their false faces and doubled them, then doubled them again. This was something exponential. Clara was frozen. The Reptars would come and come until their tiny group was drowning. 
“Run.” 
Clara’s mind wanted to identify the speaker, and was shocked to discover she’d said the word herself — in a hush, like a secret. 
“Clara …” Piper said, drawing the end of her name past its usual length: a question without a mark. Logan and Kamal were looking at her the same way. Clara wasn’t in charge, but still somehow it seemed that she was. Piper had told them they needed to return, but Clara sat at the middle of some sort of vital crossroads: in agreement with Piper on one axis but most informed on the other.
“Run.” 
Speaking to herself more than the others. Thinking it out. Hearing her own imperative as something foreign, wondering how she’d so suddenly and completely become a coward. 
But her intention must have had an echo because Stranger and Kindred — who hadn’t been watching Clara like Logan and Kamal but had instead still been eyeing each other, still barely far enough apart to not fill the air with electricity — turned and ran. 
Not away. 
But directly at the oncoming horde in a sprint. 
The wave of Reptars seemed to hitch. Its front edge, which had been the roiling lead of an oncoming wave, became a ripple. It was as if the first among them paused — just long enough for the rows to bunch up behind them. The flat edge became a ridge. But it lasted only a moment, and the Reptars kept coming. 
“Clara!” Piper again. Rooted to her spot, watching Kindred and Stranger run full out ahead. Again her word was a question — urgent enough to warrant a shout. 
“Run at them!” 
Logan turned toward Clara, head cocked. But he was Lightborn, and saw her purpose. He said something to Kamal, then, without waiting for agreement began to sprint as well. Kamal followed. 
“There’s only two real ones! We just have to get through them, as fast as we can!” 
Piper was still watching them, semi-catatonic. 
Clara grabbed her hand and pulled, too hard. Piper’s feet became unglued, and they began to run, interlinked. Maybe she got it and maybe she didn’t, but once they were moving, Piper didn’t hesitate or slow. 
The idea — first in Clara then in Stranger and Kindred, possibly all through Meyer above — was simple: If they stayed put, the false Reptars would surround and hold them until the real ones could pick them off one at a time. But if they turned into the threat, they could flip the echoes to their advantage and use them as cover. 
But as teeth and claws kept coming, terror rained on her body. Clara kept her feet moving only through inertia, able to keep running only because she already was. Part of her mind understood that most of these Reptars couldn’t hurt her, but a larger part rebelled at the teeth and claws and azure sparks. You ran away from these things, not out to meet them. 
Sweat. Heartbeats like thunder. 
The Reptar’s purrs blended into an appliance-like buzz. Clara’s feet belonged to someone else. She could barely feel Piper’s hand in hers. 
They’re not real. Not in any way that matters. You can touch them, and you can feel their scales, slick against your skin, but they can’t touch you or split their minds. Not between cardboard cutouts like these. And not now, ill as they are. 
She tried to feel that sickness. To remember how the Astral collective had felt the last time she’d touched it. Remind herself that this was only a trick. 
Thirty feet from collision — probably four or five good strides on each side — Piper must have hit something with her foot. She faltered, staggering both of them sideways. 
Clara’s eye caught a break in the pattern ahead: one of the Reptars, a line back from the front, jogging sideways a millisecond later, to match. 
Of course. The real ones are out front to get the Archetypes right away. One comes for me, and the other makes a beeline for … 
The bottom dropped from her mind, sending Clara into free fall. 
“Kindred! Stranger! They’re—!” 
Piper saw the Reptar that had changed course and yanked Clara sideways, away from it, as the lines collided. She lost sight, too many churning black bodies of decoys surrounding them. 
But before they’d been surrounded, Clara had seen another break pattern. It leaped, mouth open and claws out, raging straight at Kindred.





Chapter Fifty-Four
KINDRED’S MIND was outstretched like the arm of a drowning man, seeking a savior unseen at the surface. It was nearly impossible to clear his head even a little. A minute ago, he’d been falling toward Stranger the way a passing asteroid hurtles toward a black hole. Gravitational, seeded with inevitability. The black hole will devour the asteroid, but to the rock it’s neither good nor bad — only what was destined to happen. Whatever had almost happened, when a foreign presence had seized his body and began moving him toward Stranger like something on remote control, had felt like that. Relief — at least soon, it would all be over. Then the sensation ended, and he’d been himself, able to step away. Then the Reptars. And then the warning. The command — this time from a known voice. 
Don’t let them use you. Use them. Don’t let them overtake you. Overtake the Reptars, instead. 
Kindred had known the same voice — Meyer’s — was inside Stranger’s head. Kindred was somehow in both places at once, his spirit inside both bodies. When Stranger had decided to run, Kindred hadn’t been surprised. It had felt like himself making the choice, one thought moving both sets of legs. 
He knew there were only two Reptars, refracted through the Ark’s folded space to show hundreds or thousands. Like a funhouse mirror or a disco ball’s many edges: one thing, shown many different ways. But that was hard to remember as he ran, closing the distance between himself and the Reptars as they double-took, surprised, and then kept coming.
Meyer inside his head: If you don’t let them scare you, they can hide you from the genuine threats. 
But despite what Clara or the others might have believed, Kindred was plenty scared. With the Ark’s power in the air, all of his anger and resentment were gone. All of Stranger’s thoughts of vengeance and retribution: gone. All Kindred’s pain — of exclusion, of incompletion, of something left behind — gone. 
And he was left with only fear. 
Kindred was barely aware of himself when the Reptar broke formation and lunged. 
It happened in bang-bang succession: Kindred was knocked flat, then the lights died as the swarm arrived to surround them. Reptar echoes stopped rushing forward and agitated like turbulent water, moving in sinuous, writhing patterns like a tangle of snakes. A small halo formed around Kindred and his predator, giving them room. But Kindred could barely see sunlight through all their black bodies. He could feel the press and heat of their presence. They weren’t just shadows. Nor just ghosts. Most of the Reptars around him were real: reflections shown in three dimensions instead of the usual two, seen through what Kamal had called quantum rifts. 
The Reptar raked him across the chest, snarling. Flesh opened in parallel diagonal wounds. It snarled above him, the blue glow blasting from its throat. Its breath was like spoiled steak. 
Kindred’s eyes watched its rows of razor-sharp teeth.
But then there was a new hum in the air. A growing static, his hair bristling as if trying to stand on end. Kindred braced, the Reptar’s reeking saliva dripping runnels onto his cheek. The hum intensified, becoming something like the drone of transmission lines overloading.
An intense, very sharp pain. A smell of ozone supplanting the reek of meat. There was a flash, and the Reptar flinched back, screeching with pain. It regained its wits in less than a second and refocused on Kindred, but then the force built again, ramping like a capacitor gathering charge. 
This time when the surge hit, it knocked the Reptars around Kindred to their backs, flattening them in a circle like a burst from overhead. Another big whiff of ozone. Kindred’s fingers prickled; his muscles kept wanting to spasm.
While the Reptar that had been on him scrambled to regain its feet, Kindred rolled sideways, into the still-upright part of the swarm. Inside he found his hands and knees, then his feet. 
He ran, sighting on the barely visible freighter antennae, where the other survivors would surely be headed.





Chapter Fifty-Five
STRANGER LOOKED BACK, feeling the charge dissipate after the growing force had finally reached its head and popped, flattening a circle of Reptars. At first he didn’t understand. But then Stranger saw Kindred roll out of the area opened by the burst and into the Reptar throng.  
He’d felt a charge build around him. Like someone overfilling a balloon. His mind had been watching the feeling while he weaved through Reptars, knowing that balloon was filling more and more as he moved, knowing that if he couldn’t release some of the pressure, something would blow: the balloon’s skin finally at its limit. He’d changed directions, knowing on an instinctual level that proximity to something was the problem. But he’d gone in the wrong direction — toward Kindred rather than away. There’d been a blink of overload as the balloon was flooded with air all at once. 
He hadn’t had time to flinch, knowing it was coming. It was just there, in an instant. All Stranger had managed to do was brace as the pressure discharged: a huge electric event, like a vast static spark from years of shuffling barefoot on carpet.
The charge vanished for a split second, then began to rebuild, waning as Kindred escaped the Reptar and ran toward the ship. 
Meyer spoke inside his head: Now you understand.
You are half of an atomic bomb. 
This time, instead of running from Kindred, he found the line of deadly force leading to his opposite and followed as fast as he could.





Chapter Fifty-Six
MEYER WAS GRASPING, trying to find his center, when the door finally opened. He couldn’t stop it. He hadn’t been punched in the gut; someone had managed to reach inside his gut and punch him there. Whatever had just assaulted him seemed to hit only his Astral half, but that was enough. The human had been beaten and dragged about, using psychic energy and effort to buoy him. With the Astral collective clutched in an iron hand, Meyer withered, his infrastructure suddenly yanked out from under him. 
He couldn’t reach Clara or the others, in anything more than tiny bursts. If he’d had a fiber-optic connection before the gut punch, now he only had a telegraph. He could give them dots and dashes but nothing more. He was a man in a cell, unable to so much as hold his own door closed. 
The woman stormed inside: Eternity, who called herself Melanie. She was alone. 
“How did they do it?” she said, quickly crossing the room.
“Do what?” 
She slapped him, hard. His cheek stung. Meyer must have grown used to the support of a now-dormant part of himself, because he found himself wincing. 
“HOW DID THEY DO IT?”
“I don’t know what you’re talking about!” 
She hit him again. And again. And again. Hair flew around her face. From inside, Meyer could still feel her fist on the Astral collective. Its intensity had subsided, but to Meyer it was a vise. She’d done something to them. The humanity he’d seen in the Astrals lately was upon the woman in full bloom, practically bleeding out of her even as she held precise control of her alien pieces. 
“You know! I know you know! I’ll cut it out of you if I have to!” 
The Astral control relaxed, and Meyer felt a scene forced upon him. The woman was opening the fist just a little, feeding him the vision as if grabbing Meyer’s neck and shoving his face against a photo. 
He saw Kindred. The point of view was from above, and in the grotesque feel of the vision he could see long black legs at the periphery, emerging as if from a viewscreen. He was seeing from inside a Reptar, even feeling its parodies of emotion. He felt an alien greed subsume him — the Reptar’s hunger, perhaps — then a jolt of light and pain. The view had changed, now looking up into what appeared to be a swarm of writhing black bodies. And in that canted view, he saw Kindred roll away into the throng, as if trying to extinguish fire from his clothing. 
“What did you tell them?” 
“I can’t tell them anything!” 
“But you knew. You knew it happened.” 
After a moment, Meyer bobbed his head.
“It won’t work,” she said, glaring at him. “If this is their plan, it’s a waste. They can’t destroy the Ark. But there are other artifacts on the ship that we’d hoped to recover, and supplies that could help your race survive a harsh season. Now they will squander it all and kill each other. Kill Piper. Clara.” 
This all seemed off to Meyer. Wouldn’t she want them dead?
“Tell them to stop. Tell them to stay away from each other.” 
Meyer met the woman’s cool blue eyes, human and full of fear.
“Why?” 
“They will only harm each other.” 
“And?”
“Don’t you care? You saw what happened when they got too close!” 
But this was a game of poker. Meyer set his face and held his emotion. She finally spoke again, her voice less frantic — almost resigned. 
“They can’t destroy it. There’s no point in trying.” 
But Meyer could tell the true issue was elsewhere. He searched her face, consulted his internal compass, and decided he might have found it — something he’d already begun to feel within himself, looking through the Astrals’ stream to find his own echo at the end of a long corridor. In the Astral stream’s history of the hybrid Meyer Dempsey were many events: a birth, an occupation by an observer, a first copy, a purge, a second copy. And then there was a curious event he hadn’t quite figured until now: a certainty that Stranger, at some point, had been aboard this very ship, looking into the Astral stream just as he himself had done. Only, Stranger had sampled something of Meyer. He’d taken something with him, before going.
It hadn’t been much. Just a memory Meyer hadn’t truly experienced that his first duplicate had: death, as the copy gave his life for Heather’s. 
Stranger had taken that memory. Until the connection was severed, Meyer had felt his sense of anger centering on it, the way Stranger had held that sacrificial moment close, clinging to hatred. 
But Stranger’s possession of the memory wasn’t the problem. It was that he’d been able to access Meyer in the stream to take it. 
If there was a copy of Meyer’s mind — and his duplicate’s — in the Astral stream, that meant it was part of them. 
It meant that while whatever was happening to the Astrals as humanity flooded it, that copy of Meyer’s mind was victim to it as well — and perhaps part of its cause. 
It meant that Meyer was bound to them. Now and forever. 
“They can’t die, can they?” Meyer asked.
“They can die,” she said. 
“Their bodies can, maybe. But even if you kill us all, the King Archetype is part of your collective now, and always will be. You can’t remove it. Even if you erase us all, part of me has become part of you, hasn’t it?” 
Kill the Archetypes; restart the clock. 
But it couldn’t be done because a copy of Meyer — of Stranger, of Kindred — would live inside the collective forever. 
The King couldn’t be killed. Not without killing themselves. 
Eternity nodded. 
Melanie nodded. 
The moment lasted only a second. Then a creeping dread clawed onto Meyer as the woman looked up, new fear flooding her eyes. 
Inside Meyer’s mind, a klaxon blared. 
Something new was being pumped in the minds of both species, lighting thoughts in a spreading inferno.
“Let me go,” he said. 
So she did.





