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Barrett


Summoned like a pet. What did I do now?


I trudge to the sanctuary, my legs heavy. I’d rather be anywhere
else. A trip to my father’s private refuge can only mean one thing—bad news.


The last time was the worst. My father sat in his chair, his
face as expressive as a stone mask when he informed me that my mother
had died in an accident while traveling. He acted as if he were simply relaying
the latest news, nothing more important than the weather. Before the information
could sink in, he dismissed me with a wave of his hand and turned back to
whatever super-secret, critically vital, all-consuming task he needed to attend
to at that moment.


Of course she was traveling. She had to get away from
him!


I stop at the edge of a steep canyon that circles the
sanctuary—like a moat. Created from pure Alphian crystal, the round building
glows in the silky darkness. I used to think that the sanctuary floated in the
air, but in the daylight you can see how it stands on a thin natural rock
formation that rises from the planet’s core like a pedestal.


I sit at the edge with my feet hanging over the side and
sigh. He knows I’m here, but he wants me to wait. He always wants me to
wait.


To pass the time, I construct long lists of how I’ve
disappointed him; everything from failing to be first in my pre-school class to
my reluctance to pass all my tests on his timeframe. By the time I’m
reasonably certain I’ve included everything, I remember to straighten my back
and lift my head high. At least I can feign confidence. After all, I’m no
longer a boy.


A reddish energy bridge appears before me that spans the
gulf to the sanctuary. Only my father can conjure energy strong enough to use as
a bridge.


For a second I consider turning
away, but that would be cowardly. Better to face the problem head-on.


My father waits for me in the center of the chamber. He
stands rigid, almost seven feet tall, with ivory skin, and cobalt eyes that
glow with violet flecks. A shimmering white robe with a black hood and black sleeves
falls loosely over his thin frame and down to his bare feet. A simple pendent
with a crimson crystal hangs around his neck. His face, as usual, is
unreadable.


My father always wears a robe made from black and white
fabric, the colors of a logician. Black and white symbolizes truth and
falsehoods—the only two possibilities that logicians accept. Those ruled by
emotion wear robes of solid black, and the few spiritualists among us wear different
shades of gray, the gray representing the ambiguities in the universe and the
spiritual realm.


Not yet of age, I wear the scarlet
robe of the uncommitted.


I used to think my father was a god—an arrogant,
all-knowing, pompous, and unfeeling god, but certainly some type of divinity.
He looks that perfect. Now I know better.


The walls turn a dark gray, and a crystal glows orange and
flickers like a torch in the center of the room. I head towards it, let my
father sit first, and then drop in the second chair next to the fire crystal.


My father only communicates telepathically, so I have no
idea what his voice sounds like, but in my mind, his thoughts sound deep and
dark, and they rumble.


“When are you going to take the test?” he projects. “You are
just three months short of your eighteenth birthday.”


I had hoped he had some other reason to summon me, but that
was wishful thinking. The only topic he ever wants to talk about is my
reluctance to take the final test. It’s as if our conversations are an endless
loop, replaying the same worn-out words over and over again.


Alphians divide our society into four official levels
depending upon ability. To pass from one level to the next, one must satisfy a
test, each becoming progressively harder. Only a few Alphians take the test to
advance to Level One, the top category.


I’ve passed the other tests, but they make the final one
extraordinarily difficult, to push the limits of the candidate’s mental
abilities. Failing means certain death—unable to handle the strain, the brain
simply explodes. Naturally, I’ve been reluctant to take this last test until I’m
sure I’ll pass.


He can’t seem to understand that.


Unofficially, there’s a fifth level called the Elites.
No test identifies someone as an Elite, but Alphians can recognize them by the
strength of their minds. Only a handful of extraordinarily powerful Alphians
reach that stature, my father being one.


“There’s no time limit,” I project back to him. “I’m the
second youngest Level Two on the planet. Most people who take the final test
are well into their twenties.”


Of course he knows all this, and it
won’t change his mind.


My father’s eyes stay neutral, but he rubs the bald dome of his
head—the one sure sign he’s angry. “You are not most people. I took the
final test before my fifteenth birthday. If you delay much longer people will
doubt your unique nature, and it will look bad for the family. The genetic
match between your mother and I was perfect.”


I look away; my mother’s death is still an open sore.


“You must take the test before Cassandra,” he presses. “She’s
two months younger than you, and it would be embarrassing for her to complete
her tests first.”


Oh yes, there it is. Cassandra. The daughter of his
archrival.


I can almost see the weasel
calculating votes and wondering whether he’ll lose the Leader position if she
becomes a Level One before me. He’d rather I die than delay taking the test.


I try hard to keep the sarcastic tone from my thoughts but
fail miserably. “I understand, father. I don’t wish to embarrass you.”
At least no more than I normally do, I manage not to project.


What will he say if I fail the test?


He’d probably blame Mom’s genes.
That way the fault wouldn’t lie with him, and he’d limit the loss of face.


“Good, but talk of your test is not why you are here. We
have other matters to discuss. A situation has developed on Earth in our
conflict with the Deltites.”


My senses sharpen, and I narrow my eyes. “A situation?”


He glances upward and a three dimensional globe of Earth shimmers
into existence, floating above us. “As you know, Earth is a high value target
for the Deltites. They want to take over the planet to use humans against us.
With humans on their side, they would become dangerous. Many Alphian lives
would be shed before we defeat them, if we defeat them.”


“Yes, I studied the Counsel’s debate in my classes.” I
glance at him. “We established the secret orders for the four Chosen. By mixing
our DNA with human DNA, the Chosen should retain some of our abilities and have
a chance to defeat the Deltites and save their planet.”


“Yes, that’s the official record.”


When he hesitates, I realize that I’ve
only learned part of the truth.


He leans forward. “I led the team that established the
societies. The real purpose behind the Chosen is more complicated than the
official version. Of course, what I tell you now is a secret and must remain
confidential between us.”


He locks eyes with me and I nod—my telepathic ability
temporarily stolen from me. He’s never shared a secret with me before, and I’m
sure I won’t like this one now.


“The Chosen will be facing an Elite Deltite, one who is
substantially stronger than an ordinary Level One. In short, someone who might
even rival my abilities. So what chance do they have?”


“Very slim.” I shrug one shoulder. “But Earth is their
world. They deserve the opportunity to defend it.”


“Don’t be stupid. They have no chance! Knowing the logical
conclusion of their contest, I devised the real plan.” The slightest trace of a
wry smile twists his lips. He’s proud of his scheme. “Once the Deltites take
Earth, what will they do first?”


It takes me only a heartbeat, the answer obvious. “They will
convene their own counsel of leaders on the planet. Earth will become their
headquarters.”


The violet specks in my father’s eyes burn brighter. We’re
facing each other as we sit on the chairs, but suddenly it feels as if the
distance between us has melted away. “Exactly, and if the planet were to
explode while that counsel was in session, their entire leadership would be
killed. Without Elites to lead them, they would be vulnerable to attack. We would
be able to wipe them out easily.”


I lean back in my chair; he’s dumped a bucket of ice water
on my head, and the chill settles into my bones. “So the Chosen were set up to
fail. You’ve planted a bomb on the planet to explode when the Deltites take
over.”


He nods, a smug self-congratulatory grin on his face. “A
Heart Stone to be precise. It was the only logical action to take.”


Bile burns my throat. “But billions of humans live on the
planet.... They will all die. They have souls.”


His thoughts rumble in my head. “You spend too much time
with the priests! They are fools! Only Alphians have souls. Humans are a
necessary sacrifice. It’s the only sure way to stop the Deltites. We must use
the lesser species to preserve our way of life.”


I close my eyes and shut him out of my mind for a moment.
Humans are close to Alphians in DNA. They have freewill, a moral system, and religions
of their own. They pass all the priests’ tests for beings with souls. No wonder
this plan of his is a secret. The priests would object and half the planet
would follow them. Alphian society would rip down the center.


Still, my father’s logic is
undeniable.


When I open my eyes, I project, “Why tell me?”


“I sent an Alphian named Kent to Earth with his Ugly. He was
supposed to ensure the Chosen put up a token fight before they failed. This way
the Deltites wouldn’t suspect the trap.”


“And?”


“It turns out that Kent began to sympathize with the humans.”
He shrugs. “He was weak of mind. I’m worried he might have left a message for
the Chosen that divulges our plans before he died. He pleaded with me to tell
him where the bomb was located, so he could disarm it.”


“He died?”


“Oh yes, very unexpectedly.”


I try hard not to look, but the pull is too great, and I
glance to the shelf on the wall behind him. It holds at least one hundred small
round discs, mine included. Each disc contains the brainwaves of a different
Alphian. When my father focuses on a disc, he links with the Alphian instantly
no matter where in the universe they might be.


That’s amazing, but it’s not why I glance at the shelf. It’s
possible to kill someone using those discs. A gifted Alphian could flood a
weaker mind with enough power to explode the lesser brain. It’s an unforgiveable
crime and could only be carried out by someone with tremendous power. Such power
my father possesses.


“Another complication has developed.” Two different human
faces materialize above us and hover in front of the image of Earth. “The woman’s
name is Summer Stone. She’s what humans call Native American, and is the mother
to the Alpha among the Chosen. The man is not from her tribe. He’s what they
call Irish.”


“So?” Why does he care?


“The calculations behind the Chosen were extremely advanced
and fragile.” A third face joins that of the others. “The Alpha’s name is
Juliet Wildfire Stone. She was supposed to be born from a union between two
members of the same Native American tribe. That genetic combination was the
only way humans could produce a Chosen strong enough to be an Alpha and draw
power from the other three. The secret order had specific rules regarding this,
yet they failed to heed them. Fools! I can’t predict what the outcome will be
of this particular pairing.”


I study the faces and notice that Juliet has inherited much
of her physical appearance from her mother: the long straight black hair, the
caramel colored eyes, brown skin and high cheekbones—all but her sharp nose,
which resembles her father’s.


Her eyes seem to sparkle, but I shake my head. These are
only holographic images. I can’t read too much into them or let my imagination
cloud my reason. “I don’t understand the problem. Either she is powerful enough
to be the Alpha, or she isn’t. Since you want them to fail, why do you care?”


My father bores his gaze into me, and an icy blade carves
into my chest and twists. “There is a third possibility.”


My body turns weak. I’m lucky I’m already sitting. It’s
unthinkable, but it’s the only thing that might frighten my father. “You’re
afraid she’s an... abomination.”


“I can’t rule it out. Even if she is, she won’t be strong
enough defeat an Elite, but we can’t take any chances. I want you to go to
Earth. Make sure the Chosen fail and never find out about our plans. They can’t
tell the Deltites about the Heart Stone I’ve planted on the planet. If they
retrieve that crystal, all would be lost, and they could use its power against
us.”


“Me.” I point to my chest. “Why me? Why not send someone
else, someone who has already proven—”


“I trust no one else with this! You will succeed and return
to Alpha, and when you return you will take the final test. This way we have an
excuse for your... reluctance to finish the final exam.”


I stare into my father’s eyes and try to find love among the
pulsing violet light. I detect nothing.


Two small discs fly into his hand, and he hands one to me. “This
one is programmed with my brainwaves. You will use it when you have succeeded.
I will keep the second here, so I can contact you... if need be.”


I sense the implied threat in his words and bow my head. “Yes,
father. As you command.”


If pure evil exists in this universe, it’s sitting next to
me, and I am this monster’s son. What does that make me?


I glance at the hologram of Earth above me. It’s a beautiful
planet.


He’s sentenced billions of humans to die, but can I carry
out the punishment?














 


Juliet


My grandfather loved to tell me different sayings—he had one
for practically every occasion—but once I turned thirteen I started to tune
them out. It wasn’t a conscious choice, yet it still happened, and I can’t pretend
that it didn’t.


He must have noticed the vacant look that had settled in my
eyes, so he recited these sayings over and over and over until he drilled them
into my head.


Now, they’re fused into my
consciousness as if by osmosis, and they pop to the surface of my thoughts at
odd times.


I wish I had paid more attention to him when he was alive,
told him I loved him more often, wrangled answers out of him, forced him to
tell me what each one of his sayings meant. It’s too late for that now, but
maybe in a weird way it’s better this way. Now I have to figure out what his
sayings mean on my own, which was probably what he wanted me to do all along.


He often told me that you truly hear in the silence and
see in the darkness. He’d say it at the strangest times, like before the first
day at my new prep school, or before an important lacrosse match, or before we
went rock climbing. Sounds totally off your rocker type of nuts. How can you
hear if there’s nothing but silence? And the last time I checked, darkness is
darkness—there’s nothing to see by definition.


While lying on a futon, breathing in the Underground’s musty
air, my grandfather’s voice and this one weird saying rings in my head: You
truly hear in the silence and see in the darkness.


For the first time I start to think about what he meant. Really
think on it, and maybe even start to understand what he wanted me to know. The
past few weeks have been so chaotic, there’s been no time to think things
through. It’s difficult to make long-term plans while running from a Seeker, or
trying to survive Stuart’s tests, or planning to kill the Prime Elector. Basic
survival instincts kick in, which crowds out everything else.


It’s hard, but I silence the thoughts that race in my head and
force visions of Gagarin from my mind. He’s been haunting me since we killed
him—the helpless look in his eyes—and I can’t stop wondering whether we really had
to kill him. I shove those thoughts from my mind and think about absolutely
nothing, and when there’s only silence and darkness, I release my mind and let it
roam free.


The Prime Elector is real and lives in England. I’ve seen
him through the tablet. He’s also incredibly talented, strong, and surprisingly
young. I couldn’t see all those things, but I felt them and know they’re real.


He wants to take over the planet, use humans to defeat the
Alphians, and conquer the universe. That’s clear. Things would be easier if
that were the end of the puzzle. We’d have a path to follow with only one
mission. But—there always seems to be a but—the rest is even more
dangerous.


According to the last Fusion I swallowed, Alphians have
wired Earth to explode if we don’t defeat the Prime Elector. They’re willing to
sacrifice the entire planet as a means to stop the Deltites, which really burns
me up. It’s one thing to heap on our shoulders the responsibility to stop the
Deltites so they don’t enslave us, but now the Earth and all the creatures that
live on it are our responsibility as well.


My responsibility.


What if we find the explosives first somehow, disable the
bomb, and then worry about the Deltites later? At least we won’t have this
sword hanging over the planet. If only the Fusion had offered some hints as to
where they hid the bomb or how we might disarm it.


I let the puzzle twist in my mind. For some reason, I think
of Sicheii and get the feeling that he knew something—something important. He’s
gone, so how useful is that? Still, thoughts of Sicheii lead me to Stuart, our
dead Host.


I pry open my eyes and sit up; the beginnings of a plan form
in my mind as I scan the abandoned pub. Troy sleeps on a futon not far from me.
Blake snoozes on top of a table because he’s worried about rats, even though no
one’s seen any. He’s also snoring, which sounds like someone sawing wood.


Akari mutters in her sleep near the bar not far from Blake.
She mumbles in Japanese, so I have no idea what she’s saying, but from her tone
she’s probably cursing at someone named Kiko. Connor rests on his futon up
against the wall by the door.


I check my phone. It’s 3:30 in the morning, the perfect time
to do something stupid and dangerous.


The only light in the room comes from Blake’s laptop, which
he left open with a screen saver that glows in the dark. No one objected when
he plugged the computer in and left it on. No one wanted total darkness.


The auras of the others also brighten the Underground,
surrounding them like clouds. I try to turn them off, but only manage to dim
them. If I concentrate on the light, they turn brighter and other colors swirl besides
the white, but that feels like I’m invading their privacy—learning a little too
much information that I don’t really want to know.