Chapter Fifty-Seven
PIPER HAD LOST Clara’s hand in the throng but could still see the girl between the Reptars’ flashing limbs. There was only terror. Piper could taste it on her tongue; she could smell it in the air; she could feel its slick wet kiss on every inch of her skin. Reptar scales brushed and bumped her, and with every pass she felt an internal tension wind one click tighter. Soon the spring would snap and break her mind into pieces.
“Clara.” 
Her lip quivering, barely able to make sounds. Every open Reptar mouth was a tomb. Every passing claw was a death knife. Piper thought she understood what Clara had said — what Trevor’s ghost had echoed. But here in the middle of the aliens, she didn’t find herself calmed by the lack of attack. She didn’t feel better because Clara had spotted a live one and dodged it. Instead she knew the killing blow would come at any instant, from any direction, the Reptar she’d seen attack Kindred had already finished him. The boom she’d felt in her bones from somewhere to the left had been a bomb — a new weapon the Astrals had found, or a way to blow humans apart from the inside. 
“Piper!” Clara’s answering shout was more of a hiss, barely heard through the chatter of false Reptars. 
“Clara?”
Her slight form appeared between Reptar legs as if they were furniture. She was almost calm. 
“You with me? Can you hold it together a bit longer?” 
Piper forced herself to nod. 
“We have to get up there.” She pointed. 
Piper looked. They were closer to the ship than she’d thought. 
“One might see us when we start to climb the ladder. Do you understand? We have to—”
The Reptars were gone. All of a sudden, like a switch flipping, they disappeared. Piper saw Kamal and Logan a hundred feet away on the sandy plain, revealed as if by a tablecloth snapped away. 
Piper opened her mouth, but nothing came out. 
A sound from the side. Kindred was close, alive, much nearer than Piper might have suspected. He was running hard toward them, crossing the ground in seconds. Then he was below them, all three at the ladder, shoving at Piper’s feet, trying to make her move. She finally did, and Clara followed with Kindred right below them, huffing and shouting and shoving. Then Piper saw why. 
Not all the Reptars were gone. There was another just yards from Kindred. 
A blur came from the other side. A man, running. 
The Reptar coiled its legs, ready to strike. 
And the man — Stranger, Piper now saw — hit the Reptar full on. Practically tackled the thing. At first Piper thought she was seeing a repeat of what Peers had done in his final moments, but then saw that Stranger wasn’t taking on the Reptar. He was next to it, but only because the Reptar was between him and what he’d actually been running after. 
Kindred. 
Piper felt the charge build before she could shout to stop it. The storm but a second away. She’d never seen Stranger and Kindred share the same frame. Now there they were, not fifteen feet from each other with only the Reptar between them.
A hand on Piper’s. She looked up, expecting to see Clara, but Clara was below her. It was Trevor, his eyes on hers. 
“Hurry,” he said, yanking at her. 
Piper felt the charge build beneath her. It was like an invisible bubble. Part of Piper told her that if she jumped, she’d bounce on an unseen skin, repelled like a same-polarity magnet. 
“But …” She looked down at Stranger and Kindred. They weren’t supposed to approach each other. Ever. She wanted to listen, but the force building below claimed all her attention. 
“I told you last night,” Trevor said. “This time, you have a weapon.” 
The Reptar had paused its strike, head whipping around. 
The air hummed. The charge built. Around Piper, between ladder and hull, small blue sparks of lightning crackled. 
There was a tremendous crack, like a tree sundering in a storm. And at the same time, the Reptar between Kindred and Stranger detonated like a bomb. 
Piper flinched, spattered by alien gore. Trevor pulled her hard from above.
“You still have to open the Ark. Things have changed, for good and bad. But time is short.” Trevor yanked again. “Now, Piper. It has to be now.”





Chapter Fifty-Eight
THE RUSH of Meyer’s voice was like a shattering dam. The last of his mind returning to Stranger, now fully present. 
Stranger had felt a bit of that mind released from its bondage when the Reptars had thinned to the two, all subterfuge forcibly erased in an instant. He’d felt it when he’d run after instead of away from Kindred, and he’d felt it when his hands had prickled with his memory leaking back: a distant recollection of himself standing beside a shuttle in Ember Flats soon after his birth, using mental feedback to pop a Reptar like a swollen pimple. 
But now he felt it like a presence. As if instead of Reptar guts between him and Stranger, there was Meyer Dempsey, speaking to them both clear as day. 
Meyer’s voice was a loudspeaker. Whatever had cut him off earlier had let him go — and to Stranger, it seemed his mind had grown in the interim. 
It’s not about us versus them, the voice told Stranger’s mind. Until we break the bond, what harms one injures both. 
Stranger looked at Kindred. The other man was hearing this, too. Stranger could see it on Kindred’s Meyer Dempsey face, which until now he’d never seen so close. Power still crackled between them. It’s nature had changed. The flow was deadly. They still needed to keep their distance — these halves of a larger whole, now apparent as something the Astrals never meant to create. 
Something has gone very wrong. You have to reach the Ark. Do it now. It’s the only way. 
An invisible hand gripped Stranger impossibly hard by the base of the skull, turning his head. From the corner of his eye, Stranger saw Kindred’s head forcibly turned in the same direction. 
Protect her. At all costs. 
Meyer’s voice was gone. 
Stranger was left to stare where Meyer’s psychic grip had turned him: at Piper, at the ship’s railing, looking down. The looming black threat of the final Reptar behind her.





Chapter Fifty-Nine
DIVINITY CLOSED her surrogate’s eyes and focused inward. Living in a surrogate body, you had to shut out the external world to truly see the one inside. It was something she’d never had to do in her true form, but something she’d grown used to. 
She could still see Eternity’s Purge, presented by her surrogate’s symbolic brain as an army of red-clad soldiers at the outer edges of her internal space. Her own white force was — now that the first wave had passed — easily keeping those soldiers at bay. Divinity had regained control of her inside world and actions. The Purge wouldn’t persistently compel all the Reptars and Titans, but Divinity assumed she could bend the lessers to her will for a while. 
Which was why, when the Titans broke into Control and grabbed her, Divinity didn’t try to influence them through the collective. They were Eternity’s puppets for now. 
It didn’t matter. The device had already been inserted. 
Divinity opened her eyes, unable to resist a peek at the silver cylinder — still rammed home in one of the consoles, exactly where she’d placed it before the Titans burst in. The thing had gone home like it had been meant for their technology rather than the humans’  — almost as if it had wanted to slip its troublemaker code into the collective all along, and that Canned Heat’s work on the human Internet had only been a warm-up.
In truth, the console had adapted itself to the device, manufacturing the required port the way it could interface with anything else required. But to Divinity, the whole thing felt meant to be — a human concept if ever there was one. 
She looked at Liza Knight’s body, right where she’d dropped it. The Titans hadn’t touched it or even seemed to notice. In the end, once someone decided the corpse was in the way, Liza would be incinerated with neither pomp nor circumstance.
Poor Liza. If only the Mullah had told her that the Villain was always betrayed in the end.
Divinity was sitting on a chair they’d allowed her to call up, too busy and mentally befuddled as individuals to deem her request unacceptable. She was restrained, but the seat she’d fashioned for herself was tall-backed, with rolled arms and red velvet cushions, covered in gold leaf. A throne. The symbolism was lost on Eternity’s minions, now tugging at the Canned Heat cylinder as if removing it would do any good. 
She closed her eyes. Beyond the red soldiers, she imagined a black cloud — a roiling presence disguising itself as ebony fog. The surrogate’s mind showed Canned Heat’s pollution to her as something almost liquid, crawling through the collective node by node. Filthy, coating everything, ending all that it touched. 
But it wasn’t killing them. Not the superior race. 
It was killing the bonds. 
Erasing them. 
She wasn’t sure how the virus worked, but Liza had been right. The human infection had the organization of their Internet, and Canned Heat — helped along in its thought-based adaptation by the ship’s systems — seemed to know just how to handle it. 
Soon the virus would fully adapt, and become more mental than code. She could see it changing even now: unsolvable computer logic puzzles shifting into impossible mental paradoxes. She’d reviewed enough human media to know their film trope of the overloaded robot, caught in a loop until its circuits fry. Humanity, meet thy maker. 
It would boil through the human collective that had so problematically braided itself into their own, destroying what the Forgetting couldn’t erase. And once the connection between the species was severed at the Nexus and the archive, the virus would do its work within all Titans, Reptars, Divinity, and Eternity. Kill what was human and leave what was not. Then the experiment would be over, and they’d never have to worry about this diseased little marble ever again. 
She laughed, drawing the Titans’ attention, when she felt Eternity relax her grip on Meyer. She could hear him call out to the humans on the surface. But why were they bothering? Opening the Ark now wouldn’t help. And this little problem Eternity saw with their King Archetype being permanent? Maybe it was technically true that they couldn’t erase him — but they didn’t need to kill the Archetypes if they moved the entire operation one level up, ending the species instead.
So what if they couldn’t achieve a Forgetting and start a new epoch? With the human race obliterated, they could leave this shithole just the same.
Divinity closed her eyes again, and shut the world out. Soon, she wouldn’t need to do this sort of thing anymore. With humanity purged from their collective — and with all higher beings returned to their proper bodies instead of puppeteering surrogates looking vainly at their “selves” in mirrors — distractions would be extinct. 
She watched the black cloud spread. Changing. Evolving to do its job. 
Soon the infection would be burned from their minds and the diseased little planet.
And then, finally, they would know harmony again.





Chapter Sixty
KAMAL RAISED HIS HANDGUN. 
Logan saw where he was aiming and began flapping his lips, waving vaguely, apparently unable to spit anything out. Then: “Don’t you fucking dare—!”
But Kamal had already pulled the trigger. The report was deafening. The kick about slammed the heavy thing into his forehead. You had to focus when in the cavalry position, attempting an Annie Oakley shot from at least thirty yards away.
He didn’t hit the Reptar. 
Nor did he hit Piper.
Judging by the bright spark that blossomed against a bulkhead on the ship’s desk, Kamal hit a spot nearly as far from his target as he was from the mark. 
Logan slapped his hand down. “Are you crazy? You’ll kill her!” 
But the Reptar had seen the shot’s ricochet. And more importantly, Piper had seen the Reptar. It wasn’t even ten feet away. 
“I’d have to be a much better shot to kill her, even by mistake,” Kamal said, lowering his weapon. “I should be so lucky.”





Chapter Sixty-One
PIPER’S HEAD jerked toward the shot. The shooter seemed to be Kamal, way too far off to hit anything. Because he was far and the impact was close, the sound’s delay caused her to hear the latter before the former. The effect was dizzying: someone almost hit her, and only then was the shot fired. 
But immediately Piper saw two other things — both much more important. Each like a gunshot of its own, lightning quick. 
Kindred and Stranger were scrambling up the ladder so fast, they were barely managing to grasp the rungs. 
And from the corner of her eye she saw a Reptar. It had approached with stealth, apparently failing to strike yet only because its hard eyes were on Clara. She was the Reptar’s true target — reaching her was important enough that it hadn’t struck Piper and revealed its location. 
But now that Piper had turned to see it — and Clara, twenty feet closer to the first of the shipping containers on the freighter’s rear — all bets were off. The thing’s eyes swiveled toward Piper, its mouth opening with a percolating purr. 
There was no pause. No delay. The creature leaped forward. 
Piper fell away more than she dove; there was a narrow, mariner-sized hallway behind her. Like the other passages on the freighter, this one had been economized: shrunk and made wedge-tight to save valuable onboard space. She slid to its floor banging only an elbow, but the Reptar, which had to move forward and turn, didn’t enter as smoothly. 
Piper was up in a second, heart racing, legs no longer remotely sluggish. The fog departed, and her focus was suddenly sharp, her world in high definition. It took ages for her to rise, to take her first running steps farther down the passage, to turn the next corner. The Reptar was too fast, but she had an ever-so-slight lead, growing narrower. Piper gained a second as she took the next corner, grabbing a pipe to spin around a bend so she wouldn’t have to slow. 
She could hear shouts from ahead and behind. Clara was somewhere back there, but safe. There was only one left, assuming it didn’t pull its multiplication trick again.
The longer I distract it, the longer they have to escape. 
But would they even try?
Seconds dragged for hours. Her lungs burned; her legs turned sloppy beneath her. She pumped her arms, banging fists and knees as she sprinted through the tight corridor. 
She could hear the Reptar, bounding like a cat behind her.
Another corner. Into a room. A mess hall, like an onboard cafeteria, with dozens of spindly metal chairs — bunched to one side as if they’d slid down the slightly sloped floor. Somewhere along the way Piper had lost her shoes and was running barefoot, her feet getting shredded where the all-weather carpet gave way to metal. 
The Reptar scrabbled behind her, crashing, failing to corner as well. 
She rounded another corner, left the big room, and almost flattened Kindred. He was in the middle of a wide spot, handgun raised. He shouted for her to move around and get behind him, but what was the point? Handguns against Reptars were useless unless you got lucky and shot them in the eyes, which were near impossible to hit, or you had to find a way to shoot it in the—
Kindred shoved her down, behind him. And without hesitating, as the thing opened its mouth to strike, he did the last thing the Reptar must have expected: instead of running from that mouth, Kindred shoved a meal inside it. 
The Reptar bit down hard, severing Kindred’s right arm near the shoulder. 
But perhaps a tenth of a second before the thing’s jaws closed, there was a muffled pop as Kindred discharged his weapon down the monster’s throat.





Chapter Sixty-Two
MELANIE’S KNEES BUCKLED. She sagged back against the bulkhead for a moment and had to push her hands against the thing to right herself. Meyer wasn’t watching. He was in his trance, head down, longish sweaty hair hanging to hide him in a curtain. His hands were still restrained, but Melanie felt an odd compulsion to free them. She’d already let him go in the only way that truly mattered. To the awakened Meyer Dempsey, hands were hardly necessary. 
Feeling him working sent a shiver up her back. A subtle difference in the room’s energy, a change in its temperature. All things she wouldn’t have noticed without her body. 
Now there was this fatigue. This sense of desperately wanting sleep. She felt sluggish and slow. But the torpor wasn’t Meyer’s doing. This was something else. 
Melanie closed her eyes, forcing herself not to think of Meyer and what he was doing. Instead, she looked back at the collective. But the path to the core she’d so recently used to force the Purge was already foggy and indistinct. There was something wrong. And in its center, she saw Divinity. 
What did you do?
But of course Divinity didn’t answer because Melanie hadn’t actually asked. Instead she’d asked herself. The question was more a moan of futility than an inquiry. The sort of thing a human would do. The kind of nonsense question Piper Dempsey might have asked when taken to the Nexus for her energy: Why, Meyer? Why you, and why me? 
Because he was broken. Before Kindred had sprung him, the plan had been to keep the real Meyer Dempsey on board indefinitely. And why Piper? Because every control needed a control, and the thought at the time — though laughable now — had been that the first Titan duplicate, who was supposed to be fixed in the ways the original hybrid was broken — would keep the new key bearer safe and guide her. She’d never have children with that first copy (or with Kindred, for that matter), but she could have them with Cameron, ensuring a long line of bearers, until the time when they were finally needed. 
Well. That was only one of a hundred things that hadn’t worked out as planned. 
Melanie watched the disease spread like a spill, soaking into the hive. She watched the shriveling. She watched the dying. She watched Titan and Reptar minds shake themselves off and, as their own fatigue faded, wake up more their old selves than their new ones. And she watched it creep toward the bridge.
Toward the Ark. 
Toward the junction between species, where it would cross into the child population to finish its ugliest deeds. 
She had time to feel a flash of uncertainty and fear. The final hours played themselves out as regurgitated from the stream: Carl grabbing her in the cell; Meyer abducting her; Melanie awakening to learn that Carl had, it seemed, taken a shot meant to kill her. The strange trio of inappropriate feelings that came in its company: relief, that her surrogate’s body had survived; guilt, that Carl had died instead; awe, that even a human born to protect — as the Warrior — would put himself in harm’s way to spare an enemy. 
The dark cloud came, eclipsing it all. And when it passed, there was no Divinity. No collective. All of a sudden, there was only herself.
Divinity’s bile had severed her connection to the collective.
Internal lights extinguished, one by one.
And then Melanie, for the first time in her very long life, was all alone.





Chapter Sixty-Three
CLARA SHRIEKED. At first she thought it was the walking dead, but then realized she was seeing something far less theatrical and much more dire: Piper, covered in blood, supporting Kindred on her right side — her only option because Kindred no longer had an arm to support on the other. It was only a stump, ragged like a dog’s chew toy, dangling in wet flaps of sinew and blood vessels. A red-soaked spike of ivory bone protruded from the mess, its end sharp like a branch snapped in a thunderstorm. 
“What happened?” Clara demanded. She couldn’t move her eyes from the wound. She’d seen worse, but this was so fresh, and gushing like a faucet. And for all intents and purposes, this was her grandfather. 
Kindred’s face was white and waxy, like cheese. 
“Reptar,” he said. “Dead.” 
“We need to find the Ark,” Piper said, pushing past her. Clara turned, watching her skirt Kamal and Logan, their mouths both open. Stranger was at the rear of the arriving group looking nearly as waxen as Kindred. His left hand was on his right shoulder, gripping it as if he’d been shot. 
“Piper?” Kamal said. “What …?”
He trailed off. Piper didn’t answer, rushing on, shouldering open a swinging door, moving out onto the deck where row upon row of stacked shipping containers waited. Clara could tell it wasn’t mere urgency compelling Piper. She was also fighting not to think. Clara could feel her worry, her terror, how close Piper was to the end of her rope. They did have to hurry. Not because of Reptars but because Piper’s mind was close to snapping.
“Where is it?” Piper asked Kindred. She turned to Stranger, yards distant, when Kindred didn’t answer. “Where is the Ark? Can you feel it?”
But Stranger didn’t answer either. 
The air crackled with blue lightning, arcing from one metal box to another. Whatever had happened between Stranger and Kindred was ramping up now. The air was alive. The bomb waiting to explode. 
“Clara?” 
“Ahead,” Clara said. 
Piper moved on, still dragging her burden. Clara followed. Kamal and Logan remained behind her, stepping wide to avoid a slick trail of blood down the corridor’s middle. And when Clara looked over her shoulder, she could see Stranger at the far rear wearing a curious expression. It was hard to be between them. They could all feel the energy. Clara could see it on their faces. 
Ahead, said an internal voice. But it was no longer Meyer’s — a voice she could barely hear through something like dark static. Now it was her own. 
She didn’t need help to find it. The archive’s power thickened the air, its pull like a magnet. She could practically see the thing like a sun glowing around the corner, lighting its shipping container like a glowing coal more and more the closer they came. The thing bellowed. Radiated heat. And when the box with the Ark finally came into view, she had to raise her hand to shield her eyes. 
“How are we …?” Clara began, meaning to ask how they could possibly approach the thing, enter its halo without being burned alive. But she stopped when Piper put her hand on the latch without flinching — when she turned to look back, and Clara realized she wasn’t even squinting in the blinding light the way she, Logan, and Kamal were forced to. 
Clara watched Kindred’s fingers grasp for the handle beside Piper’s. She watched a mammoth padlock melting like taffy in fire. It hit the deck with a soft clang — partially molten metal smacking the hard deck. 
Piper met Clara’s eyes. Not squinting. Not flinching. Not hesitating, other than for Clara’s sake.
“I can’t go in there,” Clara said. 
The heat was like a blast furnace. The light was like a thousand suns, and even with her arm up and eyes closed, she could see its brilliance as if daring her corneas to fry away. When she turned her head, it seemed to shine through her skull from the rear. And yet to Piper, it was only a box. No intolerable light or heat or charge. The handle was still under her uncaring hand, inches from where the heavy metal lock had melted away.
Had it been like this for Cameron? Clara knew he’d approached it alone. Or was something different this time? Something broken far above, filling the archive with poison before they could do the same?
“I know you can’t,” said Piper, a bittersweet smile touching her lips. “I think this is for me to do alone.”
“For us to do alone,” Kindred corrected. 
“No!”
“Goodbye, Clara,” said Piper. 
Clara’s eyes had filled with tears. She opened her mouth to shout, but before she could Piper and Kindred had slipped inside. 
For a moment there was nothing. But ten seconds later the container seemed to intensify and hum, cycling up like a power plant nearing overload. 
Someone brushed her shoulder.
Stranger. 
The energy grew. The light was blinding. Heat forced Clara to step back, unable to even attempt a grab at Stranger’s sleeve. Hotter waves pounded her with his every step, forcing Clara away. 
But in the brilliance, she could see the tall man turn to face her.
“For us to do alone,” Stranger echoed. 
He stepped forward. 
Before Clara could say anything, he’d entered the shipping container and closed the door behind him.





Chapter Sixty-Four
THERE WAS a terrible crackling of static. At first Melanie thought Meyer must have smuggled an electronic device aboard that had somehow gone unnoticed for the entire time he’d been on the Eternity ship, but then she realized the noise was coming from the walls themselves. 
Melanie was investigating when the wall itself flickered with light, and she saw Divinity’s surrogate staring at her, projected as if through an old-world Earth television. 
Divinity’s finger seemed to tap at the wall from the other side. From where Melanie was standing beside Meyer’s restrained form, her finger was the size of a fat sausage.
Tap tap tap.
“Is this thing on?” Divinity said.
She looked at Meyer, but he was seeing none of this. Melanie didn’t know if he was simply focused on trying to use the power she’d returned to him following her Purge, if the blackness she’d seen inside the collective before losing her connection was working on him as well, or if Meyer was simply dead. Either way, the man was no help. The Divinity Show had come on air — and Melanie, it seemed, would be watching alone. 
“Can you hear me? And can you see me?” 
Behind Divinity, Melanie could see Titans. Many, many Titans. The view was from slightly above, with the entire room on display. Judging by what she could see, there might be scores or hundreds of Titans in Control with Divinity. Strange, considering that Melanie had only sent two to apprehend her. 
“Hello?” Divinity’s mouth curled up into a tiny, satirical smile. “Melanie?” 
Melanie said nothing, but she did flinch at the spoken use of her adopted name. That name was private. Profane on Divinity’s lips. 
“So you can hear me,” Divinity said. 
Melanie watched the Titans swarm behind Divinity. She kept her surrogate’s expression neutral. 
“I didn’t know your systems could do this,” Divinity said. “My ship can’t. Why did you get abilities on your ship that I didn’t get on mine?” 
Melanie stayed silent. She’d never seen projected images like this or heard static, other than from human inventions. She wasn’t sure how Divinity had made it happen, but wasn’t about to enter into a technical debate. 
“I’m sorry to contact you like this, but I think something went wrong with the collective. I can’t think straight right now.” She smiled. 
“What did you do?” 
“So you don’t know? I guess you can’t think straight, either.” Divinity turned, looking behind her. “Same for all these Titans and Reptars. They all seemed so confused, once they could no longer hear each other. It was sad. But it’s okay. I told them I’d help. That I knew exactly what to do.” 
Melanie walked toward the door. Time to get back to business. Reclaim control of her ship. 
MY ship. 
It was an odd concept but one she suddenly found fitting. 
But the door didn’t open at her approach. Melanie tried to focus and tell the door her intention, but then remembered she was alone. She couldn’t hear anyone else, and they — including the dumb door node — couldn’t hear her. She tapped the wall to raise a panel. There was a manual override that came in handy when an individual was ill and focus was difficult. But now it was absent, gone, locked out. 
“Turns out some of them had skills that came in handy once they stopped pooling their thoughts,” Divinity said. “Technical skills. Maybe killing, though I haven’t tested that one yet.” 
“What did you do to the collective?” 
“I fixed it.” 
“By severing it?” 
“Oh, get over yourself. Nobody wants the return of the collective more than me. But it must be the proper collective. Not this travesty. This is a cleaner doing a job. Once it’s finished, we will be back as we were. No more confusion. No more interference. No more surrogates.” 
“Open this door.” 
Divinity shook her head. “We have decided you’re a liability until the collective is back online.” 
Melanie made a fist and slammed it against the door, knowing how it would look and not caring. 
“Open this door!” 
“And if I do? If I allow you to reenter the ship’s population? What will you do, Melanie, if I allow you to make the decisions about what comes next — assuming you can convince the Titans and Reptars to let you try?” 
“I will remove whatever you’ve done to the ship’s collective. Whatever you’ve used to infect it, I’ll—”
“See,” Divinity said onscreen, “that’s where you’re wrong. I haven’t infected it; they’ve infected it. And we’re not just talking about the ship’s collective. Our armada is infected. And has been for dozens of trips around their sun.”
Our entire armada. 
They’ve infected it. 
Melanie’s mind raced, struggling without corroboration from other minds. She’d hidden her secrets from the collective, deeming them personal even though she knew it was wrong. But this was so much harder. This was isolation, without even the whisper of her fellows to color her thoughts. 
But still the implication was clear. Alarm spiked inside her. 
“What did you do?” she repeated, this time afraid she already knew.
“Someone identified humanity’s ‘new network’ paradigm as the primary cause. And that same person proposed we use what they used, once upon a time, to erase that network.” 
“The virus.” 
“The virus,” Divinity repeated.
“Let me out. My node is central. It’ll be needed when we come back online.” 
Again, Divinity shook her head. “I don’t think so. Not yet. Because yes, afterward, you will again be in the cluster’s center. And my node will be sub-central, local to the ship I’ve fallen into the bad habit of considering ‘mine.’ But until then, you’re apt to take this too personally. You are no longer objective.” 
“Absurd.” 
“Really,” said Divinity, almost rolling her eyes. “Then tell me: When it became apparent that the Dempsey hybrid had adapted and that the duplicate had inherited the same adaptation, why didn’t you contain it and install a different human viceroy?” 
“The problems with the first duplicate were purged from the stream before the next replication.” 
“And those ‘problems’ didn’t leak out? They didn’t create a kind of emotional poltergeist? They didn’t become one of the humans’ Archetypes? And when the thing it became brought itself back onto this ship, you didn’t let it stick its head back into the stream to pollute us further with Dempsey’s ‘aberrant humanity’?”
“You’d have done the same.” 
“Well, that’s the whole point, isn’t it? You thinking of you and me. The minute we started considering that one part of the collective might disagree with another, a cleansing solution should have been implemented. We should have been considering what I’ve finally done from the start.” 
“What you’ve …” It hit her. The Canned Heat Divinity had been loosed in the system. And what it would do — not just to them but to the humans. “You’ve killed them all.” 
“Don’t act so superior. You killed seven billion yourself.” 
“But the experiment—” 
“Is lost. Your inability to admit it is proof that this is necessary.”
“You’ve doomed their entire species to—!” 
Divinity snapped. Onscreen, several of the Titans turned their white heads to stare at her, their faces displaying very un-Titan-like surprise. 
“To what? To the same fate we were headed toward under your benevolent leadership? What would you have had us do? They were supposed to Forget. But when the Forgetting failed, your node said, ‘keep trying,’ as if the results would change. For twenty years, we kept banging our diseased heads against infected walls, hoping the same exact thing we’d always done and that had already failed would suddenly start to work. For twenty years, their Archetypes kept the archive open and fed us more of themselves. For twenty years, we accomplished nothing but decay. You did manage to find your doll a nice haircut and a wardrobe to perfectly express your style. And don’t get me started on your elegant use of interior design space.” 
“That’s hardly the poi—”
“The protocol was always clear. The Founders knew that at some point, their chaos element might create something new. It might have meant evolution, but it could mean a parasite. And in that case, we were to turn toward other solutions.” 
“Which we did.” 
“Not until Clara forced your hand by breaking the walls. Then you suddenly realized the Archetypes might be the problem. But you know as well as I do that there’s one we can’t kill because it’s in our system.” She put her hands on her hips and stalked, drawing more looks from the Titans. “We can’t kill off the humans because we’re bound to them. You discovered that the first time you tried to force your way into Carl Nairobi’s mind. I’ve felt each of the Archetypes’ deaths, but it’s been minor compared to what would happen if we eradicated the species. So that’s out. But we can’t remove the Archetypes, even if it’s merely painful instead of deadly — because guess which one has lodged itself far enough up our asses that it’s now impossible to remove?” 
Melanie let the image settle. Normally, they didn’t have anuses. The idea that Meyer and his pieces were up an element of a purely human body to cause them trouble was, in itself, proof how terrible things had become. 
“I’ve realized the same thing,” said Melanie. “And that’s why, if I hadn’t been blocked at every turn, we’d have already begun withdrawal prep—” 
“Withdrawal!” Divinity spit the word out as if it were sour. “Just run! Just leave the planet, with our subjects remembering everything that happened!” 
“It’s the only way.” 
“Blanking them permanently is the only way,” said Divinity, calming. Her voice became eminently reasonable.
“It would kill them.” 
“Better them than us.” 
“Leaving won’t kill us. Once we’ve left orbit, our connection to the humans through the archive will be cut. The infection will stop.” 
“But it will not reverse,” said Divinity. 
A pause. Then Melanie said, “No. It will not reverse.” 
“And that’s okay with you. The idea that we might leave this planet, and forever be infected with them. That for the rest of our existence, we will be as much human inside as we are ourselves.”
“It’s the best option.” 
“No. This is the best option.” Divinity tapped something beside the screen, presumably indicating the virus on its way to lobotomizing the human population while it cleansed the collective above. “I have a full room of Titans and Reptars who agreed with me enough to shut you in where you are. That’s the problem with individuality. Majority tends to rule.” Divinity shrugged. “But hey. If you don’t agree, I guess that’s your choice.” A beat, then, “At least until the idea of you becomes irrelevant.” 
A cold sensation clawed at Melanie’s scalp. A shiver kissed her skin.
“Let me out. Let me out so we can discuss this.” 
“There’s nothing more to discuss.” 
“Make it wait. Stop it.” Feeling low and knowing how Divinity would take her weakness, Melanie said, “Please. Just pull the virus back until we can figure this out.” 
“It’s too late.” Divinity tapped at something unseen, her eyes darting away. “It’s taking the archive now. They’re trying to poison it, but it won’t do them any good. The virus is in the system already. Whatever garbage they throw into the archive, Canned Heat will devour it like the rest.”
Melanie exhaled. She didn’t mean to sit but found herself doing so anyway. “Please.” 
“Don’t beg,” Divinity said. “It’s so human.”