The auras and the laptop are bright enough for me to
navigate my way around the room, so I grab my string bag with my sword in it,
hoist it over my shoulders, and quietly tread my way to the door. I pause when
Troy stirs; his arm flops across his body but his eyes stay closed. He usually
sleeps like the dead, so as long as I don’t kick him by mistake he should stay
asleep.


When he settles, I sneak my way across the room, careful not
to kick anything or crunch against the wooden floor too much. At the door, I
survey the others and smile. They’re an unusual bunch, but they’re my friends
and I’d fight to the death to protect them.


Just as I start to twist the doorknob, a hand grabs my
shoulder. I almost jump out of my skin. It takes all my willpower not to
screech.


Connor grins at me. “Going somewhere?”


Caught mid-sneak, my free hand reflexively starts to twirl
my hair. “I thought you were sleeping.”


He shrugs. “I’ve always been a light sleeper.” His fingers
run down my arm and circle my hand.


An army of goose bumps assemble in formation where his
fingers grazed my skin, and a jolt of electricity rips through me as if I’ve
jammed my fingers into a power outlet. The memory of our kiss from just a few
days ago burns through me and heat flushes my face. He’s standing close to me.
Too close. I pull my hand away from his.


“What’s wrong?” he says.


I glance over his shoulder to make sure everyone is still
sleeping, and whisper, “I don’t want to wake the others. I thought I’d get some
fresh air.”


“Right, and I’m the King of England.” He grabs his
sword from the futon, opens the door, and pulls me through to the other side.


When he closes the door, he asks, “So what’s really up?”


I want to go alone, but now that he caught me, I have no
choice but to tell him my plan. He’ll never just let me leave. “It would be
nice to know where that bomb is planted. I was thinking maybe Stuart had one of
those Alphian crystal computers back at the Inn. If so, it could still be there
and—”


“And maybe it has some clues to where this bomb is located?”
Connor’s eyes sparkle. “That’s brilliant. I hate having that bomb hanging over
our blooming heads.”


“Right, so I thought--”


“You’d just walk into the Inn and check it out.”


“I swear, of you interrupt me one mo—“


“The Deltites know about the Inn.
They could be watching it.” He frowns. “It’ll be dangerous.”


I twist in place. “It’s worth the risk. I can go alone and
come back afterward to let you know what I find.”


His eyes burn brighter as he crosses his arms against his
chest. “You’ve got to bloody stop doing this. You can’t leave me out of
these plans. We’re a team. You don’t need to protect me. I can handle myself.”


He’s right. He deserves better, so I sheepishly hold out my
hand. “I’m sorry. I won’t do it again.”


He brushes his shaggy sandy-colored hair from his eyes,
throws me a sideways grin, takes my hand in his and lifts it to his lips.


They feel soft, and sweet, and warm.
My legs actually wobble a little, and I’m sure my face blazes.


What am I going to do about him?


Getting romantically involved before
we defeat the Prime Elector is crazy. I’m not sure I can handle it. Then there’s
Troy. Even though we’ve only ever been friends, it feels weird to be with
Connor while Troy is so close.


Connor leans toward me. He’s only inches away and his eyes
look so honest.


I’m not exactly sure what happens,
but the next thing I know, our lips are locked and heat sizzles between us. He
pulls me against him and I’m lost. Blood pounds in my head. I can’t think of
anything but his body and pull him closer still, until we’re practically melded
together.


I start to feel dizzy so I push him back and gasp for
breath. My feet are numb and sweat coats my back. I have to cool things down
before it’s too late. 


My voice sounds husky and breathless. “Listen, we need to go
slow. There’s too much at stake.”


“Like what? The fate of all humanity, the planet, and the
bloody universe? Child’s play!” He smiles. “But I can do slow. Horribly slow.
Inchworm slow. Glacial slow. The slowest—”


“Maybe not that slow.” I swat him on the arm. “But
what about the Inn?”


He glances up the ladder and shrugs. “I’m up for a nocturnal
adventure. When we get close to the Inn, you do your thing with the auras. If
you sense any Deltites, we scram and tell the others, so we can come up with a
proper plan.”


“Deal,” I say, although I’m not a hundred percent sure that
the Deltites can’t cloak their auras from me.


I can’t shake the sudden feeling that nothing will go as
planned.














 


Juliet


We race downtown to the Inn, moving incredibly fast, leaping
over traffic, and soaring in the air as if we’re flying. The city is quiet, but
there are still some cars, taxis, and people roaming around. 


Running this way is stupid. We shouldn’t attract attention
to ourselves, but the wind whistles through my hair and the sensation of power
and energy is intoxicating. We move even faster than we had when pressed by
Stuart’s test, so fast I’m convinced we’re just shadows to anyone who’s looking
with tired, four-in-the-morning eyes.


When we reach Perry Street, we slow to a stop. The Inn is
halfway down the block on our left.


Connor grabs my arm. “Do you sense any Deltites around?”


Deltites exude powerful energy fields, different from
humans. At least that’s what I noticed at the Boathouse. When I scan the Inn
and the rest of the street, none of those auras appear. “Looks like the coast
is clear.”


Connor nods. “Let’s see if anyone’s home then.”


We jog across the street and toward the Inn’s red door. The
hotel’s emblem hangs from a copper bar—the four twisted symbols in a circle
separated by swirling teardrop lines—my only clue, just as when Troy and I
first arrived in the city.


I hesitate before opening the door. Only a few days ago,
Troy and I pushed through this door not knowing what to expect, before we met
Connor or any of the other Chosen—before we met Stuart. Now he’s dead and we’re
still no closer to finding the real Prime Elector.


Connor glances at me, worry scribbling lines around his
eyes. “Are you all right?”


“I was just remembering the first time Troy and I opened
this door.”


He grins sheepishly at me. “I’d like to say the same, but if
you recall, I was too drunk to remember any of it. All I remember was the
football match and a hazy picture of your face. When I woke, I didn’t know if
you were real or a dream.”


I chuckle. “You were drunk.”


He could barely walk and had passed
out in the taxi before we even reached the Inn.


The wind blows and the hair on the back of my neck turns
into porcupine needles. “Let’s go. Waiting out here is stupid.”


I open the door with a firm push, and the bell jingles. The
lobby looks the same as it did that first time: white and black marble tiles, a
sweeping cherry staircase, dark wood paneling, and a simple elegant chandelier
in the foyer. It feels different, though, almost hazy and ghostlike. My eyes
linger on the mahogany desk with the reading lamp and the guest registry on it—this
was Stuart’s spot, where he always sat.


Connor lifts an old romance paperback from the desk and
grins. “I don’t know why Stuart used to read this rubbish.” He drops it back on
the table. “The place feels empty without him. I almost wrung his neck a time
or two, but the wanker turned out to be one of the good guys.”


“You never truly know about someone until the stakes are
high. I thought he knew more than he did, but he was just a pawn, same as us.
They never told him the entire story. He died in a war that no one even knows
we’re fighting.”


If we die, will anyone know why?


Connor touches my shoulder. “He knew what he was doing. Let’s
check out his apartment and get out of here. This place is giving me the
creeps.”


Stuart’s apartment is off to the right with a brass sign on
the door that says, “Innkeeper.”


Connor points to the wood splintered on the doorframe. “Bollocks.
It looks like someone got here before us. Do you sense anyone inside?”


I concentrate, let my mind seep beyond the door, and scan
for auras. “Sydney’s inside. It seems as if she’s standing in the middle of the
room.”


Sydney helped Stuart run the inn, and
he left her the small hotel when he died.


Connor pushes the door open with his foot and calls out
Sydney’s name in a tentative voice.


She doesn’t answer. She’s standing in the middle of the
living room. Duct tape covers her mouth and binds her hands behind her. Her
blonde hair is matted down with sweat, tears rain down her face, and her eyes
look haunted.


Connor steps toward her, but I grab his shirt and pull him
to a stop. “Look at what she’s standing on.”


“Oh bloody hell. What’s that?”


“It’s a digital scale, but it seems to be connected to
something.” I think back to all my late night NCIS marathons back at home and
point to the jumble of wires that come out of the back of the scale and connect
to a small brick of gray putty. “Plastic explosives.”


He shakes his head. “If the movies are right, that’s enough
explosives to blow the entire building.” Using telekinesis, he rips the duct
tape from Sydney’s face.


She shifts on her feet, favoring her right ankle. Her wild
eyes threaten to burst from her head, and her voice trembles. “Thank God you’re
here. They said if I move the bomb will... explode.”


“Who did this?” I ask, although I’m sure it’s Deltites.


“Who do you think?” Sydney’s natural smugness fights through
her anxiety.


I inspect the bomb while Connor rips the duct tape from her
wrists.


“Is there anyone else in the building?” I ask.


“No. Stuart emptied the building when you guys showed up. He
told all the guests we had a gas leak.”


“What did the Deltites want?” I turn in a circle. Nothing
seems out of place: piles of paperbacks are neatly stacked, a file cabinet
looks locked, and the desk looks clean and undisturbed.


“Did Stuart hide anything he might have brought with him
from Alpha?” Connor asks. “A tablet, perhaps?”


Sydney clutches her hips and glares at us. “Thanks guys! I’m
standing on a bomb and all you care about is some junk Stuart brought from
Alpha.”


“So, he did bring some stuff.” Connor smiles. “If you tell
us where he hid it, we’d stop being so distracted and can focus all of our
attention on your situation.”


Sydney huffs and points to the corner of the room. “There’s
a loose floorboard under his desk. He hid a bag filled with crap underneath.
Hurry up! My ankle hurts.”


Connor moves toward the corner of the room, and Sydney
scowls at me while I sort through the wires connecting the scale to the plastic
explosive.


“Can you disarm it?” She shifts her weight and winces. “I
think my ankle’s broken. I can’t stay like this for much longer.”


I know the basics about bombs and electronics from my recent
date with the encyclopedias, but I have no idea what to do with this. “One of
these wires probably leads to the battery. If we disconnect the right one the
bomb should disarm, but there’s eight possible choices, and I don’t like
those odds.”


“Figures.” Sydney glances toward the door. “Where’s Troy? He’d
probably know what to do.”


Connor moves next to me, the leather satchel he retrieved
from Stuart’s hiding spot looped over his shoulder. 


“He’s with the others back at the Underground.”


Sydney’s face turns ashen.


My heart starts to beat so fast it hurts. “What happened?
What did the Deltites want if they weren’t interested in Stuart’s stuff?”


Sydney’s voice raises an octave in pitch. “They wanted to
know where you were hiding.”


Connor grumbles. “You didn’t tell them about the
Underground, did you?”


“I had no choice. They were going to kill me.”


I grab my phone. “How long ago did they leave?”


“Five minutes.”


I dial Troy’s number, but it goes directly to voice mail.


There’s no signal in the Underground.














 


Juliet


   I’m standing on top of Devil’s Peak back home and see
nothing but darkness. Even the lights from the nearby town are gone. My toes
dangle over the edge and the wind tugs at me. I stretch my arms wide, lean
forward and tip over. My body plummets into the void with no way of knowing
what I’m going to crash into, but I’m sure it’ll hurt.





“How many Deltites are we talking about?” Connor snaps me
back to reality as he shifts the satchel on his shoulder. He’s thinking about
running back to the Underground before it’s too late. I can see it in his tight
jaw and the bunched muscles in his back.


“Four.” Sydney trembles. “I can’t stand on this ankle much
longer. You’ve got to help me!”


I’ve been punched in the gut. There’s no way Troy, Blake,
and Akari can handle four Deltites without our help even if they knew the
Deltites were coming. 


I want to scream, but Sydney groans and her face scrunches
in pain. She brought Troy and the others to the Boathouse and risked her life
to save us. As much as I don’t want to admit it, without her we’d already be
dead. We owe her.


I grab Connor’s arm. “We need to save Sydney first and then
help the others.”


Connor studies the scale. “It reads 125 pounds.”


Sydney scowls at him. “The damn thing is broken. It’s at
least ten pounds too high.”


“Really?” I say. 


Connor frowns. “We’re not pulling one of the bloody wires
and hoping for the best, that’s for sure.”


“No, but if we can keep the pressure consistent when Sydney
steps off, it shouldn’t trigger the bomb.”


Connor brushes sweat plastered hair from his eyes. “I can
use telekinesis and keep the weight steady. When she’s clear, I’ll back away
until I’m outside. You can wait for me on the other side of the street.”


He’s better at telekinesis than I am, so he should be the
one to keep the pressure on the scale, but if he thinks I’m leaving him, he’s
crazy. “I’ll stay with you and generate a force field to shield you. That way
we’ll have a chance if the bomb blows early.”


He’s about to object, but I turn toward Sydney and cut him
off. “Okay, on the count of three you slowly step off the scale.”


She nods.


“Are you sure you’re not really 125 pounds?” asks Connor. “It
might be important.”


She frowns. “Okay, maybe I gained a few pounds over the last
week because of the stress. Shoot me!”


He can’t quite hide the amusement from his voice. “Just
checking.” He stares at the bomb and his eyes glow violet. “I’m ready when you
are.”


I start the countdown. “One, two....” Sydney shifts forward.
“Three.”


She hobbles off the scale. The digital number slips to 123
and then 122 but the minor fluctuation isn’t enough to set it off—otherwise
Sydney would have been dead already. 


Connor’s sweating.


I exhale and grab the duffel. “Go ahead, Sydney, and leave
the doors open for us. We’ll be right behind you.”


She limps away, whimpering with each step, and I generate a
force field—a bluish energy disc between us and the bomb. I have no idea how
effective it will be.


“I probably should have thought about this sooner, but I don’t
think I can hold the connection if I can’t see the scale,” says Connor.


“Come on. We’ll worry about that when we get there.” I pull
on his shirt, and we slowly back out of the apartment.


When we’re in the lobby, he starts to shake. “That’s as far
as I can go. You should take off. I’ll be right behind you.”


“We go together.”


I yank his arm, spin him around, and we race from the Inn. A
heartbeat later we cross the street and join Sydney, who’s ducking behind a
car.


Nothing happens.


Connor grins. “I guess it’s a dud.”


The Inn explodes. The ground shakes, glass shatters, and
chunks of stone hurl toward us. I re-create the energy disc just in time for a sink
to clang off it. Flames lick the side of the building, and a gaping, smoldering
hole exists where Stuart’s apartment had been.


“Some dud,” I say.


The heat from the fire burns my face, but I’m not worried
about the fire. I turn and start sprinting.


Connor is at my heels, and we’re
moving so fast the streetlights have tails.


We stop when we reach the manhole cover, which is askew, and
see a black SUV parked across the street that wasn’t there when we left.


We’re too late.


Powerful energy flows up from the Underground.


My eyes narrow; I grab my sword and rip open the cover with
my mind, flinging it down the street like a Frisbee.


Connor tosses Stuart’s satchel in the bushes and pulls out
his own sword. “So what’s the plan?”


“We rush them and kill every Deltite we find.”


“I like it. Not a lot of finesse, but it works for me.”














 


Juliet


My plan sucks, but we don’t have time to make a better one
and there’s only one way in. My stomach twists just thinking about what they
might be doing to Troy and the others because I didn’t stay behind to protect
them—because I wanted to act alone.


I slide down the ladder, my feet skipping over the rungs, barely
touching the metal.


Connor lands next to me with a thud.


“Me first!” he shouts as he dashes forward, shoves the door
open, and charges ahead.


I’m a step behind, and when we plunge inside the
Underground, we skid to a stop.


Troy, Akari, and Blake are penned behind the bar. A snarling
energy creature that resembles a leopard is perched on top of it, with double
rows of sharp teeth, saliva pouring out of its mouth. Spikes run down its spine,
and it sports a cluster of razor-sharp needles on the end of a flat tale.


Blake stands a step behind Troy and Akari, his face ghost-like.