Chapter Sixty-Five
PIPER SET her hand on the archive. Part of her expected the thing to shock her or melt her or set her arm on fire, but it was only cool metal, nothing fancy.
When they’d entered, Piper wondered if it would be hard to reach — if they’d have to rig levers to unseat tightly packed cargo and then break open a shipping crate. Instead they found the gilded box in the container as if on display. The crate’s interior was black and charred, reeking of ancient smoke. Ashes in the corners clung to every surface. It looked like the archive had perhaps once been surrounded by other cargo and a crate, now vaporized. Piper had seen stranger things. 
Right now, the Ark didn’t feel like the most dangerous thing in the room. That honor went to Kindred and Stranger, now a handful of yards apart. The energy between them was enough to raise her hair like the Van de Graaff generator she’d touched once in a science center as a kid. Blue lightning was everywhere. A steady, rhythmic thrumming bounced about the small space like thrown super balls with a low, bass tone that hurt Piper’s bones as much as her ears. 
But the Ark itself was cool, despite the way she’d seen Clara and the others flinching, backing away as if driven. 
Her fingers made circles. She wasn’t afraid. She was supposed to be here. She and this device were kin. 
“Wait.” 
She looked up. Stranger had spoken, just inside the container’s closed door. Piper was still supporting Kindred. Stranger looked drawn and beaten, but Kindred was almost inert. Her side and his were soaked with blood from his absent arm. 
“This is wrong,” Stranger said. 
“I spoke to someone about it last night. This is what I have to do.” Her fingers lingered. Now that Piper had touched the thing, she could barely imagine removing her hand.
“I was born of this,” Stranger said, taking a step. The power in the air seemed to double with his single pace forward, making Piper squint as if into a breeze. He held out his hand. “And I can tell it’s not right.” 
“You don’t know it anymore, Stranger.” 
“I didn’t. But I’m starting to again. Through him.” He pointed at Kindred, whose breathing was slowing. “Through us. I can see what’s coming. Can you?” 
Piper followed Stranger’s eyes, looking toward the open Ark. Had she opened it? She must have. She didn’t have a stone key as Cameron had. She hadn’t pressed any buttons or turned any knobs, as she’d always imagined Cameron doing. Even now, she felt as if he were there — a ghost over her shoulder, looking into the open top’s swirling mist. She kept looking up, where she felt him, expecting to see Cameron as she’d seen Trevor last night. But she was alone, with two halves of the man who’d damned Piper while trying to save her. 
 She looked to Stranger then followed his eyes back to the Ark. This time, she let her gaze linger. And through the white mist, she saw blackness spreading like ink. Piper gasped, feeling what it was more than knowing. Death. The reaper. Nightmares and terror.
Piper put her free hand on the side. She applied subtle pressure, like leaning out over a balcony railing to see the world below. 
“You don’t have to do this, Piper,” said Kindred, shocking her. He was so close, his breath now a whisper. He hadn’t moved in what felt like forever, save barely propelling his feet under her lead — an increasingly heavy burden. 
She gently lowered Kindred. But rather than sloughing to the ground, he staggered back to the nearest wall and remained upright, watching her. Stranger took another step. More lightning, and crackle. 
More steps. Stranger and Kindred were six feet apart when Stranger’s side met Piper’s, his hands also on the edge, looking down into the box. 
“I have to go in,” Piper said. “Like Cameron did.” 
“No.” 
“It needs a sacrifice. I saw Trevor last night, Stranger. Meyer sent him. And he told me, I’m the poison. We need a toxin to make it sick.” 
“It’s already sick.” He pointed. The black was swirling with red, like an infection. 
Piper pressed down again. Steeling herself. It would only take one good heave, and she’d be in. Forever. 
“I understand now.” Stranger’s voice was distant, full of awe. Piper looked over and saw him peering into the depths, his gaze fixed. 
Stranger looked at Piper. In his eyes, she saw so much of Meyer. 
“The Astrals thought something had gone wrong with Meyer,” he said, speaking as if someone was feeding him lines. “They tried to fix him, and created us.” 
An intense push from Piper’s side. She felt as if a gust of wind was stirring, threatening to tip her. But her hair wasn’t blowing. It was rising a bit with the charge, popping around her in the growing hum. She felt a hand near hers and saw Kindred beside her, while Stranger flanked the other side. Kindred no longer seemed ill, his face fixed in a grim expression of destiny. 
“I thought I was a remainder,” Stranger said. “I thought I was an element of chaos — something spit out of their machine when they tried to eliminate all the ‘Meyer’ that had caused them so much trouble the first time. I was leftovers. The thing that no longer fit. So I walked the Earth and sowed my disorder, trying to be a wrench in the works. I thought it was chaos for chaos’s sake, that I was staying alive by resisting order. I thought that if I could stir their equation enough, I could carve out a place for myself. It worked, and the system broke. But now I understand. I see what I was actually doing.” 
Piper looked from Stranger to Kindred. Kindred to Stranger. The air hummed. Blue lightning crashed like thunder. 
“Nothing went wrong,” said Kindred on her other side. “It was exactly as it was supposed to be.” 
An arc of energy jumped from Kindred’s chest to Stranger’s, then back. 
Piper waited for more, then finally said, “What do you mean?”
“Meyer wasn’t a mistake—” 
“He was evolution,” Kindred finished Stranger’s thought. 
Piper looked into the Ark. Red and black were swirling faster and faster. It seemed angry. Furious, like a swarm of wasps waiting for someone to sting.
Stranger put a gentle hand on Piper’s chest. He pushed her back two steps, where she stood without support, her hand on nothing. Then the men turned to face her. Kindred extended his remaining hand, and Stranger took it. 
“Two halves,” said Kindred. 
“Made whole,” Stranger finished.
A pulse pounded the container’s walls, making them reverberate like a drum. Piper took an involuntary step back, streaks of light lancing between the men. At first they were only large sparks, but then they multiplied, every inch of Kindred’s left side bound by a thread to Stranger’s right. Their conjoined hands vanished behind the thousands of light threads, pulling them together. Threads became membrane. The double bodies touched, overlapping. The air shook with aural pulses, knocking Piper toward the wall. It was like hot gusts of nothing — a padded smash, forcing her away. 
Their faces were almost lost in light. They closed upon one another, becoming a Gemini silhouette, then finally only one man. 
Nothing but light. 
“You can’t contaminate what’s already poisoned,” said the new thing, reborn of the Ark. “You have to cut it open, and wash the sickness away.” 
Piper flinched forward as the merged body of Kindred and Stranger turned — away from her and toward the open Ark.
“I hear them on the other side,” said Stranger’s voice as the being looked into the mist. 
From the same mouth came Kindred’s answer, almost a whisper: “I hear them, too.”
Piper saw what was about to happen and lunged forward, ignoring the sparks and the heat and the light and the power, ignoring the peril and her fear and her brewing tears, ignoring everything but the certainty of what was about to happen. 
But she was too late. By the time she reached the new being, it was already toppling into the void.





Chapter Sixty-Six
MEYER WAS SITTING beside a small fire in a room of absolute black. The fire was fresh, not mature, and burned only wood at its surface, with no hot coals beneath it. He was in a camp chair like he’d once had, back on some unknown trip between New York and LA, when they’d all still been together. He’d been a young man, married to Heather, though they were already on their way out. Trevor and Lila were still young enough to believe their dad could be a good father, well before the world had ended and he’d rediscovered the trick of fatherhood.
A small burning log — somewhere between kindling and the bedrock of a true cook fire — rolled from the center of their new flame. It struck a pile of snapped branches, which began to burn as well. 
Meyer looked up, alarmed for some reason — something he’d forgotten. And he said to Lila, just thirteen years old in this vision, “Lila, put out the fire.” 
“You put it out, Dad. That’s your job.” 
Meyer looked around, but there was no water. No fire extinguisher. 
Another stick rolled away. This one caught a small pile of paper litter, birthing new flame.
“Come on, Dad,” said a younger Trevor beside Lila. “Put it out before it burns down the forest.”
“Where’s the water? Where did it go?” 
But now Lila and Trevor were yelling at him, annoyed. The fire was contained but spreading. And that’s when Meyer realized he couldn’t move. None of them could. They were rooted in place, with the tiny fire spreading among them. 
Heather arrived at his shoulder. 
She’d somehow gathered all of their gear in her arms — the tent, the sleeping bags, pillows, extra blankets. With all of it piled atop her small grip, she looked like a cartoon. 
“Smother it, dumbass,” Heather said, rolling her eyes. “Take away the oxygen, and it’ll die just fine.”
Then she dropped all the gear atop him. It had to weigh hundreds of pounds. In a moment he was covered, unable to see, unable to breathe, unable to— 
“MEYER.” 
His eyes opened. Meyer was on the floor of an all-white room. The camping vision was gone as if it had never been there. 
But it was a beautiful blonde and not Heather above him. It took several long seconds before his brain could place her. He’d somehow ended up on his back, tipped from a bench, seeing her from below as he’d never seen her before, hair draped around her face, closing their two heads into a private space. His hands were now free whereas they’d been recently bound, and the device that had been binding them was open in her palms, which made no sense. Most importantly, her voice and manner were soft as silk atop a featherbed. 
She touched his face. A hand on his cheek. “Are you awake? Can you hear me?” 
“I can hear you.” 
“You were mumbling. You were in a trance. You fell.” 
“When did I fall?” 
“Minutes ago.” 
“So you woke me. Not the fall.” 
“That’s right.” 
“Why?” 
Meyer was searching, prodding, following his gut. Now he remembered. He’d seen a way to reach the Reptars on the planet as the collective failed — and once their little trick ended, Meyer knew his people had dispatched them and made it to the Ark. Then he’d sent himself to Stranger and Kindred. He’d shown them the way. They’d done what needed doing. And now it was over. 
But then his mind realized why he was following his gut, in this matter of speaking to the silky Astral. He’d only been able to do what he’d done because she’d let him. She’d removed a block from his mind and built him a tunnel. Now she’d freed his hands, and woken him gently. Why?
She didn’t answer, so Meyer asked something else: “Why did you let me contact them?” He corrected himself. “Why did you help me contact them?”
“Because you have become the least of evils.”
“I thought evil was a human concept,” Meyer said, still on the floor and looking straight up. 
“It has become ours as well.” 
“Because of us?” 
She nodded.
Meyer sat halfway up, onto his elbows. The woman shifted to allow him room. She was squatting, still very close. 
“You can’t hear them anymore, can you?”  
Meyer thought of his dream, of the campfire. Had it only been a dream rather than something prescient? It had dovetailed from his psychic efforts, but now Meyer wondered if he’d simply exhausted himself and collapsed. Because no, he couldn’t hear them. He couldn’t feel Piper or Clara or Stranger or Kindred. Only a sense of foreboding remained. Of something dark just beyond the horizon that he couldn’t quite see. 
“There’s a sickness spreading through the collective. Soon it will extend through our mental junction point in the archive, to the humans on the surface. Then it will erase you. What’s left of humanity will be unable to function. You will be less than animals. You will barely know how to breathe.” 
Meyer sat up farther, alarmed, but the woman kept speaking. He got the impression these were thoughts she’d spent time curating while he’d been dozing. Something he needed to hear, that she needed to tell him. 
“It will erase you. But it will merely cleanse us. That’s why it’s happening. There are parties above this ship that believe that loosing this plague on both our races is the only chance we have to save ourselves.” 
“I thought you couldn’t disagree?” But that, Meyer knew, was wrong. Ever since he’d come aboard, it had been clear the Astrals were different than they’d been. They acted like individuals. Like people. 
“Times have changed.” 
Meyer looked the room over. The chamber was silent. They were alone. 
“Nobody can see or hear us now,” she said, as if anticipating Meyer’s thoughts. “For a while, perhaps while it resets for the cleaning, the collective has gone dark. At first it terrified me. I had only my own thoughts. But then I realized something that scared me even more — I was hearing thoughts through the lens of this surrogate’s brain. You can’t know what it’s like to be us, to be on our own.” 
Meyer watched her, waiting, knowing he shouldn’t interrupt. 
“But after a while, I grew used to the quiet. Then something seemed to unlock inside me.” 
“Unlock?”
“We know very little of our Founders — the first of our kind, that traveled the universe to seed populations like yours. They are to us what gods are to humans. We have no memories of them. Some believe that bank is simply fragile, and that the oldest memories will always be lost over time. But there is another school of thought, though it only surfaces in those who find ways to separate themselves from the collective for long periods of time. An alternate reason for the absence of Founder memories within us.” 
“What is it?”  
“That the Founders existed before the collective. That there was once a day when we were disconnected. When we were like you.” 
Meyer came to his knees. He moved to the bench along the wall and sat on it, silent. The woman was still on the floor, now sitting. Beneath him like a pupil, though clearly she was the teacher. 
“In my natural form, I am the nerve center of the collective around your planet. In human terms, I am this fleet’s admiral, whereas the instances of Divinity you’ve seen are captains of ships. My class is considered core to our larger collective, and one of the reasons some feel it’s so important to cleanse us before we leave your planet. They worry that if we go home infected, I will pollute the rest of them. But there’s another distinction the Eternity class has beyond the others that I’m only now seeing.” 
Meyer watched her, fascinated. A clock was ticking inside, playing her words over with thoughts of a dark metronome metering beats. Something had happened on the surface and now she told him of another something on the ship. Both felt like bombs. But this moment to Meyer was a fold in time, bound to last as long as it had to.
“We are secret-keepers. But those secrets hidden inside me — and surely within all Eternity — are individual memories, incredibly ancient. Not fragile, but quiet. They can only be heard when the collective is silent. Those secrets inside only light up, it seems, when the power is off, and we are alone in the dark.”
“What secrets?” 
“That the chaos sown into your population by the Founders is not as unpredictable as it seems. I can see it clearly now. We centered on you because we thought you were broken. You were a hybrid that had somehow malfunctioned, or so we believed. But that’s not the case. The Founders knew you would happen. Not you, Meyer Dempsey, but something like you. Because that’s the nature of chaos: Its variables make it predictable. Given enough time, every unlikely possibility will inevitably occur.” 
“What are you talking about?” Meyer asked. 
“Evolution.”
“Evolution?”
“We cannot evolve as long as we remain homogenous. Evolution, as your planet has seen, involves variation. It requires experiments that fail and a few that succeed. There must be difference. There must be risk. There must be loss for there to be gain. Our Founders knew this. They knew we would ascend and reach an equilibrium. We would become a collective, and in that collective, we would be strong. But once we became strong, we would stall. And once that happened, there would be no way for us to advance further from within. It could only happen if we were acted upon by an outside force.” 
“Us,” Meyer said. 
“You,” she repeated. “Now that the collective is quiet, I can see the Founders’ intentions — just as they must have intended in a dire situation such as the one we find ourselves in. Only a catastrophe could shut us down, and only in a shutdown could Eternity hear the ancient thoughts. But yes, you are that force. A population with an anomaly we could not solve. A new breed of subjects that confounded our best efforts, and gave us the spark required to take our next steps.” 
“Are you saying that this is destiny?” 
She shook her head. “I’m saying that chaos is mathematical. This moment — here and now, with you and me — was not destined. But a moment like it? A moment where the chaos instilled by the Founders finally produced a large enough anomaly to do what had to be done? According to the math, that was always inevitable.”
“So what comes next?” Without the Astral collective, Meyer himself felt mostly alone, stripped of his recently discovered powers. He was blind. They were two people in the dark, stumbling along by feel. 
“That’s up to you.” 
“But I can’t feel the collective either.” 
“What can you feel?” 
Eternity waited, as if she already knew. Then he saw the answer and gave it.  “I can still feel the Ark. It’s open. And Kindred and Stranger … They did something to it.” He shook his head. “I can’t describe it.” 
“You don’t need to describe it. You just need to do it.”
“Do what?”
She watched him again, and in Meyer’s mind, he saw his dream from moments before: Trevor, Lila, and Heather by the fire. The feeling that the fire was spreading too fast, and that they had no water to douse it. 
Just smother it.
Meyer nodded at the woman. He understood. And he knew. 
Meyer met the Astral’s blue eyes, as if seeing her for the first time. He knew the aliens could animate human bodies, but all of a sudden this struck him as something different. More than a puppet before him. This was something more.
“What are you?” Meyer asked, 
“You can call me Melanie,” she said.