Akari grinds her jaw, rocking back and forth, studying the
energy beast—no doubt hoping for an opening to attack.


A new red welt spoils Troy’s face
below his left eye.


Two tall, thin Deltites armed with swords stand next to the
leopard creature. The crystal hilts of Akari and Blake’s weapons litter the
floor by the Deltites’ feet.


I can generate my own creature to attack the nasty nightmare-inducing
leopard. It might even beat it, but what good would that do? The others would
be helpless against the Deltites without their swords anyway.


“Run!” shouts Troy.


The door slams shut.


A voice to my left chuckles and says, “I don’t think so.”


Two other Deltites, both armed with swords and confident
grins, stand close to the now shut door. They’re hard to tell apart. They might
be brothers. Both wear black sweatpants, and their bulging arms are clearly
visible through their plain, long-sleeved, black T-shirts. Their fair skin
makes their arrogant faces contrast with their dark clothes. The one who
laughed wears a crystal pendant around his chest.


I assume he’s in charge.


“Bloody hell.” Connor whips around toward them, sword held
out front.


Crystal Pendant waves his arm and throws Connor across the
room using telekinesis.


Connor hits the far wall hard, head
first, and his sword clatters to the ground. He moans and clutches the top of
his head. Blood slicks his fingers and splatters against the floor.


I wave my sword at Crystal Pendant. “How about you and I
settle this... alone.” My only chance is to trick him into a combat of
champions. If I beat him, maybe we can get out of here alive; maybe I can still
protect the others.


He grins. “You must be Juliet Wildfire Stone. My name is
Jared. You have the power to save your friends, although fighting me will only
hasten your death and theirs.”


“That’s what Gagarin thought.” I add as much confidence in
my voice as I can muster. “You don’t look any different from him.”


Jared twirls his sword with blinding speed and transforms
the blade into a propeller, a ball of energy.


How do I fight that?


His voice drips with arrogance. “He was poorly trained. I,
on the other hand, am not.”


I glance toward Akari and Blake.


“Don’t try to link with them. We will know, and my pet will
rip their hearts out before you gain their strength.”


I lower my sword. “If you don’t want to fight, what do you
want?”


“I want so many things, Juliet Wildfire Stone, yet I will
settle for you.” He points the tip of his blade toward Troy, Akari, and Blake. “Come
with us peacefully and your friends will live. Resist... and everyone dies
quite painfully.”


“No!” shouts Connor as he stumbles to his feet toward me,
but he’s instantly raised in the air and pinned against the ceiling.


The leopard thing growls and snaps its jaws. I don’t need to
look to know that Troy tried to help and the creature almost bit his head off.


“Okay, okay, don’t harm them. I’ll come with you.” I drop my
sword and raise my hands over my head before Troy or any of the others do
something else desperate that will get them killed.





Jared tosses our swords into the trunk and then pushes me
into the back of the black SUV. I’m sandwiched between him and the Deltite who
looks like his brother. The other two sit in the front.


I’m helpless.


The SUV pulls away from the curb, and I turn toward Jared. “Why
didn’t you just kill me in the Underground? Why take me with you?”


He looks and sounds bored. “If it were up to me, I would
have chopped off your head in that dank cellar and been done with you.”


“But it’s not up to you.” A small spark of hope flutters in
my chest. “The Prime Elector must have other ideas.”


“Yes, yes he does.”


We travel in silence for a few minutes until the SUV pulls
into a deserted parking lot behind an abandoned warehouse.


Jared bores his eyes into mine. “Listen closely, Juliet
Wildfire Stone. I will only say this once. The Prime Elector wishes to meet
you. In three days time you will find him in the center of the maze at the
Hampton Court Palace in England. He will be waiting for you at noon. You will
come alone or we will kill you and all your friends. If you don’t come—”


“Let me guess. We all die.”


He smirks and nods. “You are not as dumb as you seem. Good.”
He glances at the other Deltite beside me. “Bring her inside the building.”


The other guy grabs my arm and pulls me from the backseat.
The abandoned building looks dark and ominous. I don’t want to go in there with
them, so I struggle, but the Deltite has me firmly by the arms and pulls me to
the building. He’s too strong for me.


“What’s going on! Where are you taking me?”


Jared laughs. “We’re not quite done with you.”


I’m half dragged, half lifted into the abandoned building.
When we’re inside, another Deltite joins the one who’s restraining me. Each
clasps one arm, and they hold me still. I strain against them, but it’s no use—they’ve
locked me in a vice.


Jared stands in front of me holding what looks like a helmet
made from gray plastic, with six evenly placed crystal discs embedded in it. He
lets go and the helmet-thing hovers in front of me.


“This will record your brainwaves on a disc for us.” He
pulls a palm-sized crystal from his pocket.


“What... will you do with my brainwaves?” My eyes lock onto
the helmet like a laser. I don’t want that thing on my head.


He flips the crystal in the air. It rotates slowly and
hovers before my face. “With this disc we’ll be able to track you, so we will
know where you are at all times.” He chuckles, which sounds like nails
scratching against a backboard. “It has other uses too, but you... don’t need
to know about them now. If you behave and do as the Prime Elector wishes, you
may never know. That would probably be for the best. For you, at least.”


“And if I don’t do what he wants?”


“You will regret that choice.” The helmet contraption floats
toward me. “Don’t struggle. One way or another, we will get what we want.
Struggling will only prolong things. The whole process shouldn’t take long without
your interference, and should be painless.”


He’s serious and there’s nothing I can do that will stop
them. If I try to use telekinesis they will easily over power me, so I
straighten my back and stand rigid. The plastic device slips on top of my head,
molds to my skull, and the crystals start to warm.


At first the sensation is not unpleasant, but the crystals
continue to heat, and hot needles pierce my skull. My brain feels as if it’s
being ripped apart.


I scream, and would have fallen to my knees without the support
of the Deltites holding me upright. The pain is more intense than anything I’ve
ever felt. I can’t breathe.


 “That’s odd. You never can tell with these humans.” Jared
steps close and sounds perplexed.


He says something else, but he sounds far away now and I’m still
screaming. I try to yank the helmet from my head, but they hold my arms down by
my sides.


I see nothing but blinding white light, and then blackness.


I fall into the nothingness, grateful that the pain goes
away.














 


Juliet


Sicheii stands beside me, a wry grin on his wrinkled face,
his white hair pulled back in a low ponytail. An emerald linen shirt fits
comfortably over his broad shoulders, tucked into a pair of jeans, and his
favorite straw, wide-brimmed hat tilts to one side on his head. A hawk feather
stuck into the hat’s band flutters in the breeze.


I spin in a lazy circle and it takes me a moment to realize
where we are. The night sky is dark, with only a half moon and a smattering of
stars to brighten our surroundings. A small creek bubbles off to our left.


My blood runs cold. “We’re at the
cemetery in town?”


Sicheii shrugs and glances around us. “Could be. It’s hard
to tell. I never liked the cemetery. I find the whole process wasteful. Spirits
don’t stay buried in the ground. They move on.”


“Why are we here?”


He starts to walk. “You summoned me. You picked this place.”


I summoned him?


We thread our way among the
tombstones and the few cacti that dot this part of the cemetery. Tears form in
the corners of my eyes. “You must be buried here. I’m so sorry I didn’t come to
the funeral.”


“Death is nothing to fear, Little Bird.” He smiles at me. “We
are only on this planet for a short time. We spend the rest in the Spirit
World. That’s where true life happens.”


He takes long looping strides, so I have to hurry to keep up
with him. “I’m not scared of death.” It’s true. I don’t want to die, but death
doesn’t frighten me.


He pauses and his gray eyes sparkle. “I know that, Little
Bird, but you do have fears. Fear is a river of our own creation. We must know
the origin to manage the currents.”


My voice loses energy like a ball that is rolling to a stop.
“What does that mean? Why does everything have to be a riddle?”


He brushes his fingers against my cheek. “It’s not a riddle.
You know what it means.” He starts to walk again, and the tombstones appear to
multiply.


Dawn starts to break. For a second, I’m transfixed by the
colors as orange shafts of light knife into a purple sky.


When I look back at him, he’s gone.


I kick a rock against a tombstone. The morning light
brightens the name on the marker—Alistair Cordingly—the headmaster at my
old school, who died protecting me. I shake my head. He’s buried back in
England, so he shouldn’t be here.


I stumble away from his tombstone and almost knock into
another one. This one has Charles Roundtree’s name on it. I start to run, and
dodge another marker for Samuel Brooks and Stuart Baker—all members of the
Twisted Arrows Order who died protecting me.


A rock trips me up, and I face-plant on the clay dirt. I
dust myself off and stand on shaky legs. Other tombstones surround me. There’s
one for Stuart, and the Seeker I killed in Arizona, and Slicked Back Hair and
Gold Tooth, who my father killed, and the two Deltites back at the Boathouse....


I start to run, desperate to get away from this death that
surrounds me and threatens to suffocate me. I stop in front of a large white
marble stone. It reads Jake Clearwater Stone, my grandfather’s legal name, and
in the distance other markers made of white marble glisten in the starlight. I
don’t want to go, but I’m pulled toward them and weave my way through them.
There’s one each for Troy, Connor, Blake, and Akari. I spin and look for mine.


Mine has to be here someplace.


Where’s my grave?





I open my eyes and bolt upright. The sun peeks over the
horizon just above the East River. I lean against a tree and shake my head. I’m
not sure what that contraption did to me, but the world looks clearer than
before. What had been solid is now a series of microscopic dots, each with its
own color and shape. Noises sound louder too, as if someone has turned up the
volume on Mother Nature.


A dog growls next to me. Every note she makes is so distinct
that it’s no longer just one growl, but a million different ones that blend.


I know this dog. She’s the Alaskan Husky from when I fought
the first Seeker. She attacked him at my bidding, and then the monster cut her
down.


She sacrificed her life for me, but how can she be the
same dog?


I follow the dog’s eyes and watch a middle-aged guy saunter
over to me. He looks like he’s out for a jog, wearing a baseball cap, shorts,
and a hooded sweatshirt. His aura is a mix of black and red. His thoughts are
all bad.


He speaks slowly, as if I’m an idiot or stoned. “Do you need
some help? Maybe a place to stay?”


The dog barks and this stranger looks anxiously at it.


“Get lost.” I wave my hand dismissively. “I don’t need your
help.”


He takes a half-step toward me, but he won’t chance coming closer
with the Husky barking at him, and his eyes flutter from the dog to me. “You
can stay at my place. I’ll make you breakfast.”


“I’m not going anywhere with you!” I grip him with my mind,
feel the energy bands wrap around his chest, and toss him ten feet in the air.
He collides with an oak tree, and I’m sure one of his ribs breaks in the
collision.


He winces, looks at me with wild eyes, and runs in the other
direction with one arm holding his side.


He’s lucky. He deserves worse.


I pet the Husky and realize that she’s not a real dog; she’s
a spirit. She looks and acts like any other dog, but I sense her
uniqueness. When I touch her, my hand tingles. I pull my fingers back and stare
at her. When I concentrate, she shimmers as if electrified.


The dog licks my hand and wags her tail.


That drags a smile out from
somewhere deep inside me, but the feeling is fleeting as the hair on the back
of my neck stands at attention. Someone carved the Deltite symbol into the bark
of the maple tree I had been leaning against—a simple triangle enclosed in a
circle.


I have three days to find the maze at Hampton Court Palace
and meet the Prime Elector. Only three days.


I glance back at the carving and scan the park, looking for
monsters among the shadows.


The Deltites could be anywhere. They must be watching me.














 


Juliet


I jog at a normal human pace to the Underground, too weary
to sprint. No one seems to have followed me. I sense no unusual auras, but does
it matter? They can track me now. No place will be safe for me, or for anyone
I’m with. No place will be secret.


The street is empty, so I use my mind to shift the manhole
cover out of the way. After I climb down the ladder, I slide it back into place
and open the door to the Underground.


The gang is bunched together by the bar, and I lock eyes
with Troy. We’ve always been able to communicate without talking. That’s just
what happens between best friends, especially those who have known each other
their whole lives.


He’s been worried about me. I tell him I’m okay with a
slight wink, and he tilts his head to the side and breathes deeply.


Connor darts forward, lifts me in the air, and twirls me in
a circle.  “I was so worried,” he whispers against my ear. Then he puts me
down, steps back, and raises his voice loud enough for everyone to hear. “Are
you okay? Did those tossers do anything to you?”


“I’m fine,” I say, although I’m not so sure.


Blake, Akari, and Troy mosey over.


“Well, I never had any doubts.” Blake smiles.


Akari kicks him in the shin. “Right.”


I rustle his hair, which he totally doesn’t appreciate. “It’s
good to be back and know you’re all safe.” We form a loose circle with me in
the center, and they crush me in a joint hug. If feels good, but then I
remember what Jared told me—if I don’t meet the Prime Elector alone in London, he’ll
kill them all—and my spirits plummet.


When we separate, Akari notices the Husky sitting quietly by
the door, panting with her tongue happily flopping from her mouth.


“Who’s your new friend?” She walks over and pets her. “Her
fur is really soft.”


The dog barks once at the compliment.


“I’m not sure.” I shrug. “She found me at the park, and we’ve
been best buds ever since.”


“We call Juliet the Dog Whisperer back home. She has
a special way with dogs.” Troy hugs me and steals a moment for just us two.


Suddenly, I’m wearing my most comfortable sweatshirt and
feel the sunshine on my face like when we’re back home.


He pushes me back and says, “Hey, I
thought we were best friends.”


“She understands me better.” I chuckle. “Besides, she’s a
lot cuter.”


“That hurts.”


Blake squints his eyes and puckers his mouth. “Well, she’s
got to go. Dogs can have ticks. Ticks could carry Lyme Disease and—”


“And the plague and a whole assortment of other diseases.”
Akari rolls her eyes.


The dog walks over to Blake and sits on his feet.


I laugh. “She seems to like you.”


“At least somebody does,” jokes Connor, and we all laugh at
Blake’s expense.


He looks down at the dog with a totally confused, what do
I do with this thing expression on his thin face. He probably didn’t have
any pets growing up.


“We don’t have to worry about diseases or bugs,” I say. “The
dog isn’t....”


“Isn’t what?” Troy leans close to the Husky and looks into
her eyes.


Good question.


I try not to sound totally ridiculous. “She’s not like other
dogs. I think she’s... a spirit.”


Troy rubs the dog’s face and scratches behind her ears. The Husky
wags her tail and thumps it against the floor. Whether she’s a spirit or not,
she certainly likes him.


Akari squats next to Troy and looks over her shoulder at me.
“How do you know? She looks so real.”


“She feels different, as if she’s made from energy. I’m not
sure what the deal is. I’m not controlling her like the creature I made at the
Boathouse. Or at least I don’t think I am. She was just there when I
woke.”


Troy glances at me with a confident I got this grin
on his face. “She’s your animal spirit guide. I bet Sicheii sent her to help you.”


“An animal what?” Blake steps backward and looks at the dog
as if she’s about to eat him whole at any second.


“An animal spirit guide.” Troy stops petting the Husky and
stands. “If you’re lucky, a particular animal will present itself to you to
help guide you through life. Sometimes they offer wisdom, other times warnings
or protection.” He turns toward me, totally certain he’s right. “She’s your
animal spirit guide. You’ve always had a special connection with dogs. It makes
perfect sense.”


Maybe he’s right. As strange as an animal spirit guide
sounds, stranger things seem to happen to me on a daily basis. Plus, it would
be just like Sicheii to send me an animal spirit guide without telling me about
her or what she’s here to do. She’s probably another one of his riddles, but at
least this one is cute.


The dog turns toward me, barks in agreement with Troy, and
disappears.


“Maybe it won’t come back,” says Blake.


Akari grins. “What’s wrong? Do you miss her already?”


“Right.”


Troy glances at me. “Don’t worry. She’ll come back... when
you need her.”


“So what did the Deltites want?” Blake asks. “We were
worried we might never see you again.”


“They invited me to meet with the Prime Elector. Apparently,
he’s a big fan. He’s waiting for me in London.”


“Then why didn’t they just take you to him?” asks Connor.


“Who knows? They didn’t explain themselves to me.” It is
odd. They made it seem like I had a choice, like meeting the Prime Elector
alone was some type of test.


Why would he want to test me when
he could have just dragged me to him?


“That’s all they wanted?” Akari crinkles her eyes and nose.


“That’s not all.” I explain the contraption they put on my
head; how they captured my brainwaves on a crystal disc, and how they could use
those brainwaves to track me. I describe the intense pain and how I woke up in
the park with the dog. I leave out the creepy jogger, my appointment with the
Prime Elector in the maze, and the threat that they’ll kill the others if I don’t
go alone.


When I finish, Connor punches the wall. “The bloody
wankers. What are they getting at? Why are they playing these games?”


Blake bites his lip. “They can track you at all times?”


I nod.


“Can they do anything else with that crystal?”


“Beats me.”


“Like what?” Akari touches my shoulder, her fingers warm and
protective.


Blake shrugs. “Well, I don’t know, really. Maybe they can
see and hear what Juliet can, or control her thoughts in some way, or her
actions?”


Connor frowns. “Don’t be so bloody paranoid. Juliet
would know if they do any of those things, and she’ll tell us.”


“No, Blake’s right.” Everyone stares at me. “We don’t really
know what Alphians or Deltites are capable of doing. Sure, we’ve figured out
some things, but I don’t have any idea what they can use that disc for. It
might make me do something I don’t want or....”


Troy gets it, and his eyes transform into deep wells of
understanding and sadness. “Or maybe they can use it against you—or hurt us
with that disc?”


I twirl my hair and nod. “You’ve got to keep an eye on me
and make sure I’m not acting any weirder than usual.”


“That’s not going to be easy.” Blake laughs, but it’s a
forced laugh and no one else joins in.


We fall silent for a long moment, and I’m sure everyone has
the same thought: How much of a liability have I become?


A cold fury burns in Connor’s eyes. “These Deltites really
piss me off. That settles the matter then. We find the Prime Elector, kill him,
and get this disc back. We can worry about the bomb afterward.”


Blake does something totally unexpected and loops his arm
over Connor’s shoulder. “I’m betting on Juliet. She’s already saved my life
three times now. The Prime Elector has no idea what he’s up against.”


Troy grins. “You should have seen her in elementary school,
though. She wasn’t so impressive back then. I had to save her from lots of
fights.” He starts ticking them off his fingers. “Matt Flynn, Joyce Janice—”


“Stop that or you’re going to see how tough I am now.” I
step toward him.


He lifts his hands up, palms out in surrender, and starts to
laugh. “Don’t hurt me.”


We all join him and laugh along for a moment. They have
faith in me.


I hope they’re right, but I can’t
imagine how I can best the Prime Elector. “We had better make a plan then. I
wish we still had our swords.”


“We’re not defenseless.” Connor untangles himself from
Blake. “You’ve got to see what Stuart had in that satchel.”


Stuart’s leather satchel lies on top of the bar. Next to it
is a crystal hilt for a sword. Connor lifts it and the blade materializes. “They
took our other swords, but at least we have this one. It must have been an
extra.”


Blake lifts a palm-sized thin slice of crystal, and my heart
skips a beat. “We don’t know what this is. We all took a turn, but none of us
could make it to do anything.”


My breath catches for a beat. “That’s the same type of disc
they recorded my brainwaves on! I bet it’s programmed for someone else.”


Blake hands me the disc and it
starts to vibrate. I close my eyes and concentrate, but I only see shadows.
Once the disc starts to heat, I drop it on the bar.


The others look at me expectantly.


“Nothing.”


A small orb floats by my face, and Connor sports a wide
grin. He’s controlling it with his mind. “This one is really brilliant. Check
it out.”


A vast holographic image of a lake appears, with large oddly-shaped
islands covered in patches of lush greenery, and sparkling sapphire water.


“Wait for it,” says Connor.


After a second, a huge head breaks the water near one of the
islands, and then I realize they’re not islands at all but giant creatures that
look like turtles with oblong shells. The image disappears and the orb floats back
to his hand. “It has to be a map of Alpha. We haven’t explored it yet, but if I
concentrate on various spots we see different images. Some really odd bits,
like this one crystal canyon that stretches on for miles.”


One other item lies on the bar: a small vial. 


Troy lifts the crystal container and holds it out to me. “None
of them can activate it. The vial looks like one of those Fusions.”


I take it from him and instantly feel a tingling sensation
run down my arm as it starts to glow. This one feels different from the other
Fusions I drank. Those liquids called to me in a weird way, as if I needed to
open the vials and drink the fluid. It’s strange, but this one feels like the
opposite, as if it wants me to give it something. I hold it for a few
seconds and start to feel stupid. All it does is glow.


“Well, maybe it’s a light,” says Blake.


“Sure.” Akari elbows him in the side. “A cosmic lighter from
across the galaxy.”


I place the vial back on the bar and ignore the disappointed
looks on their faces. “We’ll figure that out later. We need to get to London
and find the Prime Elector. Everything revolves around him.”


Blake grins. “I’ve got a plan.”














 


Juliet


Blake calls his dad’s company and commandeers the family jet.
His parents had left instructions permitting him to use the plane for any
reason, so no one questions him.


We take a cab to White Plains and
board the executive airplane two hours later. In no time it takes off, and we’re
headed to a private airfield South of London.


The cabin contains six rows with eighteen leather seats, spaced
farther apart than on normal planes. The front two rows face each other with a
table between them.


Blake’s hunched in the last row, his seat buckle fastened
tightly, his knuckles white as he strangles the armrests. He keeps muttering
something about flying death traps. 


Connor and Akari both snooze in their own rows toward the
middle of the plane.


Troy glides over and drops into the seat next to me. “I
could get used to this. It’s a little nicer than my bike.”


“Just a little. And last I checked, your motorcycle isn’t
equipped with scuba gear, so that would make it hard to cross the ocean.” I
smile at him. He’s such a good friend, always my rock. “I’m sorry. It feels
like I’m dragging you all over the world.”


“Dragging me?” He points to his chest. “I should be thanking
you. I’ve always wanted to visit Europe.”


“Right. Who do you think you’re kidding? You never
wanted to leave our small Arizona town.” I glance out the window and see
nothing but white cloud cover. “This is all my fault. I shouldn’t have brought
you into this.”


He grabs my arm. “Who brought us into things?”


“Sicheii,” we both say at the same time and chuckle.


I let out a soft sigh. “Remember when he took us horseback
riding for my seventh birthday? I begged him for weeks to take us. He made me
keep it secret from Mom. She would have killed him if she had found out. She
still doesn’t know.”


“You had to ride the palomino.” Troy smiles and shakes his
head. “You could barely stay in the saddle.”


“Hey, if I remember correctly, you fell off.”


“That’s only because your horse tried to bite mine and mine
bolted forward.”


“I laughed so hard I almost peed my pants.” I push against
the seat in front of me. “Sicheii bought us ice cream in that shop in Old Town
to keep us quiet. Everything with him was a secret.”


“He did what he thought was best.” He brushes hair from my
eyes. “So, what’s up? What aren’t you telling me?”


“Me? Keep secrets? Whom could I have learned that from?”


He leans closer. “No more secrets between us, remember? Tell
me what’s got you so worried.”


“You mean besides the entire fate of mankind and Mother
Earth.”


“You’re not fooling me. Spill the beans.”


He won’t let it go. He knows me too well. I don’t want to
tell him about the meeting with the Prime Elector in the maze. I’m supposed to
meet him alone. He’ll kill anyone who comes with me, and if Troy finds out, he won’t
let me go on my own. He’s too stubborn for that, too loyal.


I’ve got to come up with something to tell him.


Connor shifts in his seat, and I
glance over my shoulder to check on him. He’s still sleeping.


Troy offers a cat ate the canary type of grin. “So,
is it Connor? I know you two like each other. Everyone knows it.”


Heat flushes my face. As awkward as it feels to talk to him
about Connor, at least it’s a safe subject, and I need to talk to someone, so I
confess to the lesser sin. “He kissed me the other day.”


“And...?”


“It was certainly different. You’ve always had lots of
girlfriends, so you know what you’re supposed to feel. I’ve never felt like
this before. My legs went wobbly, and I—”


He lifts his hand. “TMI. I don’t need to know any more than
that.”


“What do you think about him?”


Troy steals a look at Connor and sizes him up. “I like him.
I just don’t trust him. You know my history with my dad. I can’t trust anyone
who has a drinking problem. I know he’s working on it now, but he’s got a
problem, and he’s only just started working on it. I’m worried he’ll get
drunk when we can least afford it.”


My voice has a piercing edge that’s even more dangerous than
a crystal sword. “We all have problems, Troy.”


“He’s not a stray cat you can fix with some milk and a warm
place to stay.”


I glare at him because his analogy is stupid and doesn’t
even deserve a comment.


He sighs. “I can tell you’ve already made up your mind. Just
go slow with him. Make sure he proves himself first.”


“I’ll try,” I say, but it’s too late, and we both know it.


He leans back and closes his eyes.


I stare out the window and feel bad about keeping secrets
from him, but some secrets are worth keeping—like those that would get him
killed.














Connor


My eyes leap toward my flask as if they have a will of their
own. It’s tucked inside my rucksack barely a few feet away. I sigh. Drinking
has been part of my life from such an early age—one of the few constants.


I started shortly after my tenth
birthday. The pub made it easy—at first, a few swigs of beer when no one was
looking. Over the years, I became progressively bolder until I realized that
the pub owner didn’t care so long as someone else was paying, and that part was
easy. Who didn’t want to buy a drink for the kid who cleaned up the bar? Some
probably thought they were doing me a favor; others knew better. Either way, my
habit grew.


I’ve tucked a bottle of Jack Daniels in my bag and can
almost feel the whiskey burn my throat and warm my gullet. My body actually
tremors a little in anticipation, but then I look at Juliet and thoughts of
drinking drain from me. She makes me stronger, better somehow.


I groan and clench my jaw. I’m such an idiot. How did I
screw this up? I just wanted to see the other Chosen, confirm how totally
bonkers this whole situation actually was, and skate off to an island with the
gold coins. The easiest plan in the world to follow—any wanker could have pulled
it off, but as usual, I made a complete and total cock-up of the situation.


At least this time I wasn’t pissed. Or maybe things would
have been different if I had been drunk. None of that matters now, I suppose. Once
I met Juliet, everything changed. Even though I was completely wobble on my
feet, the world’s about to spin, where’s the toilet drunk, I knew she was
special. The lightning bolt blasted me when she smiled. Perhaps things would
have been better if she had let me get my bum whooped in that pub, but she
saved me. Now I’m hopelessly lost, a complete and total nutter.


We haven’t even known each other for a fortnight, and she’s
all I can think about. It’s maddening, and even worse, the other Chosen have
grown on me—even Troy. I desperately want to dislike him, but it’s impossible.
He’s as solid a guy as I’ve ever met. It’s just that he’s been best friends
with Juliet forever, and that’s hard to contend with, so part of me is jealous
of him. He’s spent his whole life as her best friend. I’d kill for that.


Now, I’ll kill so we can have a
future.


We must be getting close to England by now. It’s dark
outside, but little pinpricks appear in the distance. A feeling of dread seeps through
me and I sink into the chair. England—not my favorite place in the
world.


The plane banks into a sharp turn and throws me to the side.
The engines whine and Blake groans from the backseat.


Bloody hell. There’s no reason for the plane to turn.


Juliet must sense something’s wrong also because she has
already bolted out of her seat.


I jump after her, and we open the
door to the cockpit to find the pilot slumped backward in his chair, hand
pressed to his chest.


“Heart attack,” he gasps, and then he points to a blinking
control in the center video screen. “Autopilot.” The pilot’s body seizes; he
pushes against the yoke, and the plane starts to drop fast.


I’m thrown backwards, but luckily Juliet manages to clamber
into the co-pilot’s chair. The rest of the gang crowds in the doorway. Juliet slaps
at the control that’s marked Autopilot. The plane levels, turns back the
way it was headed before, and slowly climbs.


The pilot is unconscious.


I check his neck and find a faint
pulse. “Troy, help me move him.”


Troy grabs him by the shoulders and together we drag him
from the cockpit and lay him across the first row of seats.


Blake leans close to his face. “Wake up, Carl. Now’s not a
good time for a nap.”


“He’s not sleeping,” says Akari. “He’s unconscious, you
idiot.”


Blake’s voice raises in pitch. “No, he’s not. He’s just
tired. A good cup of coffee and he’ll be on his feet. And then he’ll land the
plane and we’ll off get off in one piece. I’ll get some coffee from the back.”


“He had a bloody heart attack.”


“He looks fine to me,” say Blake. “Maybe he has narcolepsy?
Lots of people have that problem. He’ll wake up any second.”


Troy shakes him. “Get a grip, man.”


“I hate airplanes,” says Blake. “Next time I’m taking a
boat. Boats are way safer. If the captain falls asleep, you can just let the
ship float until he wakes up.”


Akari waves her hand. “He’s not going to wake up. He’s
breathing, but we need to get him to a hospital.”


“Okay, we’ll need to do CPR on him.” Blake points at his
chest. “Put the heel of your hand against his chest and push down at a rate a
little faster than one per second.”


Akari moves in position and scowls at Blake. “If you know
what to do, why don’t you do it?”


“I’m not touching him. If he stops breathing, you’ll have to
give him mouth to mouth.”


“Great.”


“Any chance someone knows how to fly this thing?” I ask. When
no one answers, I head back to the cockpit and collapse into the pilot’s seat
next to Juliet.


The cockpit looks like something
from a rocket ship. Four large LCD screens make up the dash, a dozen lights and
switches flash above us, and dozens more line the console between the pilot and
co-pilot seats. A wheel attached to a throttle sits directly in front of each
of us; I’m careful not to touch mine.


None of the controls make sense. The LCD screens look like
radar. Clearly we’re rapidly approaching England, which might not be as good a
thing as it sounds. For the first time ever, I wish I had played flight
simulator games as a kid.


I look across at Juliet, and she doesn’t appear nearly as
panicked as I feel. “Do you have any idea what these controls mean?”


She shrugs. “Some of them.” She points to a few and names
them. “But what I really need is a manual. There has to be a manual around here
someplace.”


I holler at the others, “Check around for a manual.”


“A manual,” mutters Blake. “It’s a Gulfstream G550. What’s a
manual going to do?”


“Just find it,” I say.


“Got it.” Troy hands Juliet a phone book-sized manual.


“How are you going to read all that?” I ask.


“I’ve become a really fast reader.” She flips through the
book, turning the pages so quickly she barely has time to see what’s on the
page, and finishes in less than five minutes.


She smiles at me. “It’s not so hard to operate. The plane
basically flies itself. The landing might be a little tricky, but I’ve got
this.”


My mouth drops. “You’ve got this?”


“Sure.” She puts on a set of headsets and points out the
window. We’ve reached England already. “The coordinates programmed in the
autopilot will take us to the airport. We’re going to have to run through the
landing checklist in a few minutes and then switch the autopilot off.”


“What happens then?”


“I’ll have to land this puppy.” She grins at me. “Unless you
want to try.”


My head feels as if it’s about to explode. “You’ve learned
how to land the plane by reading the manual.”