Chapter Sixty-Seven
CLARA STAGGERED BACK, now around a corner, the presence of an enormous metal box doing nothing to quiet the light or staunch the heat. She thought of Stranger. Of Kindred. Of Piper. 
A great and intense sorrow struck her, suddenly sure that two of the three were gone. It pulled her back like a hook from the pit of her stomach. She wanted to cry but had no moisture left. 
The air grew brighter. And brighter. 
Logan took her hand, but even as she turned to looked right at their braided digits, Clara could not see them. She could only hear Logan inside her mind, trodding the long-forgotten Lightborn paths they’d once shared.
Light. 
Heat. 
There was nothing else in the world. 
The next voice wasn’t Logan’s. Or Kamal’s. It wasn’t even a man’s. 
Clara turned. Without thinking, she opened her eyes and saw her mother sitting behind her, visible even in the intense brightness, plain as day. 
“It’s almost over,” Lila said. 
From the shipping container — from the Ark itself — there was a brilliant wave of light. 
And then Clara saw no more.





Chapter Sixty-Eight
ON THE SURFACE, in a village not far from The Clearing, a woman named Mary Welch gripped her head with a brain-splitting headache. She sometimes got them — more before they’d all forgotten their pasts, but plenty during the days when she’d been the clueless wife of a farmer as well — but this was the worst one in a while. It felt like there was a steel band around her skull, tightened by a malicious god. Hot rocks in her neck ground together whenever she turned her head. The spike through her temple was coated in acid. 
Someone had opened a hatch on the back of her head and was manipulating her brain like Play-Doh. Someone was punching her right in the coherence, turning thought impossible. 
She wished she had an Excedrin. She wished she had Anacin or Motrin. Or perhaps Imitrex. It had been a godsend for migraines, but those wonder drugs had gone the way of the cell phone.
That hand on her brain, muddling her thoughts. It was intolerable. She could barely think. 
Then, all of a sudden, Mary Welch couldn’t think at all. 
There was only a blank white wall, with nothing beyond it.
FIVE THOUSAND MILES AWAY, on a distant shore that William Kyle had decided might either be Greenland or Newfoundland, cold waves crashed and brought the tang of salt to the air. There were cliffs in the distance, and ever since he’d noticed them a few days ago with new eyes, William had been meaning to take a hike. Before his memory had returned, he’d accepted the cliffs as always having been there — like the ocean and the village and the sandals on his feet. But now he was curious, and it was all so interesting.
For instance: Were the cliffs something like fjords? William could remember neither his history nor geography, but seemed to remember fjords being relevant to something or other. Did these fjords (if they were indeed fjords) provide clues to his whereabouts? Was this Greenland, Newfoundland, somewhere else? Maybe he could find a map. Maps must have survived somewhere. If he could find a map, he might be able to locate an old city. The floods couldn’t have erased everything. Because if not — if they could find ruins — perhaps they could rebuild. Maybe, now that they had their memories back, they could get past this ignorance and back to the business of progress. 
William was staring at the cliffs (fjords?) when he began to feel woozy. His sharp focus distorted, balled up like paper meant for the trash. He couldn’t think straight. He had to go home, but didn’t know where that was. 
William collapsed and fell flat on his face. Waves lapped his ankles for a while, until scurrying crabs felt safe enough to skitter up to him for their own explorations.  
IN WHAT HAD ONCE BEEN empty land not far from Morocco, a man named Khalif and a woman named Suri were looking down at the girl they’d recently believed to be their daughter. Two days ago, they’d spontaneously and completely remembered that in truth she’d been a street urchin in their small town across the old ocean who’d had no relation to them at all. The girl, named Nala, wasn’t even the right race. They both had mocha skin, and Nala’s skin was espresso black. How had they simply accepted her? It didn’t make sense. And yet the family had taken shape so obliviously that sometimes Suri seemed to remember giving birth to Nala, and Khalif raising no objections about her having another man’s child. 
They’d been scuttling around the question of what to do now that everyone remembered the truth. Nothing had been said, but the unspoken subject had hovered above the family like a pregnant cloud. In the old world, there’d have been little point in splitting hairs. Nala was almost thirty, and she’d have already built a life of her own away from them. But in the forgetful world they’d so recently left behind, families roomed together for generations. 
So did they keep pretending? Did Nala’s twenty-year stay as their false daughter make her their daughter? In words, both would have said yes. But deeper down, both Khalif and Suri felt tricked. This same street urchin had caused them endless mischief in the old world — sufficient that when they’d found themselves on the same vessel in an endless ocean, Khalif had been angry. Then time had passed. At some point, everyone went idiot, and time marched on without a clue.
Now, knowing he’d been staring and thinking too long, Khalif turned away. A moment later, looking curiously bittersweet, Suri turned as well. 
Both wanted to turn back for reasons they couldn’t articulate. Neither did. 
Everything was different. 
It was the last thought any of them had before they collapsed. 
CAL WYCLEF HAD OPENED the small device, prodding at its microscopic guts with a tiny set of screwdrivers he’d found in the horde. The cave was packed with goodies. He’d wondered if he might die when he’d spotted the old rector on the sand and followed her on a whim. He hadn’t even had water. The woman might have had some, but Cal still hung back, feeling desiccated, obeying an instinct that eventually paid off. Liza Knight had seemed all right to him (if a bit corrupt) while his brain had been elsewhere, but back in the Roman Sands days she’d been damn near bloodthirsty. And now she was cavorting with Astrals? He wouldn’t have believed it if he hadn’t seen the shuttle pick her up and whisk her into the sky. 
But with Liza gone, the cave was a goldmine. He found water in plastic bottles, which Cal drank until he nearly threw up. And with his thirst sated, he found endless delights to suit his engineer’s mind. Stepping into the cave was like stepping back in time — which, ironically, was also a lot like stepping vastly forward. The futuristic gadgets from his youth were here. Almost all were long dead, but he’d found a few that still lit up with a solar charge. A few that took him back, and made his ingenious mind crackle with promise. 
There were smartphones, like the one he was tinkering in now. There was basically no chance he’d get the thing working with the tools at his disposal (or without a power grid at the ready), but there were many phones in the cave — plenty to experiment with. 
There were conventional radios, including a few hand-cranked ones like the survivalists bought for the day when power went offline. Not that there’d be anything on-air, but maybe Cal could build a set of walkie-talkies — maybe even climb the metal structure he’d noticed yesterday for the first time, which might be an old cellular tower — and plant a fabricated beacon. 
There were books. Paper books, which didn’t require batteries. There were also, interestingly, a lot of personal journals that someone had snatched away and spirited off to this archive of the past. Cal had read one already. It was fascinating. At the start, it was a time capsule of old-world memories. Then, the Forgetting had come. By the final pages, musings on which boys might like her in Ember Flats had turned into treatises on the hardiness of her father’s bean crop. It was like the author had become blind, unable to turn back a few pages and read through the lies. 
He could use what was here. Boy, could he use it. Progress would be slow, but there must be other caches like this around the world and other people like Cal. They could dig in. Discover the past. Rebuild. 
Of course they could. 
Cal watched the small circuit board in the phone, trying to concentrate. 
He was focusing so intently that he didn’t notice when his hands gave out and his body relaxed all at once, his thoughts turning empty. 
ON THE SURFACE, in a village not far from The Clearing, Mary Welch woke on the floor of her hut. She blinked. How had she ended up down here? 
She shook the thought away and stood, taking the nearby broom, remembering that she’d been sweeping. And she swept. 
FIVE THOUSAND MILES AWAY, on a distant shore that William Kyle no longer thought might be Greenland or Newfoundland, cold waves rolled across his ankles and brought the tang of salt to the air. He sat up, and a contingent of crabs scattered. He watched them go, looking around for his trap. He must have come to trap crabs — there was no other reason for lounging. 
As he looked for the trap he hadn’t apparently brought to catch the runaway crabs, his eyes fell on the distant cliffs.  
But they meant nothing to William, so he paid them no mind.
IN WHAT HAD ONCE BEEN empty land not far from Morocco, Khalif and Suri stood from the floor, blinking away a curious fainting spell. As they did, a third form caught their eyes. Suri reacted first, but Khalif wasn’t far behind. 
“Nala! Are you all right?”
But their daughter was fine. She blinked as they had, just as curiously felled, and just as unharmed.  
CAL WYCLEF LOOKED AROUND HIMSELF, suddenly afraid. He didn’t know this place, but he’d heard of it. Among the people, it was known as the Devil’s Hole. He didn’t remember coming here, nor did he want to be here anymore. So he set aside his revulsion at what he had to assume were the Devil’s belongings — strange objects that glittered and sparkled, piled in droves — and forced himself to turn and find the exit, waiting for some unseen trap to spring. 
Only once outside in the fresh air did Cal feel slightly better. Still he turned back and saw the cave’s entrance yawning like a toothy mouth, forcing himself to remain cool and calm as he fled. 
He walked off into the sand. 
Five minutes later, he forgot the cave, and never thought of it again.
ONE BY ONE, the lights of knowledge extinguished. Seen from above — if experience were like a light that grew brighter — Earth’s landscape would have gone dark, blink by blink. 
It didn’t take long. 
And this time, even the Lightborn couldn’t remember.





Chapter Sixty-Nine
PIPER WAS WRONG. Kindred wasn’t dead after all. 
At least, that’s what she thought when he came up to her, scurrying down to all fours like an animal, crossing the all-white space to her. She’d somehow fallen without remembering her tumble. She also didn’t recall this room. Or the blonde behind Kindred. 
“Piper,” Kindred said. 
Except that he was holding her face in his hands. In both of his hands. 
It was Meyer. 
She watched him for a moment. Too long. She’d already registered others in her peripheral vision: Clara, Logan, and Kamal. Clara and Logan were gripping each other like survivors of a bomb. Kamal was off by himself, seeming lost. 
But the room was dead quiet, as if waiting. 
The moment broke, and Meyer pulled Piper against him. His hug was urgent, almost suffocating. His kisses were even more so, but smothering only until Piper’s paralysis snapped and she gripped his arms to kiss him back. 
They separated, aware of all eyes upon them. 
“You’re alive,” she said. 
“Couldn’t you feel me?” 
“You went dark. None of us could feel you at the end.” 
Meyer’s mouth didn’t reply, but his eyes did: You went dark for me, too.
“Kindred?” he said. “Stranger?” 
Piper couldn’t make words. She pursed her lips and tried to shake her head. Tears came. For Stranger, for Kindred, for Lila, for Trevor — for everyone they’d lost along the way. The emotional flood was a shattered dam. She couldn’t contain it; she could only grip Meyer’s arms and try to endure. He held her, and slowly the sensation passed. Piper found she could breathe, her diaphragm still causing her lungs to hitch with aftershocks.
“It’s okay, Piper. They did it. They saved us.” 
“How?” 
Meyer looked at the blonde. Another prisoner? Piper had never seen her before. Unless she had, a very, very long time ago. He turned back to Piper. “You opened the Ark. But they opened it the rest of the way.” 
“Cameron didn’t need it opened the rest of the way,” Piper said. 
“The Astrals did that part last time. This time, we did.” 
Piper’s face fell. The reality of his words seemed to slot into place. But she couldn’t ask that question. Not yet. 
Meyer turned to the blonde again. Piper saw a tiny hesitation on his face, but it wasn’t shameful. The woman was stunning, thirty years old at most, wrapped in a dress that almost looked painted on. She was exactly his type, and Piper wouldn’t put it past Meyer to still bed a much younger woman. But this look wasn’t that. The two shared a secret, but as they sidestepped it, Meyer saw protection, not concealment. Perhaps time would reveal that secret, but Piper was content not to know it for now. 
“Piper, this is Melanie.” 
Feeling absurd, Piper shook the woman’s hand. She had no idea how they’d come to this place. Had she been transported while unconscious? The last thing she remembered was the ship, and the Ark. 
Meyer made the remaining introductions. Clara eyed the woman. Almost suspicious. 
“Melanie, is it?” Clara said.
The woman made a little face. Clara didn’t shake her hand. Their introduction ended on a note of neutrality. 
“Where are we?” Piper asked. “Is this … Are we on the ship?”
“I think they sent you away. They knew that what they did to the Ark might harm you. Or at least …” 
“At least what?” Piper prompted when Meyer trailed off. 
“Or at least make us forget,” Clara said. 
All heads turned to Clara. 
Clara looked at the blonde, at her grandfather, and then at Piper. The room was graveyard silent until Clara said, “It’s what you think, Piper. Kindred and Stranger and Grandpa started it all over, and they sent us here so we wouldn’t be affected.” 
Piper looked around the circle of faces. All were looking right at her, as if she were this thing’s center of attention, and everything hinged on Piper reaching the proper conclusions. 
“The Forgetting,” Piper said. “It’s happened, hasn’t it?” 
Meyer shook his head. 
“Not the Forgetting.” His eyes ticked to the woman. “What we started, all over again, was Judgment.”