She shrugs. “It’s all laid out in the technical stuff. Add
on some simple math and the rest is easy. I’m a little worried about the
controls because I’ve never used them before, so they might be tricky to work
at first.”


Sweat pours out of my body in rivers. “Oh, yes, I hate when
the controls are tricky to work at first. That’s what I’m worried about. Tricky.
Do you even have a driver’s license?”


“Nope. I haven’t taken the permit test yet.” Juliet shouts
over her shoulder. “Better fasten your seat belts. We’re going to land in a few
minutes and it might get bumpy.”


Blake actually yelps. “Land. What about Carl? It looks like
he’s feeling better.”


“He’s barely breathing,” says Akari. “Put down the life
jacket.”


“En-England’s an island. Better to-to be prepared.”


Juliet points to a switch on my side of the controls. “Flip
that control. That’s for the landing gear.”


“Which bloody switch? There’s fifteen of them.”


“The first one on the right in the center console.”


I hover my hand over the control she describes, and when she
nods, I flip it and hear the wheels drop into place.


Juliet flips a half dozen controls and then talks into the
headset. “Traffic tower, Flight G450 ready for landing.”


I put on my set just in time to hear the traffic control guy
say. “Roger. Land on runway 1. It’s all lit up for you.”


“Roger,” Juliet repeats.


“Shouldn’t you tell them about the pilot? I mean they might
want to know that you’ve never flown anything before. I’m just saying.”


“Good point.” She flips a switch. “Control Tower we have a sick
passenger on board. I think he’s had a heart attack. We’ll need an ambulance
upon arrival.”


“Roger that,” says the control tower.


Is she a complete nutter? “Are you sure they can’t do
anything? Maybe they can fly the thing remotely?”


She shakes her head. “The autopilot will do almost
everything. The end is up to us.” She points outside the windows at a set of
lights that forms a line in the near distance. “That’s our runway. You see? The
auto-pilot is already lowering the plane.” She points to a series of numbers on
the altimeter that’s steadily decreasing.


She grins at me. “Come on, Connor. James Bond would have no
problem in a situation like this.”


“Usually he ejects before the plane crashes.”


It’s amazing how quickly we approach the runway lights. I’ve
never realized how fast planes actually travel until now.


“Ready, Connor? I’m going to switch the autopilot off.”


I can’t talk. My hands ache as I squeeze the armrests into
oblivion.


Juliet taps the autopilot control and grabs the wheel. The
plane starts to shake as the wings swing.


Blake screeches from the cabin behind us.


Juliet wrestles with the controls for a few heartbeats until
the plane steadies. “It’s way more responsive than I would have thought.”


Something hard hits the windshield and Juliet jerks the
plane up and down.


“What was that?”


“Bird. This is the important part. We can’t drop too steeply,
but we have to slow our speed without stalling the engines. That control will
tell let us know if I’m off.”


“You mean the one that’s blinking red?”


“Yep, that’s the one. We’re a little steep.” She pulls on
the controls and the plane levels slightly. The control turns green. The
altimeter reads 2000 feet.


“Ready, Connor. Here we go.”


The runway rushes up to meet us. Juliet is sweating now. She’s
not nearly as calm as she’s making believe.


I look at the control and cringe. “Red!”


1000 feet.


My life passes before my eyes and it’s not pretty. 


Juliet groans slightly as she struggles to keep the nose up.


“Still red!”


500 feet.


The front of the plane passes the edge of the runway.


“Red!”


50 feet.


The front wheels hit the ground and the plane bounces, and we’re
jostled in the seats. It sounds like Blake’s crying from the back.


The plane settles back down and Juliet hits a number of
other switches. The engines whirl, the brakes lock, and the plane starts to
decelerate.


“I hope they have a long runway,” says Juliet. “We’re going
to need it.”


The plane speeds toward the terminal.


Juliet stomps on a pedal. The engines scream and the wheels
lock, and I brace for a collision. We’re speeding for the terminal. This isn’t
going to end well.


“Come on,” mutters Juliet.


The brakes take, the plane slows, and we stop ten feet
before the building.


Juliet flashes me a smile. “Never had a doubt.” She points
to the altimeter on the center console that reads 0. “It’s green.”


“Me neither.” I unclench my hands and large chunks of the
armrests rip from the seat.


“Right.” Juliet glances over her shoulder at the sick pilot.
“Strange how he had a heart attack on our flight. Quite the coincidence for
someone who seems so healthy.”














 


Connor


An ambulance drives up to the plane. We disembark and two
medics jump on board.


An official-looking guy waits for us by the entrance to the
terminal. “Where’s the pilot,” he says. “What was he bloody thinking? Has he
gone barking mad?”


I point to Juliet. “You’ll have to ask her.”


“You’re the pilot? How old are you?”


Juliet flashes him a sweet smile and bats her eyes. “I’ll be
sixteen in a few days.”


“Where’s Carl Grant? He’s the pilot who filed the flight
plans.”


I point to the ambulance. “He’s the one who had the heart
attack.”


The official rubs his hands through his thinning hair and
stares at Juliet. “You’re a pilot?”


Juliet twists in place and lies. “I’ve had a bunch of
lessons. I haven’t taken my final test yet.”


The man’s mouth drops. “That’s a Gulfstream.”


Blake steps forward and sticks out his hand for a handshake.
“I’m Blake Richards. We’re in a hurry. I’m sure you understand. Is the car
waiting for us?”


The official shakes Blake’s hand, walks us inside, and
mutters a constant stream of questions that we mostly ignore.


Finally, Blake touches him on the shoulder. “Please bill my father’s
company for any costs associated with our unusual landing. And add
twenty percent on top of that for yourself. I’m sure it will be best for
everyone if we keep this entire episode just between us. As far as we’re
concerned, Carl had a heart attack after he landed the plane.”


The man hesitates for a second. His eyes have a faraway
quality to them as if he’s adding the sum in his head, and then he nods. “Very
well. The important thing is that you’re safe and the pilot is getting medical
treatment. We’ll keep the rest between us.”


The small, swanky airport for private planes is the type of
place that I didn’t even know existed. It’s nothing like Heathrow—no custom
lines, baggage carousels, or vast ocean of sweaty annoying tourists to bother
us. We simply stroll through the small terminal, grab bottles of water they lay
out for free, and file into a limo that waits for us outside. I could get used
to living like this.


I clap Blake on the back. “Good work with the uptight
airport guy.”


Blake downs his bottle of water in one long gulp, his hands
shaky. “Are we dead? Is this the afterlife? Did Juliet really land that plan?”


I chuckle. “It’s hard to say, but I’m pretty sure we’re
alive.”


I tell the driver we want to go to Walton-on-Thames and the
words catch in my throat and actually stutter by the time I get to Thames.
Walton is, or was, as close to home as I’ve ever gotten. That’s where I worked
in the pub and lived with my foster parents. I don’t want to go back. Only bad
memories wait for me there, but here we are, and I can’t think of anywhere else
for us to hide out.


The limo has to travel through London to get to Walton, so I
play tour guide to pass the time and keep my mind off Walton. I point out the
obvious places like Buckingham Palace, Trafalgar Square, and the Tower of
London.


Akari’s the most excited of the group and peppers me with
questions.


Some are easy to answer, and others
leave me clueless, so I make things up. I spout rubbish like, that’s
Shakespeare’s house, the barracks for the Royal Guard, and a museum dedicated
to the Beatles.


Juliet catches on, elbows me in the ribs and tells me not to
be such an ass, but we all laugh when I come clean about my…
embellishments. I’ve never been the most honest guy. They should know that
about me.


The limo driver asks where in Walton we want him to stop.


I tell him to drop us off on the corner of High Street and
Front Street. Walton’s a small town in a London suburb, on the banks of the
River Thames. It’s nothing special, at least not to me. Some of the houses get
quite posh as you peel away from the small downtown.


I never spent much time in that
neighborhood. My life in Walton was mostly wasted between The Swan Pub on the
water and All Saints’ Church a few blocks away. I spent my time in a game of
tug-of-war with the pub owner and the vicar.


The limo pulls over to the curb and we all pile out. The air
is cool and wet, and the ground is slick from rain—typical crappy English
weather.


It’s one thirty in the morning. “No
one will be around at this time. The pub closes at midnight and nothing else is
open.”


Blake turns in a circle. “Great. Well, where are we going to
stay?”


I grin. “We’re not going to the pub, that’s for sure. I have
a plan.”


I lead us down High Street toward
the river. All the shops are closed. Most have been here for generations, but
some of the newer chain stores have bullied aside a few of the old standards,
like weeds breaking through the concrete. There’s even a Starbucks, which
created quite a stir when it opened six months ago. Some of the locals swore
they’d never step into the shop as some sort of test of their Englishness, but
there’s usually a line at the counter, and I’ve seen almost everyone inside at
least once.


Juliet walks beside me, her posture perfect, her long black
hair drifting behind her. I doubt anyone like her has ever visited Walton
before. It’s not that she’s the most beautiful woman in the world, although she
might be, but something else about her sucks all the oxygen from my lungs. She
has an inner strength that envelops her, and when she smiles—oh man, it’s like
the dawn breaking.


I’ve never felt like this before. I’d
do anything to pull a smile from her.


She turns toward me. “So this is where you grew up. It looks
cute. The cobblestones remind me of Old Town back home.”


“Looks can be deceiving,” I say as we pass the butcher shop
and clutch my hands into fists. The butcher used to treat me worse than a
servant. Every day, I’d collect the order for the pub. He’d barely talk to me,
and right before I left with it, he always told me the same thing: “Make sure
it all makes it to the pub.” Then he’d shoot me a nasty look, as if I were going
to steal it on the way down the street, or maybe eat it raw like some deranged orphan
dog.


Juliet must sense something’s wrong because her Husky shows
up again and trots beside us, eyes searching for danger.


Juliet takes my hand and laces her fingers into mine. The
feel of her skin, even just her fingers, chases away the bad memories.


“We don’t have to stay here,” she says. “We can find a hotel
somewhere else. Since they can trace me, we’re not exactly hiding out. As long
as you’re with me, they can find you and.... Maybe I should stay somewhere
else?”


I squeeze her hand tighter. “I’m not going anywhere without
you. Besides, I’ve got an idea.”


As we head toward the river, the residential street replaces
the main commercial one, and small houses are packed in tight. Most have a tiny
garden in front. Some look to be in bad shape, with peeling paint and rotten
wood, while others are newly restored. All the windows have boxes with flowers
in them.


Blake moves up next to us. “Where are we going to stay? It
looks like only the river is up ahead, and that pub.”


Streetlights brush against a white stucco building with a
steeply pitched gray roof and large wooden and glass double doors. A courtyard
with picnic tables flows to the river. Originally built in 1770, the building
stretches four stories tall and has been expanded a number of times. The
Swan has twenty-two guest rooms, but most of them never get used.


“We’re not headed to the pub.” I move faster and in a few
seconds we pass the pub and stand on the dock that faces the river. “We’re
going to old man Polen’s boat. He’s a big shot at one of the banks in London.
Most of the time he lives in the city, but he keeps a houseboat docked here for
weekends.”


We turn left and pass a series of dock slips for boats
alongside the boardwalk. A permit is required to use them. Most have tour boats
in them, but a handful of houseboats are also tied to the boardwalk. Polen’s
boat is docked right where it should be—a quarter mile upriver.


“There it is.” I point to a long flat houseboat made from
oak. “It has a cabin that sleeps ten people. It’ll be perfect for us.”


“What if he’s on board?” Blake asks.


“No one’s on the boat,” says Juliet. “I’d know.”


“I know where the old man keeps the key. I’ve tucked him in
bed a few times after he’s had a few too many at the pub. No one will even know
we’re here. We’ll be safe.”


As soon as I say the words, I wish I
could take them back. We’re not safe and we all know it. We’ll be safe when we
finish off the Prime Elector, and I take back that chip they made from Juliet’s
brainwaves. Until then, we’re in a constant state of danger.


Juliet untangles her hand from mine, and the Husky growls at
something in the tree off to our left. An owl hoots twice.


Troy scowls as he watches the bird fly away. “Owls are bad
omens.”


As if she agrees with Troy, the Husky barks, her attention
focused on a nearby oak.


Akari yanks off a notice nailed to it. Her face turns to ice
as she hands me the paper.


There’s an awful picture of me with big block letters:


WANTED FOR QUESTIONING FOR MURDER. CONSIDERED ARMED AND
DANGEROUS. CALL THE POLICE AT ONCE IF YOU SPOT HIM. REWARD OFFERED.














 


Connor


I find the key under a pot on the deck, open the cabin door,
and lead them into the tight galley kitchen. The notice rests on the kitchen
table between us.


Blake eyes me suspiciously. “Well, is there something you
want to tell us?”


“If Connor killed someone, he probably had a good reason.
Some people deserve what they get.” Akari pushes the paper away from her, her
face serious.


She’s certainly a tough nut. I never want to cross her. 


“Oh bloody hell, you’ve found me out,” I say. “I’m Jack
the Ripper reincarnated from an earlier life. I’ve murdered dozens of
people by ripping out their hearts.”


Troy smiles. “I’m happy we settled that then.”


I lift the notice and stare at the ugly picture of me. “I
have no idea what they’re babbling about in this wanted poster, but I wish they
would have used a better snap. This one makes me look desperate. It’s the one
from my school ID. That photographer was a twit.”


Akari rolls her eyes.


Troy leans forward. “Maybe the Deltites set you up in case
you ever came back?”


Juliet shakes her head. “It’s possible, but it doesn’t sound
like their style. They wouldn’t involve the authorities unless they had to.”


“Let’s sort it out in the morning.” Sitting here being
grilled is no fun, so I show them the cabins.


I lie down to sleep, and take a swig of whisky from my flask.
I spend the next hour or so tossing and turning, wondering who was murdered and
who set me up to take the fall.


Returning to Walton may have been a rotten idea.





The sun streams through the window. My mind immediately
returns to the wanted poster. The list of people who don’t like me is quite
long, including the local nickers. Having gotten into a few rows over the years
and being an orphan, the cops always suspected me whenever something bad happened.
I’d be surprised if they didn’t write it in their bloody manual—find Connor
and blame the no good orphan with a wise mouth.


I stretch and stroll out of my cabin. A pot of coffee sits
on the counter. It’s cold. It’s only eight in the morning, so whoever made it has
been up for hours already. I peek my head outside the door.


Juliet is sitting on the pier with
her feet dangling over the edge, her Husky perched in her lap.


My heart beats a little faster. I should stay inside, but
just her presence pulls me toward her. I check to make sure no one’s around, hop
off the boat, and settle in next to her.


She doesn’t turn her head. She just stares out onto the
river lost in thought. 


I don’t want to interrupt her, content just being next to
her. I’m turning into a complete and utter sap, but it’s out of my control, so
I just roll with it.


After a few minutes she turns toward me. A troubled look
shades her face.


“Couldn’t sleep?” I ask.


She shakes her head. “I can’t remember the last time I really
slept. What about you?”


I shrug. “I’ve always been a good sleeper. I tossed a bit
last night, wondering who’s pinning a murder on me, but other than that I didn’t
have a problem.”


She sighs and turns toward the river. “Have you ever played
the What If game?”


I grin. “Sounds kinky. I thought you wanted to go slow.”


“Be serious.” She chuckles and swats me on the leg.


Her smile shoots a bolt of energy through me. “Okay, what’s
the What If game?”


Her gaze pierces through me. A touch of sadness creeps
around the edges of her eyes. “It’s when you assume something as a fact and
create what happens next.”


I lean closer to her. “Like if you kiss me now, what would
happen afterward?”


Her eyes sparkle for a moment; at least I’ve chased away the
sadness, if only temporarily.