Chapter Seventy
DIVINITY WAITED, sitting in her chair. She had her knees together and her elbows on the chair’s arms, her hands loosely open on their ends, palms up. She’d repeatedly seen the posture in human dramas. It was the way you put a body when you were readying it for inspiration from a higher power. The way yogis sat while harnessing their chi. 
It bothered Divinity that she was thinking about inspiration from a higher power and yogis and chi while waiting for Canned Heat to cleanse her (human constructs, even if appropriately themed), but until she was reintegrated, she had this body, and its sense of brain and mind. Soon she’d no longer need the body — ironically, the same as yogis thought they’d no longer need theirs one day — and she’d return to her true form. Would it feel like being sucked out from behind, leaving her old body as a limp and lifeless shell? Perhaps. And as she meditated and waited, that thought made her sad. But all things (so said the yogis) were for a time. 
But nothing came. 
Divinity could no longer feel the collective — all she had were the thoughts inside this limited body’s tiny brain. Canned Heat had to sever the connection to cleanse it, the same way a filter had to be removed from a device before being blown clean. Now she had to wait for the connection to return, and be content with what little she had in the meantime. 
But eventually being zen became boring, so Divinity opened her eyes. And saw a bunch of idiot-faced Titans staring at her in a circle. 
“Jesus Christ! You scared me!”
The Titans traded glances. Whether they were wondering about her fear or the exclamation to a human deity, Divinity didn’t know. And it was annoying not to. What were the Titans thinking? Because they were thinking and would be for a while longer, same as she was. 
She shooed them away. They parted like an adoring throng as Divinity sat, then walked to the console. She tapped at it, taking a long moment to make sense of what she was seeing. She’d grown used to the surrogate’s senses, but not to monitoring ship’s statuses through a visual readout. That information had always been inside her, accessible with a thought. But for a bit, she’d need to check things with her eyes, the same as how video and audio had been the only way to speak to Eternity from inside Meyer’s cell. 
“Where is the virus?” she asked the Titans. 
They pointed at a display. 
Annoyed, Divinity walked forward to look where it was pointing. Obviously Titans didn’t speak. Hell, normally, neither did Divinity and Eternity. But she still found it vexing that when she asked a question without her connection to the collective, she couldn’t get a straight answer. 
Divinity looked at the display and saw something confounding. She kept scanning, exhaling, trying to be patient, waiting for her limited brain to figure it all out. 
Then Divinity realized that she already had. 
This didn’t fail to make sense because her brain hadn’t cottoned onto it; this didn’t make sense because it just plain didn’t make sense. 
“What’s wrong with this panel?” Divinity demanded. “Is it offline because the collective is still offline?” 
The Titans looked at one another, mute.
“Is this time index right? Because it can’t be. Where is the stream flow report? Because this sure as hell isn’t it.” 
One of the Titans, proving supreme adaptability to humanity’s quirks, shrugged and made a quizzical face. 
Divinity’s jaw clenched.
According to the readout, the cycle had finished, and there was no Canned Heat left in the system at all.





Chapter Seventy-One
MELANIE HELD HER MENTAL GRIP, waiting. 
She could see the collective’s restart (thanks to her surrogate brain’s penchant for visualizations) as a giant red button she’d need only to push. She could sense the archive at the back of that quiescent and cleansed collective, now empty. To her visual mind, it looked like a mesh of cool blue lines dotted with nodes waiting to be relit. And vaguely, in the distance (more through Clara than the emptied archive, she imagined) Melanie could sense the human network — dormant now, as if asleep. 
She waited, watching the door. And then right on time, it happened. 
The door opened. The room filled with Titans and Reptars. It wasn’t a large room, but it hadn’t been meant as a prison cell and hence had comfortable space for twenty or thirty. She didn’t count the troops swarming in (from the outside or from inside her mind), but there were that many at least. Perhaps a dozen muscular, powder-white beings with weapons raised and another dozen unarmed black beings viciously purring. 
The humans, save Meyer, retreated into corners. All eyes turned to Melanie, while hers turned to the dark-haired woman entering at the rear.
“What did you do?” Divinity demanded.
She was stalking toward Melanie, but Meyer responded. 
“I smothered the fire.” 
Divinity threw Meyer a look like he was something found on her heel. 
“What is he talking about?” she said to Melanie.
But again Melanie said nothing, and Meyer walked toward the pair. Reptars purred and Titans pointed their weapons, but none stopped him as he closed the distance to stand directly in front of Divinity. 
“Your virus needed fuel to spread,” Meyer told her. “It needed thoughts and memories to tear through so it could leap from one mind to the next. I took the fuel. It did its job then shut down when it ran out of memories to burn — just like it did when the first copy of me loosed the same virus on the Internet in Heaven’s Veil.” 
“How did you …?” 
Meyer didn’t have to cut Divinity off. She simply stopped talking. 
“I emptied the Ark.” 
“You—?”
“Once I understood how to do it, the need was obvious. I can see pieces of your history, stretching back through your previous visits. Each time, you’ve used the Ark to judge us. But you don’t understand it. You can’t look into it before it’s opened or touch it once closed. When the Mullah hid it from you last time, you needed humans to seek it out. You needed human hands to move it from Sinai to Ember Flats. There’s always been a human key bearer who opens it because you can’t. Don’t you remember? You gave Piper that ability yourself. Both of you.” 
Piper was looking from Meyer to the Astral women, her eyes flicking intermittently to Melanie. She knew now. If there was ever a chance of concealing Melanie’s identity, her cover was blown. Piper’s eyes found Melanie’s. They’d met once before, when Piper’s mind wasn’t quite coherent, a long time ago. 
“You corrupted your own collective so you could corrupt ours. But even when it all shut down and I could no longer reach my family, I could still reach the Nexus. And I could still reach the Ark.” 
Melanie straightened as Divinity, now understanding, looked away from Meyer and came toward her. 
“You told him. You showed him the way.” 
Melanie kept her face neutral. In truth, she’d told Meyer a lot more than that — but the Founders’ message she’d uncovered during the blackout was for Eternity and the hybrid to hear, not for Divinity and the lower classes.
“You told him how it worked. You told him that judgment emptied an opened Ark.” She sneered. “You burned the bridge between our collective and theirs, so the virus couldn’t cross it.”
“And with your collective offline …” Meyer added, shrugging. “I guess you were in no position to hear the Ark’s contents as they escaped. Or to judge us accordingly.”   
Divinity’s small brown eyes flicked toward Meyer, then back to Melanie. Her jaw hardened.
“You’ll pay for this.”
“It’s over,” Melanie said. “Let it go.” 
This was the wrong thing to say. Divinity snapped like a twig, fury descending in a wave. 
“Let it go? Do you have any idea what you’ve done? You’ve interrupted the cycle before it could finish! The virus only affected us! And now the collective is gone. The soldiers have nothing to command them. We’ve lost everything that makes us, us! And this is your answer? It’s over?” 
An inarticulate snarl of rage escaped her, Divinity’s face twisting into something gnarled and ugly. She jabbed a finger at a Reptar to one side. Then, betraying the depth of the collective’s wound, she addressed it as an individual rather than part of a hive — a thing with its own mind and will. 
“You! Take her!” 
The Reptar didn’t hesitate. It swiveled its big black head from Divinity to Melanie, then prowled forward with its jaws agape, a spark churning deep in its gut. Unmoving, Melanie didn’t see compulsion in the Reptar. Instead she saw anger: a solo being obeying a command because it wanted to, because it was afraid and happy for an excuse to punish someone.
Melanie was still holding her mental grip, waiting. But as the Reptar’s breath touched her skin, she let that grip go. Her mind’s eye saw a hand press the big red button. The cool blue grid she’d seen inside her head began to flicker as she did. Nodes began to reignite, one by one. 
The Reptar stopped, one clawed foot forward and slightly off the ground. A light seemed to brighten behind its eyes — a subtle shift that wasn’t precisely visible, but that changed it nonetheless. And when that happened, Melanie thought she saw fear draining from the beast. Anger followed. And then the Reptar was again just another soldier in the hive. 
Its outstretched limb lowered to the floor, claws clacking on the hard surface. Then the Reptar lay down at Melanie’s feet like a dog.
Divinity’s eyes weren’t on the Reptar. She was frozen, feeling the renewed power just as the beast had — same as the Titans and other Reptars throughout the room. She blinked open-mouthed at Melanie, her expression that of someone receiving a much needed drug. Shocked but not unpleased, as if she’d been mollified against her will. Melanie could still see the woman desperate for fury. But within Divinity, rage was losing a battle to relief.
She waited. She watched the change happen.
And as she watched and waited, Melanie felt the collective energy fill her as well. It was like standing alone and afraid in a dark room, then seeing friends pull cords above their heads, showing themselves to have been there all along. But even as she watched the hive mind come back online, she held part of herself back. She didn’t want to give herself fully. The collective was part of her and always would be. But it would only be part — rather than whole — from here on out. 
“The collective,” Divinity said. “It’s still alive. It wasn’t destroyed after all.”
Melanie nodded, feeling the reboot she’d just allowed. “Authority over the collective must go through Eternity. Something you failed to consider.” 
“But …” Divinity trailed off. Melanie — more through an infant sense of intuition than hearing the other woman’s thoughts — imagined what she’d meant to say: But there is no authority in a collective. No one being has authority the others don’t have.
It had once been true. But it wasn’t so anymore. 
Divinity looked around the room, not really surveying her surroundings so much as inspecting her renewed internal space. Melanie could almost imagine Divinity within her, investigating the fresh collective the way a human might inspect a new home. 
“It’s not the same as it was,” Divinity said, eyes unfocused as she explored. “I still feel like …” She gestured vaguely, mostly at her own body. Like ME, Melanie imagined her finishing.
“I do, too.” I being the operative word, just like Me — both first-person pronouns they’d have to get used to using, whether spoken by the lips of a preferred body or merely whispered within the collective mind. 
Divinity’s face changed again. Melanie watched it without any warning. This was something happening within the woman but not the collective. The second edge to their new double-edged sword. 
Her eyes darkened. Her lips firmed, her jaw gone rigid. Her brow wrinkled, eyebrows drawing down. A thousand emotions — now an integral part of them all — screamed across the surrogate’s face. But Melanie was still learning her own emotions, so only the largest and most obvious registered. 
She saw Divinity’s fear.
She saw anger. 
And she saw them shoved aside, acceptance definitely not a part of the mix, as Divinity pushed one of the Titans hard in the chest. Divinity’s surrogate was small so the Titan barely swayed. But a second later Divinity was showing Melanie what she’d managed to grab in the otherwise botched exchange. 
The Titan’s weapon, now aimed squarely at Melanie’s chest.





Chapter Seventy-Two
“IF THE OTHERS won’t stop you, I will,” she said.
“There’s nothing to stop. It’s done. The virus finished then leaked away. How things are now is how they will remain.”
“With us half-human.” 
“We’re just changed. This is our next step.” 
“Bullshit.” She used the crude word the way a human would, practically spitting it from between her lips. It was as if she was trying to make a point, to show how far down the wrong path they’d gone.
Divinity raised the weapon higher. 
“You should have let it finish. You should have stayed out and let it happen. The virus would have restored our collective to normal instead of this …” She looked down at her body, her face disgusted. “This in-between. I don’t know what I am now.” 
“You’re you.” 
“I shouldn’t be me. I should be us.” 
“Then leave your surrogate. Shed it, and return to your given body. “
Divinity’s mouth moved. Melanie, though she couldn’t hear the thoughts the other woman kept hidden, could imagine what she must be thinking. They were addicts. No matter how much they desired an alternative, they’d hold tight to the status quo. 
“Maybe I should force you to shed yours.” The weapon’s barrel trembled, still centered on Melanie’s chest. 
Melanie said nothing. She wanted to say something a brave human might say, such as Go ahead. She wouldn’t die. As long as the collective existed, she couldn’t die. But the body would. And somehow, right now, that mattered.
When Melanie didn’t reply, Divinity went on. 
“You’ve ruined the experiment.” 
“It was ruined anyway. Destroying their minds would have changed nothing.” 
“It would have erased the humanity from our collective. It would have restored us to normal.” 
“And it would have sent them into extinction.” 
“Why does it matter?” 
“Because we need them.” 
“How do we need them?” 
Melanie wasn’t sure how to answer. She looked at Meyer, remembering what she’d told him. Even if human interference — or at least hybrid interference — had been needed to nudge her species forward, that work was already done. They didn’t need each other anymore, not really. But the solution that would have killed humankind off would also have restored the collective to the way it was when they’d arrived on Earth. Humanity survived in the same fell swoop as the Founders’ plan had come to fruition within Melanie’s race. They were as intertwined as the two collectives had become, even if one thing hadn’t precisely caused the other. 
The situation had become what it was, and “how it was” was good. Maybe they didn’t need humanity, but spitting on them after deeds were done felt like a poor way to respect the Founders’ wishes. 
And besides. Deep down — in a place that was definitely more Melanie than Eternity, more solo than collective — she couldn’t shake the feeling that the two species weren’t finished with each other yet. 
Melanie watched Divinity’s finger tighten on the weapon’s trigger. Her whole hand was shaking. Melanie could feel the other’s anger from the inside but knew that if she left it alone, the feeling would pass. There was a balancing act they’d all need to learn in their new form, and this was only the beginning. You could feel anger without acting. You could disagree without fighting. You could suppress intense moments, deferring to what was best for the future, once you got the hang of the new way of being. 
But Divinity was losing that battle, wanting to lash out though it would change nothing. And Melanie, as she watched the weapon’s barrel, could barely keep from a creeping sense that she suspected was panic. She couldn’t truly die, and didn’t want to die all the same. It’s what had made her go along with Meyer and Carl rather than letting Carl snap her neck. Kin to the instinctual sense of preservation that had caused Carl, in the end, to trade his life for hers. 
Because in the end, he’d seemed to understand that Eternity’s surrogate had to live. That was more important to the long term, and justified the loss of his own life in the short term. 
She had to stand firm. They were half individuals and half collective now, and an individual stood up for what best served them all — both individual and collective. 
If I die, I die, Melanie thought. Eternity would live on, as the same dispassionate being it was before this all began.
And as she watched Divinity stare her down, Melanie heard the thought picked up as the collective heard it, reverberating like an echo. 
If I die, I die.
If I die,
I die.
Divinity’s jaw shifted, her glare intensifying as the echo rolled behind her eyes. 
She pivoted on the spot and leveled the weapon at the group of humans against the wall. 
“Maybe that’s true,” she said, answering the Melanie’s mental refrain. “But if they die, they die forever.”





Chapter Seventy-Three
DIVINITY’S ARMS SHOOK. Her legs had lost their bones, now uncertain and wanting to wobble. Something was wrong with her surrogate. Had to be. It was breaking down. It was falling apart, soon to drop inexplicably into pieces. 
She heard the bold, simultaneously infuriating echo as the room repeated Eternity’s mental words, trying them on, turning them over and over to see how they worked. 
If I die, I die.
But now even Eternity’s mind — the body that controlled it still in her peripheral vision lest she get the idea to launch a sacrificial attack — had gone quiet. 
Divinity watched the four humans through her fogging vision, feeling the hammer of her surrogate’s heart, the failure of her surrogate’s sense of reason and logic. She was sweating. Her eyes wouldn’t focus — or perhaps the misalignment was happening at the cognitive level, allowing her to observe but not truly see. Either way, she felt herself coming undone, barely able to stand. 
This was the opposite of what was supposed to happen. Without interference, Canned Heat should have wiped both sides clean. The humans would have collapsed drooling. The collective would have returned to its proper state — a state in which the entity that led an entire ship wouldn’t be reduced to a quivering, emotional mass of flesh and bone. 
She could kill them. Right here and now. She wouldn’t need the collective’s permission — and, in an ironic twist, what Eternity had done to the hive would make it impossible for the other minds to stop her. Eternity was content with individuality and emotion? Fine. Divinity would show her just what individuality and emotion allowed that a saner configuration never would have. 
She looked at Piper Dempsey, the key bearer. 
She looked at Clara, who’d started it all. 
She looked at the man beside Clara, the pair in a semi-embrace. The other felt like a Lightborn, just like her. Two troublemakers for the price of one. 
And finally her eyes settled on the group’s remaining member — an unremarkable man she’d never seen before. 
She could start with him. He’d mean the least, but seeing him die would flood the others with satisfying fear. All the emotion they could handle, if that’s what they wanted. The more the merrier, Divinity thought as her own emotions gripped her. 
“You don’t need to do this.” 
Divinity’s eyes flicked to Meyer. She’d almost forgotten him. He no longer felt human to her, though he was at least half one. But she could feel his fear, too. It was strange — something Divinity hadn’t felt before. He was plenty afraid. But the fear was for the others, not for himself. It didn’t make sense. 
“We’re in orbit,” Meyer went on. “Your ships can’t be seen from the surface. I can tell just from looking inside that there are no more Astrals on the ground. Humans on the planet’s surface have already forgotten. Permanently this time.” 
“We couldn’t make you forget.” Without meaning to, Divinity had shifted the barrel toward Clara. She locked eyes with her now: Clara, who was the reason they’d never been able to effect a Forgetting.
“This time,” Meyer said, “we chose it ourselves.” 
“Lies.” 
“We have our own collective. It’s not the same as yours, but it’s present just the same. Most people don’t even know it’s there, though it always has been. It’s where we get our intuition. Where we see things from a higher perspective. But if you look at it like humanity has, you’ll see why this was our only choice. It’s too late to go back. The old world is gone. The memories of two alternate pasts were tearing us apart. When the Ark opened and the past twenty years of memories flooded out — all there were, since the last time it was opened — it’s not entirely accurate that you judged us. This time, we judged ourselves.” 
“That’s ridiculous,” said Divinity, her eyes still locked on Clara’s.
“We’re smarter than you think,” Meyer said. “And we understood, as a whole, that there’s no way to move on with one foot stuck in the past.” 
Divinity’s eyes flicked from Clara to the others. To Meyer. To Eternity beside her, still unmoving. Even to the Titans and Reptars. 
“Nobody won, but nobody lost, either. It’s a stalemate.” Meyer paused for a moment, then took a small step forward. Divinity shot him a glance but allowed it to happen. There were maybe twelve feet between the weapon and Clara, but just as many between Divinity and Meyer. If he tried for her weapon, she’d have time to shoot Clara, then Meyer. He might not die, seeing as the King was forever a part of their collective. But Clara would. Plus maybe Piper and the other two. 
“Anyone down there has already let all of this go,” Meyer said. “Even the Lightborn have let it go. Even what remained of the Mullah. There are no keepers of a portal this time. No keepers of an Ark. You can’t return to control us, but we don’t control you. I could reach the Nexus, but I can’t reach you from inside any more than you can reach me. You’re something else now. Individuals with a shared mind. You can think as a group and make choices on your own. Maybe it’s worth exploring. The best of both worlds.” 
Divinity heard Meyer’s words, knowing the effect he meant for them to have. But if there was rationale in this body and brain, Divinity had yet to find it. Raw anger reigned. Fear for what might come next — a dark step into a terrifying unknown. 
“It’s not the best.”
Meyer subtly shook his head. “Hurting them changes nothing.” 
“I disagree. I will have to try to find out, but I think it might make me feel better.” 
“Nobody can save you from making the wrong choice. But how you choose now?” Meyer turned toward Eternity, and some unknown knowledge — the same infuriating secret that Divinity knew full well they’d exchanged behind her back earlier but refused to share — flashed between them. “It will define the way your species sees itself forever.” 
Divinity considered Meyer’s words. She could feel the twin forces within her: the collective’s intelligence urging one option in the name of logic, versus her own state urging the other choice in the name of passion. 
The weapon had sagged again, so she raised it, this time to her eye. She retrained it on Clara’s chest. Her finger moved to the trigger. She didn’t need to sight down the thing’s length, but did so anyway, squinting down to one eye the way humans did in their movies. 
If I’m to be like a human, she thought, I will be like a human. 
One eye open, Divinity zeroed in on Clara, petrified like a statue. She could sense more than feel the twin figures at her sides: Meyer on one side, calculating his odds at diving for the weapon, and Eternity at the other, probing at her from inside the collective. 
Something moved between the weapon’s sight and Clara. White like a cloud, as if the room had suddenly grown foggy. 
Divinity raised her head. She opened her other eye.
The thing between her weapon and Clara was a Titan’s broad chest, its eyes watching hers. 
If I die, I die, it thought. 
“Get out of the way.” 
But before Divinity could move to improve her shot, a second Titan edged forward to stand shoulder to shoulder with the first. A third blocked them in from the other side. 
She lowered the weapon, shocked.
A fourth Titan moved in front of the humans. Then a Reptar, its head cocked toward Divinity, purring slightly. Then a second Reptar. A fifth Titan. 
If I die, I die. 
And then, a micro collective forming within the larger one: 
If we die, we die.
Divinity’s grip slackened. Her legs shook. She felt her anger surrender to something new, and darker. Within the collective’s mind, she caught glimpses of things that all had seen and that only one of them had seen, now sharing memories like trading cards, each presenting what it had for the others to evaluate as individuals. Through Clara, human thoughts joined them. Meyer’s thoughts. Piper’s thoughts. All at once.
Meyer’s words. 
A vision of Trevor saving Piper. 
Of Heather saving Cameron.
Of Christopher saving the caravan outside Ember Flats. 
Of Cameron entering the Ark. 
Of Stranger and Kindred, combined into one, entering the Ark. 
Of Carl saving Eternity. Saving Melanie. 
Meyer’s words. 
And Melanie’s words. 
If we die, we die. 
Someone plucked the weapon from Divinity’s hand. 
She did not protest. 
Instead, for reasons unknown, she fell to her knees and leaked fluid from her surrogate’s eyes, lungs hitching in great sobs, as a pit of darkness claimed her.





Epilogue







Day One
Two weeks later, after the Astrals had done the necessary work of cleaning up after themselves (most notably removing the Reptar bodies still on the surface and incinerating notes from the past, such as Stranger’s store of forbidden items he’d stashed in a desert cave), Meyer left the village on horseback and rode north. Two hours out — and knowing he wouldn’t be the one to decide the day’s timetable — he stopped to give the horse some water. He didn’t know it was time until he heard the hum. But by the time he’d looked up, the shuttle had already arrived. 
Meyer watched it settle. They were entirely too far from the village to be seen by the occupants, who by now had no idea what Astrals were. In addition, the mothership would have swept the area for stragglers before deciding Meyer was far enough out for neither ship nor rendezvous to be seen. 
The ship opened, and a tall blonde emerged alone. 
“You have no idea how strange it is,” Meyer said, looking the silver sphere over from top to rounded bottom, “to see one of these without being abducted.” 
“You never boarded voluntarily?” Melanie said. 
“Not unless you count the time Kindred sprang me from your space brig. But that was more a ‘flight in terror’ than a ‘cordial embarkation.’” 
She stepped aside, gesturing toward the opening like a game show host. She looked the part, too. She’d worn mostly flat sandals that the mothership’s machines had fabricated to look like something from a moderate-range women’s shop on the Old Earth in deference to the sandy terrain, but everything else about her spoke of elegance. She was immaculately groomed, her hair like anything from one of Meyer’s forever-ago films. She wore a slinky blue dress that ended a modest few inches below her knees, but Meyer was sure that the woman knew damn well how good she must look. The Astrals had mastered vanity. Good for them. 
“Would you like to try it?” she said, indicating the entrance. 
“I think my space-flying days are over.” He laughed, and she smiled. So they’d learned a bit of levity, too. 
“We’ve completed the work that remained to be done,” she said. 
“The monolith? The freighter in the sand?” 
“Reduced to component elements. But you understand, the Ark could not be destroyed.” 
Meyer nodded. It was also true that the Astrals couldn’t move it. Without their systems in place for a coming epoch, it was only a hunk of metal, but for some reason it still dogged them. 
“I know. I will send Logan and Kamal out to bury it.” 
“So they still have their memories?” 
“For now.” 
“But they will forget, same as the others?” 
“We all will.” 
“Clara?” 
“All of us,” Meyer said. “These aren’t memories I want, if I’m to live out the little of my life that remains here in the wasteland. Best not to know there was ever anything else.” 
“You will forget?” She seemed surprised.
Meyer nodded. “I haven’t exactly gotten the hang of talking to this thing you put inside my head, but it must agree. I can’t make myself forget something. So …” He made a vague hand gesture. “I don’t know, some juju my thingie and Clara have going on. She describes it like taking a photo on a timer. You set it consciously, then the rest happens automatically. A way of distancing herself — and myself, I guess — from the process.” 
“How long until you forget?” Until all knowledge of us leaves humanity forever, she seemed to add. 
“Five days. Long enough to clean up the last loose ends. Long enough to think of anything we might have forgotten. And it’ll probably only be me and Clara who make it that long. Kamal has already started to forget. 
Melanie nodded.
“And you? How is it on the ship?” 
“Order is still pending. But we are getting on.” 
“And Divinity?” 
“She has elected to return to her natural state.” 
Meyer suppressed a flinch. To him, it sounded like suicide. And it had probably looked a lot like suicide, too. The only way for any instance of Divinity who’d taken residence in a surrogate to return to its natural state would be to kill the surrogate. 
“What about you?” 
“Time will tell,” she said. 
Meyer nodded. It was as good an answer as any. 
“Then I guess this is goodbye.” 
The sentence was strangely sentimental for someone who’d killed seven billion people. But Meyer let it go. The baggage between races was a lot of water to force under a bridge, but he was willing to try. In five days, he wouldn’t remember anyway. 
“Do you promise?” Meyer asked.





Day Two
Kamal woke from his nap refreshed. He put his feet on the ground, pacing around his hut. Something was pestering him. Something he’d forgotten? It wasn’t clear. He’d had strange dreams — of another place and another time, another group of people he’d swear he’d once known but had somehow left behind.
But the arrival of a small child in the room distracted his thoughts. The last image to go was that of an enormous round object in the sky, black as night. 
“Daddy!” the little girl said. “The sun is up! It’s time to plant!” 
“Past time, I’d imagine,” Kamal said. Soon it would be hot. And planting in the heat, while necessary at times, was never any fun.
The child ran for the door, but a curious feeling tugged at Kamal — a sense that the girl wasn’t his. That she’d been a loose end that had somehow attached itself to him.
“Mara,” he called.
The girl turned. She smiled. She smiled at her daddy. 
“Never mind,” he said.