“That’s easy.”


She leans forward and we kiss. It’s
gentle and sweet and when she pulls back, I desperately want to do it again.


She grins. “Nothing.”


“Oh, that’s not how I imagined it. What type of game is
this?”


“I guess you lose then.” She frowns. “I’ve been playing the What
If game.”


“So what do you imagine when you play.”


She tilts her head and rests it against my shoulder. “Darkness.”


We sit that way for a long moment. I’m worried about her. I
wish I could chase away her problems and turn her darkness into light.


The Husky perks up and starts to growl.


Juliet looks down the path. “A policeman is coming. He’s on
a bike. He’ll be here in a few seconds.”


I squint my eyes, but I can’t see the officer. Still, I’m
sure she’s right. I glance at the boat and shift my weight to get up.


“There’s no time to go inside.”


She shoves me off the dock, and I splash into the river.


A familiar feeling of panic claws at my chest.


I can’t swim.














 


Connor


It’s bloody stupid to live on an island and never learn how
to swim. It’s even more ironic when you have a special ability to make solids
into liquids—a grand cosmic joke. All that’s out the window now. It’s too late
to take swimming lessons, and I might just drown in a river of irony.


The frigid water seeps through my clothes and the riverbed is
a collection of jagged edges. Luckily, the river is shallow, only four feet over
my head, so I force myself to relax. I’m not going to drown. With my enhanced
strength, I can easily push off the riverbed, do a back flip, and land on the
dock beside Juliet dolphin style. Of course, that might grab the attention of
the bobby, which would be counterproductive. He’d cuff me, or I’d have to hurt
him. Either way the result would be bad.


I push against the bottom, break the surface, gulp air, and
let gravity pull me back down to the bottom. This isn’t going to work out
either. It might not be as conspicuous as a grand dolphin-style leap out of the
water, but bobbing up and down like I’m on a pogo stick is a sure way to get
caught if the cop stops to chat with Juliet, and he’s sure to stop. Who wouldn’t?


Think. I have to think. What if I use my telekinesis to
create an air pocket?


I concentrate on pushing the water away from my face. The
water parts, and I create a tube to the surface. Air brushes against my nose,
and I smile. I can breathe underwater. Well, not really breathe underwater, but
the air pocket and tube operate as well as a snorkel. Who needs to learn how to
swim?


The boat’s hull is on my left. I move away from it and stick
to the stone wall that makes up the pier. Glass bottles, discarded trash, even
an old cricket bat lie on the riverbed. I push along until I’ve passed another
boat and spot a rusty ladder. Taking one slimy rung at a time, I reach the
pier, dripping wet.


The police officer has left and has sped down the path on
his bike. Juliet stands by our boat, bent at the waist, peering at the river
with a confused look on her face.


Maybe I can chase some of that darkness away with a little
fun.... I try to sneak up on her, but I can’t get too close because of the squishing
sounds my wet trainers make.


She turns and grins. “What happened? I thought the Loch Ness
Monster might have swallowed you up.”


“Nessie is in Scotland. Everyone knows that.” I creep closer,
unable to keep a mischievous grin from my face.


She looks over her shoulder and back at me. “No, you wouldn’t
push me in. I had to shove you. The policeman would’ve seen you.”


I take another cold, squishy step closer to her.


“Don’t do it. It looks cold.”


“It’s not so bad.” Smiling, I use my mind and give her a
gentle shove.


She teeters on the edge of the pier and raises both her
hands palm out. “This isn’t funny. I won’t be happy.”


“Oh?” I use my mind and shove a little harder.


She screeches and drops from sight, but... no splash.


I move to the edge and look down.


She’s hovering above the
water.


“You can fly!”


She shrugs. “You never know what you can do until you try.”


Then I feel a tug and she pulls me into the river again. This
time I jump out of the water and land on the pier.


She’s laughing a full body laugh as water rains down from my
shaggy hair.


I don’t mind that she got the best of me. It’s good to see
her happy. “How’d you do that?” Water streams down my body in little rivers.


She stops laughing long enough to say, “I just pushed
against the river with my mind and froze above the water. Good thing for you
too.”


A sharp wind blasts us in the face. Blake stands on the deck
of the houseboat with a nonplussed expression. “I thought we were laying low. I’m
surprised the whole town hasn’t heard this racket.”


He’s probably right, but I’d do it again to make Juliet
laugh.


He waves at us. “Come on. I’ll show you who Connor killed.”





I change my clothes, dry off, and join the group at the
kitchen table.


They’re looking at a news report on
Blake’s laptop. The title reads, “Local Butcher Murdered in Walton.”


“Oh bloody hell.” I push the computer away. Could I have
killed him? He was moving when I left. At least I thought he was moving.


When I look up, everyone’s staring at me as if I’m a common
criminal. My blood starts to boil. They shouldn’t look at me like that. They
should know me better than to assume I killed someone.


I’m about to go off when Juliet takes my hand. “So, tell us
about the butcher.”


Her voice settles me and, for once, I don’t act half-cocked.


I plop down into the chair next to Blake. “I won’t lie to
you. I hated that butcher and he hated me. I’m not going to go all weepy now
that he’s dead, but he was alive the last time I saw him. At least I think he
was.”


Blake pulls the computer close to him. “They say he died the
night you disappeared.”


I rake my hands through my hair. “We didn’t have what you
would call a friendly relationship. We had it out before I left. It got
physical. I bashed a chair over his stupid blockhead, but he was still alive
when I left the shop. I could swear he started to moan.”


“Maybe he died after you left?” Akari’s voice hardens. “What
did you fight about? Some people don’t deserve to live.”


“Oh, the usual rubbish. He thought I was a worthless orphan.
He accused me of stealing more than once, but this time we fought about the
only family I really have, Michelle. I didn’t like the way he’d been looking at
her. He was a creepy bloke. Rumors always swirled about him with young girls. I
warned him to stay away from her and made it clear that I’d come for him if he
touched her.”


I pause and search my memory of that last time I saw him. Was
he still alive? 


“Maybe he died after I left?”


Blake elbows me in the side with a confident expression on
his face. “He definitely died after you left. But you didn’t kill him.”


“How do you know?”


“It says here that he was stabbed to death.” Blake grins. “Unless
you’ve forgotten to tell us about that part?”


“Let me see that.” I grab the computer and the report
clearly says he was murdered with a knife, and they found him in the alley
behind his shop. “Someone else must have finished off the wanker.” A wave of
relief washes over me. As much as I hated him, I didn’t want to be responsible
for his death.


Troy shrugs. “The cops still think you murdered him, so we’ll
have to be careful. It doesn’t matter who did it. They won’t believe you.”


I pull the computer closer and read the rest of the story.
It describes the murder weapon as a switchblade. I know someone who has a knife
like that, and a sick feeling sours my stomach. “Damn, I think I know who
killed him.”


“Who?” asks Troy.


I shake my head. “It doesn’t matter. Like you said, the
police think I did it, so that’s all that’s important.”


“Well, we should get on with things.” Blake closes the
laptop and turns toward Juliet. “Where can we find the Prime Elector?”


Juliet clasps her hands in front of her. “Let’s not.”


She looks sincere, which is weird.


“We came here to find him.” Akari glances at Juliet. “We
need to kill him.”


“Yes, we do,” says Juliet. “We just don’t need to do it
today. I’ve never been to London. Let’s spend the day and see the city like
normal people. I’ve always wanted to see a castle. We can save the universe
tomorrow.”


“Brilliant!” I practically bounce from my seat. I’d risk the
world for a day with Juliet. “London has a cracking good castle. All in favor
of a visit say, aye!”


Everyone agrees, but Troy shoots Juliet an odd look.


She doesn’t seem to notice and says, “First, we’ve got to
disguise Connor. Was that a drug store we passed on High Street?”


Perhaps it’s the gleam in her eyes, but I get the feeling I’m
not going to like what she has planned for me.














 


Juliet


We’re all capable of taking a life. It just depends upon the
circumstances.


Connor’s reaction to the butcher’s
murder tells me all I need to know. He’s innocent. He can’t keep the truth from
me.


I killed a Seeker in Arizona and Gagarin back in New York
City. Yes, neither was technically human, but that’s unimportant. Both times
were in self-defense, or that’s what I tell myself, but in my quiet moments, I’m
not so sure.


Did I have to kill the Seeker, or
did I want to kill him because he murdered Sicheii? Could we have let
Gagarin live?


It doesn’t matter now, but I bet my aura isn’t all white. It
probably never was.


Connor would never admit it, but he has a strong moral code.
He might act rough, but he’d never kill someone unless he had to, unless he had
no other choice. He has a stronger moral compass than me.


Akari and I walk into town and enter a drug store named Alliance
Boots. It’s not the same as CVS or Walgreens back home, but it’s a big
store and has everything we need to change Connor’s appearance. He can’t go
around looking like the photo in the wanted poster. Even if he’s innocent, he’ll
get caught for sure.


When we return to the boat, Akari waves a box with red hair
dye in it.


Connor shakes head. “Red. Never. I’ll look like a ginger
cat.”


Akari chuckles. “The red is for me. I want to add a streak
of color to my hair. I’ve always wanted to do it and red seems like the best
choice. Besides, this way people will look at me rather than you. We bought
black for you.”


I watch a YouTube video on cutting hair, lift a newly
purchased pair of scissors, snip it a few times in the air for fun, and grin at
Connor—basically, my best mad scientist impersonation.


He covers his head with both his hands.


“Stop being a baby,” I say. “You were less nervous when we
faced the Deltites in the Boathouse!”


“Watching one YouTube clip on snipping hair doesn’t make you
an expert. My hair’s hard to cut.”


“It was practically fifteen minutes.” I snip the scissors at
him again.


He shifts to stand, and I push him down. “Don’t you trust
me?” I bat my eyes at him.


“I’ll wear the ridiculous specks you bought. That should be
good enough.”


“Your hair will grow back. After we cut it, we’ll dye it
black. No one will recognize you.” I move in with the scissors. “If you keep
moving I’ll end up nipping your ears.”


Connor groans. “Can’t I just wear a bloody hat?” 


Akari grabs him by the shoulders and pushes him down. 


Momentarily still, I attack. Once started, he has no choice
but to stay still for the rest. We don’t let him see his reflection in a mirror
until after we dye his hair. He looks all right, maybe a little tougher than he
did with long shaggy brown hair. None of it matters to me. He’s the same person.
Superficial things like hairstyle and color are meaningless.


I lean back and size up the job we did. The top is longer
than the sides and the back isn’t straight, but it all holds together close
enough.


I hand him the mirror. “Not the best
cut in the world, but it’ll do.”


He studies it for a few seconds, liquefies the mirror in his
hand, and drops his head. “I look like a nerdy prat.”


Blake grins. “Nothing they could do about that. Your true
self came through. Welcome to the club.”


Troy claps him on the shoulder. “It’s not too bad.”


“Let them at your braid then.”


“Never.” Troy laughs. “That’s the source of my spiritual
strength. I’ll never cut it.”


“No one’s looking for Troy.” Blake opens a cabinet, pulls
out a bag of potato chips, and groans. “Prawn Cocktail? That’s disgusting.”


Connor snatches the bag from him and chomps on a chip. “Stop
being so American. Prawn Cocktail crisps rock. You’ve got to try oysters
and vinegar.”


Blake smirks. “Now I know why they say English food is so
bad. You people will eat anything.”


Akari returns from the bathroom, a new red streak in her
short black hair. “How do I look?”


Blake stammers. “R-Really gr-great.”


She beams a bright smile. She probably never got the chance
to be herself in her small Japanese fishing village. Now that she has a little
freedom, she’s blooming in front of us and becoming brighter, bolder.


“Shouldn’t we be going?” she says.





We take the train into London. It’s an aboveground commuter
train, and since it’s late in the day for going to work, only a few people are
on it. Along the way we pass the Hampton Court Palace stop, which sends a
shiver up my spine, and a feeling of dread settles into my stomach. 


We depart at the last stop, Waterloo. The station is
half outside train yard, and half gigantic concourse. 


Connor waves his arms in the air with a dramatic flourish. “Waterloo
is the busiest train station in England.”


I smirk. “Wow, you really know how to show a girl a good
time.”


“Don’t worry, you’re going to love the castle.” He leads us
down an escalator and into the Underground, which is a giant maze of tunnels.
It’s hard not to feel like a mouse searching for cheese.


Akari’s eyes grow wide. The congestion and tunnels may be pushing
her toward a panic attack, so I take her hand. Just the touch steadies her, and
she begins to walk more confidently.


We pass hundreds of people on our way to the right train. It’s
an eclectic mix: a violinist with a hat for tips, business people in suits,
young adults with backpacks, even one guy hoisting a bicycle in the air before
we get to the brown line.


Connor explains that the brown line will
take us to the yellow line, where we’ll get off at Tower Hill.


The trains are newer than those in New York City. One even
has a carpeted floor. Still, the network seems more complicated than the one we
took in New York. It’s all a bit of a jumble, but I’m not worried about it. He
knows the way, and it feels good to follow.


I just want to enjoy the day and live for the moment for
once. I don’t have a clue what will happen tomorrow when I meet the Prime
Elector, and I’m not sure I’ll even have a tomorrow after that.
Certainly none I can rely upon, so enjoying today is all that’s left.


When we finally reach Tower Hill, we jostle our way out of
the crowded subway car and find a long escalator that rises out of the station.


Connor wraps his arms around my
waist and I lean backward. It feels good to sense his strength and warmth. I’d like
to bottle it up and take it with me tomorrow.


When we clear the station, Akari wanders toward the curb and
Connor yanks her back. “Our roads are different from yours. We drive on the
correct side of the street. The left side. You all do it wrong.” He
points to an arrow painted on the street, which reads, Look Right in
yellow.


“Don’t worry, you’ll get the hang of it,” he says.


Blake frowns as a double decker bus streams past us. “Or we’ll
get smoked.”


“Well, yes, there’s always that possibility.” Connor points
across the street. “That’s the Tower of London. It’s almost a thousand years
old.”


My mouth drops. We saw it briefly from the limo, but it’s
more impressive from the street. A huge stone wall rings the fortress, making
it look taller than it really is because of the steep slope it’s built on. A
second wall sits behind the first. The tops of stone buildings peek over that
one. I’m guessing a moat used to circle the fortress, especially because the
castle overlooks the Thames River.


“Come on, we’ll buy some tickets at the tourist desk and go
inside.” Connor starts off toward his right, but I’m still frozen. This stone
fortress has been around for almost a thousand years. None of the buildings in
town back home are more than two hundred years old. Even the oldest building in
New York City is practically new when compared to the Tower of London. The
castle is ancient; it’s hard for me to wrap my mind around such a long history.
Columbus traveled to America four hundred years after this castle was
built. The masons who constructed these walls had no idea North America even
existed. Just like how no one but us knows about the Deltites or that Alpha
exists.


Troy bumps into me. “That’s something. I wonder what Arizona
was like a thousand years ago.” 


“We certainly didn’t have anything like this.”


“We had cliff dwellings, buffalo herds, red rock formations,
rivers with fish. Who needs castles?” He winks at me.


I know he’s right. Nature is always
more impressive than anything man can build, but still, the castle is pretty
cool.


“Come on,” Connor calls over his shoulder, and we hustle to
catch up. “After they chopped off someone’s head, they’d stick it on a pike and
raise it on top of the wall. That way everyone could see what happens to
traitors.”


“Great,” says Blake.


Akari playfully elbows him. “Worried what your head would
look like on a stick?”


Blake straightens his polo shirt and speaks in an
aristocratic tone. “I’m sure it would be very dignified.”


We all laugh and make Blake buy us tickets at the kiosk. We
circle the tower until we find the entrance, then march over a bridge and
through a massive gate.