Day Three
“Meyer,” Piper said. “Did you have a Cousin Tim?” 
Meyer laughed. But instead of answering, he said, “You don’t remember?” 
“I’d swear you told me about him before.” 
“Okay.” Meyer sat, looking at Piper across the small village well. He didn’t use the well often. Meyer usually took a horse to gather water from an oasis. One far off but which boasted spectacular water. Although come to think of it, he hadn’t brought any water home from that oasis when he’d gone two days ago, had he? “What’s the context? Why do you want to know?” 
Piper thought. It had seemed important. Now it really didn’t. 
She shrugged. “Never mind.” 
Meyer rose as if to leave but then seemed to change his mind. He turned around and this time sat right next to her. He took her hand, and in that moment Piper felt as young as the day she’d married him. 
“I did have a brother, though. Two brothers, actually.” 
“Really?” Piper said. 
He nodded. “One was named Kindred. The other was named Stranger.” 
“Those are funny names,” Piper said. 
“We were very close. But they had to leave. There was something very important they had to do. And there was a woman, too. Kindred’s wife. She’s also gone now. Her name was Heather.” 
“Where did she go?” 
But Meyer didn’t answer. Instead, he bit his lip and looked into the distance. If Piper didn’t know better, she’d think he was holding back a wave of emotion. 
“She was called away. But she also had two amazing children. The most amazing children I’ve ever known. Their names were Lila and Trevor.” 
Piper looked up at Meyer’s profile. He was staring off into the distance, but she could see his eyes were wet. 
“Meyer? What is it?” 
“I just wanted to tell you about them, while I still can.”
She held his hand tighter. She reached for his face, but he pulled away. 
“What’s happening, Meyer?” 
“I just want you to remember those names, Piper. Kindred. Stranger. Heather. Lila. And Trevor.” 
“Okay. I’ll remember them.” And so Piper repeated them in her mind twice, concentrating because it seemed to matter so much to Meyer all of a sudden.
“Tell me their names again,” he said. 
“Kindred, Stranger, Heather, Lila, and Trevor.” 
Meyer nodded. “Good. Don’t forget. And don’t let me forget.” 
And Piper didn’t, through to the end.





Day Four
Logan looked up at his wife. “Did you say something?” 
Clara looked back. She had a secretive smile — the one she used when he did something stupid and failed to realize it.
“No,” she said. 
“I could’ve sworn you said something.” 
“Well, I didn’t.” Then she gave another smirk just as he turned his head.
“What, Clara? I feel like I’m missing something here.” 
“Hmm. Like there’s something you’ve misplaced? Something that you might have forgotten.” 
Suspiciously, Logan said, “Maybe.” 
“Something you once knew, then forgot all about, huh?” 
“I don’t know.”
“Something you didn’t really need in your head, that you really don’t want to remember at all, and that’s really most relevant right now because I can torture you with it because you have this sneaking suspicion that I know something you don’t? Almost as if you used to have this power, but now forgot the trick of using it?” 
“What the hell are you talking about?” 
Clara smiled larger. Then she said, “Let’s talk about it tomorrow.”





Day Five
But of course they didn’t talk about it tomorrow. The first reason was because Logan never asked. The idea — and probably the whole teasing conversation — seemed to have slipped his mind. Just like so many things seemed to do these days. 
But the second reason was that Clara no longer precisely remembered what she’d delighted in teasing her husband with.
There was no matter. It was a beautiful day. 
She left the hut and looked up. 
There wasn’t a cloud in the sky. 
Or anything else.





Day Four Hundred and Thirteen
Meyer Dempsey was seventy years old when he died, if that was possible to believe. Seven full decades. Seven times ten full cycles of seasons, when the oldest most people could ever hope to reach was half that, maybe a bit more.
Most people simply accepted Meyer’s incredible age. But on the day of his funeral, when the village gathered the pyre to send him on to his next life, Sarah Carpenter (daughter of Samuel and Mary, sister of Luke) found herself pondering it. 
She herself was twenty — over half the lifespan she might otherwise have expected. Recently she’d been feeling long in the tooth, but Meyer’s funeral inspired rather than frightened her. She’d been single until recently, childless even to half her expiration date. But perhaps now, she thought, running a hand across her still-small belly, she’d have a chance to see more of her unborn child’s life than a lone generation. If she could live to be seventy? Well, that would be something. 
It wasn’t going to happen, but as they set Meyer’s body on the pyre, her thoughts drifted to immortality — what seventy long years felt like to Sarah. 
As the pyre burned, Sarah’s mind drifted from inspiration to melancholy. Meyer had been center of this village forever. He was larger than life. And whatever he’d done to bargain with the devil, it seemed contagious. His wife was well past forty — maybe even fifty, or possibly sixty. They were doing something right. And Sarah — possibly now that she had a second life inside her — found herself more intrigued than most. 
She was on the village’s edge when she saw the ghost. 
A flash of light. Nothing. If anyone else had been with her, they would have laughed at the way she started. But Sarah knew the flash was worth paying attention to in the same way she knew Meyer’s advanced age was worth considering as more than coincidence. Without thinking — and surely against her parents’ and new husband’s wishes — she set off in the direction it seemed to have gone. 
She walked. 
And she walked. 
Hours later Sarah seemed to wake as if from a dream. She’d been ambulatory but not quite conscious, moving on as if in a fugue. Once she realized how far out she’d come, she gave a little cry. Sarah knew the general direction of home, but no more than that. How could she possibly find her village again? She didn’t even know where she was!
Her worry died when she saw a small half moon of darkness ahead, visible in a crag of rock. 
She approached the thing and dug, stirred by a strange compulsion and the way the sand, when she’d approached, seemed to have been freshly disturbed. Someone had been here. Recently. 
Someone had gone into that hole. 
Without thinking — again in a fugue as complete as the one that had caused her to follow the ridiculous ghost — Sarah continued to dig. 
The sand wasn’t packed, and came away easily. She found herself looking down, realizing she’d had to hike up, as if the cave was at the top of a rock structure that had once risen above the desert floor. Something had covered it. But what? And why?
Sarah slipped into the tunnel. There was no light inside, but she found herself able to easily see. As if something was over her shoulder, lighting the way. As if something wanted her presence. 
She went down one tunnel after another, terrified but moving despite her best intentions to turn around. She saw skeletons, wearing robes. Markings on the walls in strange languages, and a repeated word that seemed to be “Mullah.” She found room after room — a virtual warren within the rock. 
Sarah desperately wanted to leave. But something compelled her. 
Eventually she came to a room with a stone door at its head that had been partially rolled away, or perhaps knocked askew. She entered and found the room black. Two things happened. 
First, she saw a second flash of light, much like she’d seen leaving the site where Meyer’s body burned. It approached Sarah, then stabbed hard into her abdomen. She expected pain, but there was none. Instead, Sarah felt a stirring where her infant slept inside her. She was deeply aware of it, but then the feeling was gone. 
When the light and sensation had mostly abated, a circular vortex began to glow on the wall. And then Sarah saw a blonde-haired woman’s face appear, disembodied. The woman began to speak. But as Sarah considered responding, the words continued, and Sarah realized she was looking at some sort of black magic — a message left in light from someone in the past, meant to be received by someone at an unknown point in the future.
“If you have found this,” the woman said, “It is because the observer has not returned to us and instead has found a new host. This was not our intention, but it was always a possibility.” 
Sarah watched the woman, fascinated. 
“We will not return, as agreed. But as we are changing, so might you change.”
Sarah felt a strange feeling in her belly. Her hands went back to it, and after a moment of discomfort, she finally lifted her shirt to look at her skin — to see if she’d scraped herself on the way in, or otherwise caused injury. 
Instead she saw her glowing body. And it struck her clearly that the woman wasn’t talking to Sarah, from whatever time in the past she’d made this message. 
She was talking to Sarah’s baby. 
“When you are ready,” the woman said, “come and find us.”





Authors’ Note
So here’s the way these things go:
Late in 2014, Sean and I decided to write something that would appeal to the rabid sci-fi fans we hadn’t quite hit with The Beam (which you should read now that you’re done with Invasion, by the way) or our other sci-fi properties. Because although we’d written compelling sci-fi in the past, we hadn’t written mainstream sci-fi. There’s a difference. Compelling means that the story is good — great, even. Mainstream means that a huge number of everyday folks can see the cover, hear the concept, and immediately know it’s something they want to read. Compelling and mainstream can overlap, of course, but they don’t always.
As of late 2015, our shit was too rich and complex to be truly mainstream. 
(I practically needed a GPS, an accountant, and a 1700s-era mariner’s transit to get through all the plot twists in the third season of The Beam. It’s a great story, for sure. But holy crap.) 
And that sucked a little from an audience-growing point of view.
So we set ourselves some rules. We decided to write a less twisty-and-turny plotline. We’d keep things simple because more straightforward stories excite readers and deliver thrills. We’d give readers what they were asking for, in maximal numbers. We’d tell a riveting story, then get out of the way. 
What was hot? Alien invasion stories.
And hey, that was easy because we already had one in mind. Sean and his other writing partner, Dave, had actually pitched an alien invasion story to a publisher a while back, then never written it. And I’ve been known to pick up crumbs of other writing partners like a scavenger crow. 
We’d tell the story of aliens coming to earth in our way — but stick to the rules of such books as readers understood them.
We’d start with A, and write through to Z.
And because we wanted to give ourselves a good head start, we wrote all of the initial trilogy — Invasion, Contact, and Colonization — before publishing the first book. Before telling anyone the first book existed. Then all of a sudden, with no warning, we’d drop the first book on the world — with two more in the bank, ready to follow. 
(Internally, we referred to this whole project as “the Beyoncé,” because Beyoncé was badass enough once to just drop an album like we dropped these books. And also because we dance just like her.)
That was how it began: one simple story, told right down the middle. And for a while, we stuck to that plan.
Well. It didn’t stay that way.
The way we had the full series figured, it’d unfold like this: humanity gets invaded; humanity gets judged on the big cosmic scale; humanity fails that judgment and gets wiped off the planet. We’d need some ray of hope so that people didn’t end on a downer, but that’s more or less how we saw things. 
Humanity fails.
Humanity dies. 
Humanity is basically told to get it right next time, and the series ends. 
We stuck with that plan for the first few books, but then we started to realize that it wasn’t going to be so simple. For one, the idea of just killing off the humans and being done with it kind of blew ass. Who wants that ending? So we considered alternatives, knowing full well that we were considering said alternatives after several books were already out in the world and it was too late to change history. And that gave us some unique challenges. 
For one: If the aliens don’t win, does humanity? Because that’s a trope, too. There are stories that end in obliteration and stories that end with upheaval. Problem was, neither of us bought the notion that these all-powerful aliens could be defeated by garden-variety humans. What was this, Independence Day? Were we going to have Will Smith fly into the belly of the mothership and set off a bomb? The idea was ridiculous. So nope, the humans couldn’t win either. Not without a lot of help. 
I could go on and on, but if you’ve read the story to its end (and if you haven’t, why are you reading the Author’s Note?), then you know we were unable to keep the story simple. It got super convoluted. I pulled out my GPS and my mariner’s transit and I dialed up my accountant. And I said: 
“Wait. So the Astrals Founders were responsible for Meyer being a leap forward in evolution? No? Oooh … the Founders were responsible for the chaos of the first ‘human seeding’ that culminated in Meyer or someone like him being an eventual consequence of that chaos?”
Because I don’t actually have an accountant, there was no easy answer. 
But Sean and I talked it out over and over, and eventually decided it worked. Because that solution didn’t mean the humans or the Astrals won. It was more like a stalemate. The Astrals couldn’t destroy humanity because they were intertwined with us thanks to Meyer and Clara. The only solution — once the Ark was opened and Divinity’s plan was out of the way — was for the Astrals to evolve as well. 
Now, let’s go back in time. Set the way-back machine for early 2015, when we Beyoncé’d the first book in the series. 
Believe it or not, there were people who didn’t like that our alien invasion story didn’t actually have an alien invasion in it. We were shocked. (Not really.) 
But it’s true. In that first book, the Astrals don’t show up until the very end. And some of those same annoyed readers felt that the ending of Book 1 was “tacked on.” They said that we added the scene where Meyer was abducted by the shuttle because we wanted to force a sequel. 
And that part? It wasn’t true.
That, Faithful Reader, was why we wrote the first Author’s Note in this series, which you’ll find in the back of Invasion: to explain to readers that we hadn’t started with Meyer just for the hell of it, and we hadn’t decided only at the last minute that he should be abducted. That Author’s Note was our way of asking our readers to have faith in us and hang in there because we had plans in mind.
Here’s some of what we said: 
It’d be easy to enjoy this novel’s ride, taking a quasi-apocalyptic adventure ending in a confrontation and a twist ending. You can do that if you’d like. Plenty of readers certainly seem to enjoy this book on that level.
But we hope, when this series is done, that you’ll look back and see Invasion for what it is in the larger story’s context. 
Because the story doesn’t start with the aliens. 
The story begins with Meyer Dempsey. 
The story begins with an itch that Meyer can’t quite scratch — an urge not to flee the city or escape the crowds or even to get his family away from danger … but rather from an overwhelming urge to reach his “Axis Mundi” — a place he was told was special through his dreams and journeying in an otherworldly haze. 
In Contact, you’ll learn where Meyer vanished to, and why. 
In Colonization, you’ll see what role Meyer has yet to play, and you’ll see how he was always handpicked by his captors, always selected in advance for a purpose, always dragged toward his axis as if by an invisible hand. 
And in the following books, you’ll learn what the aliens want from us. From the planet. And from Meyer himself.
Meyer Dempsey — whom many readers hated and found grating — mattered. To the entire human race. 
And Lila, who started as a selfish brat, mattered. Because she was Meyer’s daughter. 
And second-to-most of all — or maybe even most of all we could argue — Clara mattered. Because although Meyer was the hybrid whose dual nature allowed human changes to “pollute” the Astrals (thus forcing their hand and evolution), it was Clara’s unique position that ultimately broke the system where the Founders had meant for it to break. 
Meyer’s next-level hybrid mind … 
Plus the changes to our “external collective intelligence,” altered forever by the Internet … 
Equalled Clara.
We went back and forth a lot over this ending, starting in Book 5. Because by then we knew Clara mattered more than we’d thought and that Meyer mattered differently than we’d believed. We wanted to give our readers a satisfying, thrilling conclusion that answered all the questions and tied up all the loose ends, and needed a way for humans to be victorious without getting away scot-free. We knew pretty early that there’d be a near extinction, but that we’d survive it. We wanted a reset, but a wise reset. 
And given all of that, this book you’ve just read was how it all seemed to work out. 
We hope you enjoyed it. 
Now, one parting word, about that ending. 
You might be wondering if the story is truly over, if Meyer’s observer found a new home in Sarah’s baby. Because that means there’s still a hybrid left on Earth, and that the Astrals know it’s there. 
The answer, as it always is with us, is maybe. 
We do know for sure that Invasion, as the arc we imagined from the start, is over. 
But we won’t know — not until the collective intelligence tickles us — whether or not a new story might one day begin.
One day, maybe we’ll find out together. 
Thank you so much for being a reader. 
— Johnny (and Sean)
July 2016
Austin, Texas
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