“We’ve got to wait for one of the Beefeater tours.” Connor
stops where a group of twenty tourists are hanging out by a Tour Starts Here
sign. “They’re so much fun.”


“Why are they called Beefeaters?” asks Akari.


“Back in the day, and don’t ask me when the day was, the
guards were the only ones around here who could afford to eat beef.” Connor
smiles. 


He’s enjoying his role as tour guide, although we have to be
careful not to believe everything he says. Still, he sounds on the level.


A Beefeater strolls over and starts the tour. He’s in his
fifties with a white beard and intelligent, sparkling eyes. A black top hat
with red piping sits firmly on his head, and he’s wearing a black cloak with a
red crown and the letters E and R on the chest. His booming voice
rumbles and demands immediate respect.


He introduces himself as Billy the Beefeater and motions for
all the children to come close. When they settle in front, he glowers at them
and tells them he hates children. The kids look scared, and then he tells them
that monsters do exist and they hide under their beds at night.


One young boy shouts, “My bed’s on the floor!”


Billy smiles at him and asks whether they have an attic.


The boy nods.


“Better check that.” Billy grins.


We laugh and the tour starts. Even the parents are in a good
mood. He points out interesting buildings and architecture, but spends most of
the time detailing the history of the castle, especially the beheadings. The
names and stories rush past in a blizzard of grisly head chopping: William
Hasting, Anne Boleyn, Catherine Howard, Lady Jane Grey, and Robert Devereux to
name just a few.


The tour ends and Connor grins. “I told you the Beefeater
tour was fun. All those guys are retired military men. I hear they do a killer Jack
the Ripper pub crawl.”


We all laugh at his silly joke. It feels good, but the skin
on my neck feels prickly. I turn and see Jared standing at the edge of one of
the buildings.


He grins and nods for me to join him.


I turn toward the others. “I need to use the restroom. I’ll
be back in a minute.” I hustle toward the building where I saw Jared, make a
sharp left, and find him leaning against a wall.


He’s wearing a loose-fitting olive trench coat, black pants and
T-shirt, and he sports an arrogant grin. “I trust your flight was... uneventful.”


“You poisoned the pilot. Why would you do that?”


“I don’t know what you’re talking about.” His smug voice
makes it clear he had something to do with the pilot. “Are you enjoying your
day in London? I’m surprised to see you sightseeing.”


“I have until tomorrow to meet the Prime Elector. You said
noon.”


He grabs my arm and pulls me close. “I don’t like the
company you’re keeping. I told you to come alone.”


His fingers dig into my flesh, and he’s so tall, I have to
strain my neck to look up at him. 


“You just said to meet the Prime Elector alone. I’ll be at
the maze at noon. They won’t be with me.”


He releases my arm. “Are you sure? If you’d like to speed
things up a bit, we can kill your friends now—put them out of their misery.”


We? I sweep my mind across the castle until it forms
a grid. Four other Deltites are at the Tower: two on top of the wall in front
of us, one by the Crown Jewels exhibit, and another near the armory.


I’m a fool. I should have been looking for them all along. “No,
there’s no reason for that.” I look down at my feet. “I’ll honor our
arrangement. I’ll be alone tomorrow.”


“Good. We’ll be watching.” He turns and stalks away.


He blends into the crowd. No one else knows he’s different,
that he’s an alien.


I envy their ignorance. There’s nothing they could do about
him anyway. Maybe there’s nothing I can do either.


After straightening my shirt and slowing my racing heart
back to its normal rhythm, I turn to rejoin the others, and almost bump into
Troy. “What are you doing here?”


“I thought I’d check on you. Something’s wrong.” His eyes
glint suspiciously. “Don’t tell me it’s Connor, either.”


I force a smile onto my face. “You’re imagining things.”


“It’s not like you to put off this fight with the Prime
Elector. What’s up?” He crosses his arms over his chest.


My heart breaks. I don’t want to lie to him, but if he knows
my plan to meet the Prime Elector alone, he’d never allow it. He’d follow me or
find some other way to get in the way to try and protect me.


It’s my turn to protect him, so I shrug. “It’s just jet lag.
I haven’t been sleeping and thought a day off would help revive me. We’ll find
the Prime Elector tomorrow. All work and no play makes for a dull Juliet. Don’t
worry. Everything’s fine.”


“You know you can tell me anything.”


“I know. Come on, let’s join the others.” I tug on his arm
and when we turn toward the others, I spot a Deltite standing only a few feet
away from Blake.


She’s hiding her face behind a map of the castle, but she’s
watching us.














 


Juliet


Akari and Troy have to see the armory before they go,
so we stroll among the armor, swords, crossbows, and battleaxes—quite a mix of
weaponry. Blake lingers near the crossbows, and I stop in front of a long line
of swords.


Troy ambles next to me, and as usual he reads my mind. “Miss
your sword?”


I nod. “I felt stronger when I had it.”


Connor has the extra sword we found in Stuart’s apartment; he
tried to give it to me, but I refused it. It won’t help when I face the Prime
Elector, so what would be the point? Besides, he’s practically as good with it
as I am, and I feel better knowing that he’s armed.


After we exit the armory, we’re all set to leave the castle...
except for Blake. He crosses his arms against his thin chest and won’t budge
until we agree to see the crown jewels, so we wait in the long line for the
exhibit and take turns making fun of him.


Connor laughs freely, like a wave crashing against the
shore.


I intertwine my fingers with his,
wishing we could always be like this.


When we finally enter the large exhibit hall, I marvel at
the ornate crowns, scepters, swords, rings, and full-length diamond-studded
robes. They’re way more important than just a collection of beautiful items.
Royalty had them created in order to subject people to their will, to demonstrate
their power over common people, to scare them and make them do their bidding.


What will the Deltites use? Will
they have jewels, fancy robes, crowns or something unexpected to remind us of
their relative awesomeness? Maybe they’re so patently better than us, they won’t
need anything at all.


Connor shatters my thoughts when he whispers in my ear. “When
we finish with the Prime Elector, I’ll have a crown made for you.”


I squeeze his hand and nod toward Blake, whose tongue has
practically flapped out of his mouth. “You’ll have to compete with Blake. He’ll
want a few.”


We chuckle when Akari rolls her eyes and shoves Blake in the
back to make him move along.


After the exhibit, we plunge back into the chilly afternoon.
Blake chats nonstop about the jewels and their intricate designs. It’s good to
hear him excited, even if it’s only about an exhibit hall of royal gems.


My blood turns to ice when I notice three Deltites in a
small knot leaning against a wall. Their drab-colored overcoats are the only
things that break up their black apparel. They’re toying with us.


Toying with me. A small blizzard
swirls in my chest, so I hold Connor’s hand tighter and steer clear of them.


We cross the gate out of the Tower, and Connor suggests we
eat real fish and chips.


Troy agrees before he finishes the
word chips.


“Brilliant,” says Connor. “I know the best place for the
most authentic fish and chips in all of London.” He flags down a cab and we
jump in.


Akari asks Connor a question about British royalty, and he
recites all the royal families from the beginning of time in a thick accent. He
smiles at the end. “It gets drummed into every kid in England. When I’m old and
senile, it’ll be the only thing I’ll remember. I’ll recite the names with a
puddle of drool dripping from my mouth.”


“Well then, that’s a pretty picture,” Blake jokes.


The car pulls to the curb and we pile out.


Connor leads us down a small alley
to an ancient pub called Grenadier. He orders us five fish and chips
lunch specials and pays in advance. A few minutes later the bartender returns
with paper bags, already discolored with grease stains.


By the time we hit the street, Troy’s already stuffing his
face.


Connor grins. “That’s the original fast food, Troy. It
tasted better when they wrapped it in newspaper.”


“Newspaper,” snorts Blake. “You could get lead poisoning
along with a half dozen other things.”


Connor slaps him on the back. “No need to worry. The grease
kills all the bad stuff.” 


“Sounds good to me.” I take a bite of the fried cod—a lump
of greasy fried happiness. I’m sure I moan a little. “Wow,” is all I can say.


“We’re close to Hyde Park. Let’s eat there.” Connor
continues down the alley.


A few minutes later we cross a main
street, enter the park, and walk to our right where a few people are gathering in
clusters.


“What’s going on?” asks Akari.


“Speaker’s Corner.” Connor mumbles with his mouth full of
fried fish. “Anyone can bring a crate, step on top and prattle on about crazy
stuff. Most of them are nutters. It’s perfect for you, Blake. Maybe one of them
is going on about diseases.”


“Let’s check it out.” Troy saunters over. He’s already
finished his fish and chips and tosses the empty bag into a trash container.


Three people stand on crates and talk to small crowds that
have gathered around them. We stop in the back of the largest crowd. The
speaker has short gray hair, wears a raincoat, and practically foams at the
mouth as spit flies from her mouth in every direction, which is probably only
one of many reasons why the crowd gives her a wide birth.


She’s placed large pieces of cardboard on two stands next to
her. One is titled, “Aliens Live Among Us!” Under the title is an odd
collection of pictures: some look like spaceships, others are drawings of
aliens with giant heads and thin bodies. One catches my attention; it looks
like a Deltite in a shimmering tunic.


The other piece of cardboard is titled “The End is Near!”
She’s placed news clippings of recent natural disasters under the headline. All
in all, she’s painting quite a depressing picture.


“Aliens want to steal our planet for its natural resources,”
she shouts. “They will slaughter us like cattle and make hamburgers out of our
flesh. They’re already here. They don’t look like green men. They’re able to
look like us. I know three who live in London!”


Connor nudges me with an elbow and nods up at the lady, a
mischievous grin on his face.


The papers in the woman’s hand start to lift in her grasp.
She stutters and her face turns ashen.


Blake catches on and creates a short blast of wind that
topples over her cardboard signs.


“W-What’s happening?” The woman scans the crowd. “They’re
here. Aliens are here! They’re doing this!”


Akari cracks a smile and one of the cardboard signs catches
on fire.


A woman in the front of the crowd gasps.


The pranks are stupid, but I have to laugh.


Even Troy is grinning.


Blake creates a gust that blows out the fire.


Akari chuckles. “You’re no fun.”


We leave the lady behind as she stamps on the cardboard sign
to make sure the fire is out. Hyde Park is beautiful with lush grass fields,
tall trees, and wide walking paths. It’s smaller than Central Park, but feels
older and stronger. As we pass a corral with children and horses on our right,
they burst into delighted giggles. 


“Where to?” I loop my arm around Connor’s.


“Kensington Gardens is just up ahead.” He speeds his pace. “It’s
one of London’s special places.”


A short time later we arrive at a long rectangular
reflecting pool that leads toward Kensington Palace in the distance. I
understand what Connor means by a special place. The combination of the pool
and the splashes of color ringing it are more than beautiful. There’s a certain
harmony to it, a symmetry that’s calming and tranquil.


We stop next to a bench and stare out at the reflecting
pool.


Blake whistles. “Well, that’s a splendid little summer
house.”


Connor slips his hand in mine. “There’s a Peter Pan statue
hidden around here. It’s not far. I’m sure I could find it, if you’d like to
see it.”


Troy stretches and plops on the bench. “Why don’t you two go
ahead? I’ll rest on the bench.”


He’s still my best friend; he’s still looking out for me.


Blake frowns. “Well, I’m not tired. Where’s this Peter Pan
thing?”


Akari stomps on his foot.


“Hey!” Blake hops.


“Why don’t you and I stay with Troy and let Connor and
Juliet find the statue on their own?” She nods at us.


“Oh. Yeah, that would be best.” He turns pink and whispers
to Akari while shaking his foot. “You could’ve just said something.”


Connor pulls me away and calls over his shoulder, “We’ll be
back. I promise.”


“So, Peter Pan, huh?” I smile. “I didn’t know you were such
a fan.”


“Of course. I love Pan. He’s an English institution. When I
was little, I wanted to be a Lost Boy.”


“Right.” I don’t believe a word he says.


“I had a wicked crush on Tinker Bell.”


I put my hands on my hips. “Tink. Really?”


He shrugs. “Fairies are hot.”


We laugh as we wind our way through the park and stop in
front of a statue of Peter Pan. The young boy is playing a flute on top of a
small hill, and characters from the story are carved into the side of the hill.
We circle the statue; it’s beautiful, and no one else is around.


“Hey, you didn’t suggest we come here so we’d be alone, did
you?”


Connor points to his chest. “Me. Would I do such a
thing?”


I bat my eyes at him. “I hope so.”


He takes my hands. The sun peeks from behind a cloud and
reflects off his eyes. They look incredibly deep.


I could fall into them and get lost
forever.


“‘Shall I compare thee to a summer’s day? Thou art more
lovely and more temperate.’”


“Is that it?” I frown.


“I’ve never been good at remembering Shakespeare, and I’m
sure the rest fails miserably to describe how beautiful you are.” He sweeps his
fingers against my cheek and traces the tips down my face and chin.


I’ve never thought of myself as beautiful, but when he says
it, I hear the truth in his voice. Not that I’m really beautiful, but that he
believes I am, which is way more important. Who cares about what anyone else
thinks?


“You might not be James Bond, but you’re not so bad
yourself.” I take his fake glasses off and move toward him.


He meets me halfway; our lips press together, and heat
ripples through my body. His lips are soft and he still tastes like fish and
chips. He flattens his hand against the small of my back and his fingers singe
my skin.


I drop his glasses, wrap my hand around his neck, and pull
him into me. All the oxygen leaves my lungs as his body pushes against mine.


It’s ridiculous, but I’m lost in our private world in the
middle of a giant city and a vast park. It’s crazy how a moment can feel so
intimate with someone at the oddest times and in the weirdest places. I’ve
never felt this close to another person before. My nerves fire as our bodies
connect, and his hands send a shiver up my back. It’s like he’s become part of
me. I can’t tell where he starts and I end. I almost don’t hear the Husky
barking—almost.


We separate and stare at the dog.


He waves at her. “Not now. We’re just snogging.”


The Husky barks again. 


I glance in the direction where we left the others and
search the park with my mind.


Four Deltites are closing in on
them.














 


Connor


I struggle to keep up with Juliet.


She’s flying. Even with my enhanced speed, she pulls away
and hurdles over a five-foot hedge like an Olympian.


I’m a full five-seconds behind when
I leap over the same hedge and join her with the others at the bench.


She’s a step in front of them, her head swiveling back and
forth like she’s at a tennis match.


Her Husky races toward the palace at
a full sprint, barking and snarling.


I bound toward her, but I don’t spot anything unusual: a few
tourists on the far end who take pictures of the palace, a mother with a
stroller, a father who’s walking with his son holding a football.


Troy jumps to his feet. “What’s wrong, Jules?”


Juliet sounds hesitant. “I don’t know. I thought... I guess
I’m... seeing things. Maybe I’m going nuts.”


“Did you see more dark spirits?” Troy scans the park.


Juliet touches him on the arm. “No, Troy. It’s just shadows.
I guess I’m... going a little crazy.”


Blake joins them. “Well, you were alone with Connor for a
full twenty minutes. That could damage anyone. I figured you’d come running
long before now.”


“Good point,” says Troy.


“Let’s go back to the boat.” Akari wraps an arm around Juliet’s
shoulder.


Blake grins. “Well, I don’t see how that’s going to help.
Unless Connor’s going to stay here.”


I lunge for his throat and he jumps back. We circle around
the bench for a few seconds while I’m cursing at him, until I lift him with my
mind and hold him in the air.


“How about I toss you in the water?” I slide him toward the
reflecting pool, keeping him two feet above the ground.


He fights me with his own telekinesis, but I’m stronger and
he knows it, so he flattens both hands together in a pleading motion. “Okay,
okay, I take it back. Who wouldn’t want to be alone with you? I’m sure there
are long lines of girls who find you attractive in a Neanderthal type of way.
Who knows? Maybe even a few dudes now that you’ve cut that hair?”


I laugh and drop him on the ground. “Next time you’re going
in.”


Everyone laughs, except for Juliet. She’s shaken, her eyes
constantly scanning the horizon.


She sees more than she’s willing to tell us, and clearly knows
more than she’ll say.





We take the train back to Walton. By the time we reach the
houseboat, darkness blankets the river.


Blake taps on a keyboard in the kitchen and plays classical
music. He’s actually quite good.


Akari stands next to him and rests her hand on his shoulder,
lost in the music, and I wonder if she even notices that she’s touching him.


From the pink shade on Blake’s face,
he’s clearly aware of it.


Troy searches websites about news from New York City.
Gagarin’s death is in all the papers—a high-flying investment advisor murdered
under unusual circumstances. So far the police have no suspects or clues to
what happened. With any luck, it will stay that way.


Juliet paces the small galley twirling her hair, tension
spinning from her in tight swirls. She’s been this way since we returned. It’s
obvious she needs to get off the boat, and to be honest, I’d like to spend time
alone with her.


I grab a bottle of wine and two
glasses from the bar and block her path.


She stops inches from me, her coffee eyes wide, violet
flecks sparkling. We all have these swirls. It’s the Alphian DNA, but hers look
electric.


“Let’s go for a stroll. I know the best place to watch the
moonlight over the river.” I toss out my smoothest, most attractive smile and
arch my eyebrows. I’m a hopeless wanker, but it makes her smile.


“I don’t know if that’s a good idea.” 


She smells like roses. 


“The police are still looking for you.”


I shrug. “I know the perfect spot. They’ll never find us. No
one patrols the river at night.”


She glances at the door, and I can tell she wants to go. “I could
use some fresh air.”


Troy ambles over and touches her arm. “Pacing the boat is
not doing you any good. You should go. Be safe and have fun.” He swipes the
wine bottle from my hand. “You don’t need this.”


I scowl at him, but he’s right. I grabbed the bottle without
thinking. A buzz will only make the night more dangerous, and as long as Juliet
is with me, the wine isn’t important. I lighten my expression and wink at him. “Deal.”


He nods and heads back toward the table.


Juliet and I jump off the boat, and I slip my hand into
hers. The almost full moon brightens a clear sky, which is surprisingly good
weather for England. The stars add a hint of magic to the night.


“So where to?” she asks.


“I know the most special place on the river.”


“I bet you take all the girls there.”


I squeeze her hand tighter. “There are no other girls.”


She bumps into me, and I bump her back.


We pass The Swan, and a few seconds later we find the
willow tree I’m looking for. I pull back a branch and reveal a short path to a
flat rock that juts out onto the river.


She settles down on the rock, and I squeeze in next to her,
grinning like I’ve just won first place in some bloody race. “This is my
favorite place in all of England.”


“It’s beautiful.” She leans back on her hands and gazes at
the sky. “Have you noticed that the stars feel different now?”


I glance upward. “I know what you mean. They’re not just
some faraway places anymore. They’ve become real now that we know we aren’t
alone in the universe.”


“That crazy lady at Speaker’s Corner was right.” Juliet
chuckles and I wish I could record it, because her laughter sounds like music.


“Not about everything. I’m pretty sure the Deltites don’t
want to eat us, but she was closer to the truth than most.”


We both stare off into the star-filled sky.


“I wonder where Alpha is?” I say.


“It’s that one.” She points to a dim star in the horizon.


My mouth drops open. “How do you know?”


She playfully shoves me. “I’m just kidding. It could be any one
of them.”


“That’s cold.”


“My tribe has a legend about the stars. The First Woman
placed them in the sky. She used the stars to write the rules of life for us.
That way they would never fade.”


“I don’t see any rules.” I search her eyes, but she has them
fixed on the stars.


“They’re all there if you know what to look for. Some
constellations tell us how to hunt and others tell us the rules for marriage.”
She points to a few stars almost directly above us. “Those always stay
together. They tell us that a relationship between a man and woman should be
exclusive. Sicheii could point out all the constellations and knew what they
meant.


“Everything was going well until Coyote insisted that he
help. The First Woman gave him two twin stars to place in the sky. He accidentally
switched them. They were supposed to establish peace and friendship among all
the people in the world, but instead, war and strife plague mankind.”


“So it’s all Coyote’s fault?”


She sighs. “He tried to do the right thing. He just messed
up.”


We stay quiet for a long time and watch the moonlight
sparkle off the river. I’m content to sit this way for the rest of my life,
just us together with the moonlight and the river.


After a while she starts to twirl her hair, so something
must be troubling her.


“Playing the What If game again?” I
ask her.


The playfulness leaves her face and doubt sweeps in. “I saw a
vision of my grandfather right after the Boathouse. He told me the Alphians
weren’t all good and the Deltites weren’t all bad. He said I’d have a choice to
make.”


“Did he tell you what you should do?”


“Ha! Sicheii always spoke in riddles.” She tosses a stone
into the river. “He never told me what to do.”


Another rock plunks into the water. “I’m sure he’s right. No
one is all good or all bad.”


“When I used the tablet in the Boathouse I connected with
the Prime Elector.” She stares deep into my eyes. “It was only for a second,
but he didn’t seem bad to me. How do we know the visions from the Fusions are
real? How do we know any of this is real?”


“I’ve always followed my instinct.” I kiss her hand. “I know
what we have together is real.”


She leans her head against my shoulder. “So do I.”


We watch two swans float past, and she turns to face me.


She’s here, right next to me, and yet she still feels distant.
Her mind seems far away, distracted. Luckily, I remember the perfect poetry
verse to bring her back to the present. “Now a soft kiss—Aye by that kiss, I
vow an endless bliss.”


She smiles. “That’s not fair. You can’t quote John Keats to
me. How will I be able to resist you?”


“So you did read that book on English poetry I gave you. I
can go on. Maybe—”


“Maybe you should just kiss me instead.”


I lift the palm of her hand to my lips. Heat flows through
my body. I smile and trace my fingers down her cheek to her chin. Her eyes
glitter as though sprinkled with diamond dust. The air between us turns static
and time seems to slow. I gently brush my lips against her. Soft. Sweet.
Perfect.


We separate an inch and I playfully nibble her lower lip.


She grins. “Maybe we can relax that slow rule a little?” Her
eyes smile, and her lips part.


Just when I lean closer, we hear
voices from the path.


My stomach twists. What rotten luck.


A couple marches toward us, and I recognize the girl’s voice
right away.


Bloody hell!


We stand as their conversation becomes louder and it’s
obvious they’re headed right for us.


The girl says, “I know the turn-off is right over here.
Connor used to take me here all the time.”


“You mean that tosser who murdered the butcher?”


“Come on, Todd. I know you don’t like him, but Connor could
be sweet.”


“Let’s just say, you’ve upgraded the company you keep.”


Juliet’s face turns crimson, her eyes pinch together, and she
looks like she wants to murder me.


I whisper, “It’s not what you think.”


“Really?” She bumps into my shoulder as she pulls
back the willow branch.


I follow her to the path and to Todd and Susan.


Todd is roughly the size of a
mountain. He’s the captain of the rugby team.


“Is that you, Connor?” Susan squints her eyes. “What did you
do to your hair? And who’s your new friend?” She puts her hands on her
hips. A T-shirt fits snuggly over her generous curves, and a short skirt
reaches only the top of her thighs. She always wears short skirts, no matter
the weather.


Juliet’s eyes wash over her and her voice simmers. “We just
met. We’re not friends. I don’t know him.” She barrels past Susan, down the
path back to the houseboat, and out of my life.


“Juliet, wait!” I step toward her, but Todd blocks my way.


“There’s a reward on your head.” He grins and cracks his
knuckles. “They said you’re armed and dangerous, but I’m not worried.”














 


Juliet


My mind reels.


I’m so stupid! I’m a giant naive idiot! What did I
expect—that the stupid rock and the moonlight and the river were ours? That we
owned them? He’s probably brought dozens of girls to that very spot. All of
them pretty, with sparkling blue eyes and lush blonde hair and tiny miniskirts.


I kick a rock, stop, and stare out
at the river, but I don’t see the water. I see visions of Connor kissing that
girl, his hands in her hair, his hands on her legs.


Argh! I screech and the tree in front of me snaps down
the middle, top to bottom. I need to get a grip, so I steady my breathing, and
reason starts to crowd out the emotion.


He has a right to a history. Why should I care about old
girlfriends? I shouldn’t punish him because he has a past. We all have
histories. He never denied having had girlfriends. Of course, he didn’t
mention them either, and he did say there were no other girls for him but me.


Just like that, the emotion storms back. I thought we could
have had that rock and the moonlight and the river! One night, one moment—that’s
all I needed. It could have been ours; it could have lasted forever. Now we’ll
never have that unique, special time to cling to when all else is lost.


Negative thoughts start to spin a dark web inside my mind.


Maybe we’re not special together. Maybe I’m just one of
many girls. Maybe he likes her more. Maybe he’ll find someone else tomorrow
when I’m gone.


Maybe.... Maybe....


I wear myself out on maybes, and most of the anger
evaporates. Not all, of course; I’m still angry, whether I should be or not. I
know he didn’t make me any promises, and he didn’t lie to me. We never talked
about old relationships. He never said I was the first to sit on that stupid
rock with him, but it would have been nice—just one time—just this time.


I sigh. What does it matter now anyway? I’ll be gone in
the morning. Maybe it’s best this way.


I bottle up the rest of my emotions and march back to the
boat.


Troy is sitting on the pier, holding
a bucket of KFC in his lap.


“What are you doing out here?” I ask him.


He shrugs. “Just needed some fresh air.”


He’s lying, of course. He’s waiting for me, still trying to
protect me in his big brother way.


He glances over my shoulder. “Where’s Connor?”


I clench my hands into fists. “Back down the stupid path. On
some stupid rock. Near the stupid river. We ran into some of his stupid
friends.”


“Oh... what happened?” He steps toward me. “Do you want me
to beat him up? I’ll do it.” He lifts his hands into fists and playfully bends
into a boxing stance.


“We both know you’re really a big wuss.” I manage a half
grin. “He didn’t do anything.” Then I wrap Troy in a tight hug, and tears
trickle down my face. He thinks the tears are because of Connor, but they’re
not—these tears are exclusively for Troy. I might never see him again, and
suddenly everything is all too real.


He’s always been at the center of my life. I’m stronger now,
and can go on without him. It’s just that I’m going to miss him more than
anything, and I don’t know how to go on without him. I need him to be
safe. I need them all to be safe, and there’s no other way.


“I don’t know what he did, but he likes you.” Troy smiles. “He
likes you a lot.”


I pull back from him and wipe the tears from my eyes. “Of
course he does. I’m a real prize.” I chuckle. “Can’t you see?”


He frowns and pushes the hair away from my face. “Yes, you
are. You’ve always been special, even if you don’t realize it.”


I push my head against his chest again and breathe him in.
Memories flood through me—quiet times when we talked about nothing, which was
really when we talked about everything; loud times when we did stupid things,
like cliff diving from too high a ledge, or sneaking into the school late at
night to goof around. I want to get lost in these memories, but I can’t. Not
now. I need strength, so I push him away and take a mental photograph of his
face, so I’ll never forget an inch of it.


“It is good.” I tell him.


He repeats the traditional Navajo saying.


I turn away. New tears form at the corner of my eyes, but he’ll
never see them fall, and he’ll never know they were for him.














 


Connor


Juliet marches down the path until she fades into the
darkness and from my life. I’ll never catch up to her now. How did I screw
things up this badly?


Todd moves directly in front of me and cracks a dumb-looking
grin across his flat face. “I’ve been wanting to do this for some time. Imagine
my good fortune. Now the bobbies will pay me to pummel you.”


“Move out of the way, or you’ll regret it.” I ball my hands
into fists.


“In what universe can you best me? I’m going to enjoy giving
you a proper beating.” He darts forward and reaches for my waist in a rugby
style tackle.


He’s quick on his size thirteen feet, but I’m different now,
and he looks like he moves in slow motion. I easily sidestep him and land a
right hook against his blockhead.


He falls arse over elbows, knocked out cold.


Susan puts her hands on her hips and purses her lips. “What
did you do?”


“You saw it. He tried to hurt my fist with his rock-like
head.”


“You’re not funny.” She leans toward him. “You’d better go
before I call the police.”


I shake my head. “Come on, Susan. You can do better than
Todd.”


She looks up at me. “You mean better, like you? You’re fun,
Connor, but you’re a mess. Always have been. And now the police are after you.
Todd’s going to go to University and play rugby. He’s got a chance at making
something out of his life.”


“You’re right. Todd’s a better catch. Besides, I’m already
spoken for.”


She glances down the path and lifts an eyebrow. “You’d better
hurry and catch up to her then. Looks like she’s properly riled up.”


“Good luck with him,” I say and mean it. She deserves
happiness. It’s unlikely she’ll find it with a prat like Todd, but who knows?
Stranger things have happened.


Juliet’s long gone, so I skulk back to the boat, feeling
like the lowest creature on the planet—either a dung beetle or a Liverpool
football hooligan.


Troy is sitting on the pier eating from a bucket of KFC, an
open bottle of wine next to him. “Looks like you screwed up,” he says. “What
happened?”


I settle next to him. “We ran into an old girlfriend of mine
and Bob’s your uncle. How mad is she?”


He shrugs. “She has a temper. On a scale of one to ten I’d
say nuclear blast.”


I drop my head and fold my shoulders. “How long until she’ll
talk to me?”


“Hard to say, but she has a big heart. Trust me, she’s
forgiven a lot worse than an old girlfriend.” He hands me the wine.


“I thought you didn’t drink?”


“I usually don’t, but I figured you’d need some.”














 


Connor


My brain feels like it’s pounding. A giant, sweaty
construction worker might as well be bashing it with a jackhammer into tiny
painful pieces of rubble. I’m not a big believer in karma, but perhaps it’s
real and my bad actions are finally catching up to me. I haven’t been the best
person, and for the first time in my crummy life I wish I were different. Sure,
the world threw-up on me when my parents died, but I’ve made bad choices, hurt
people, and treated some shabbily who didn’t deserve it. Most of my bad acts
can be traced directly to my drinking, but that was a choice, and I’d be
fooling myself if I used it as an excuse. The booze only summoned the demons
that lurked under the surface.


Juliet deserves someone better.


I need to change.


I sit up and the pain ping-pongs between my temples. I try
to ignore it, but each beat becomes more painful. Wishing away this hangover
will only prolong my agony. I reach for a glass of water on the bedside table,
miss horribly, and knock the cup on the floor.


Glass shatters.


Brilliant.


My mouth feels like sand and my
tongue like it’s coated in tar. I’d kill for some water and pain tablets.


It must be morning because light streams through the window.
Even in this damaged, hellish, I wish I were never born
condition, one question ricochets through my stupid, worthless mind.


Why did I take Juliet to that rock?


We could have watched the river from a dozen other places.


Why did I act like a complete
idiot and take her to the one spot I always took girls? She’s nothing like any
of those others. She’s more special than all of them put together. How am I
going to make her believe that now?


I roll my head and try to work out a crick in my neck. Good
thing Troy was with me last night, or I would have really made a total mess of
things. I tried to knock on her door and came so close with my hand raised,
ready to totally stick a knife into any chance we have at being together. I
even called out her name, no doubt slurred out her name like a drunken wanker,
but Troy shepherded me into my cabin before I pounded on her door. Good thing.


I’ve got to thank him.


I look back at the night side table, hoping that by some
miracle another glass of water would be waiting for me, but all my luck has run
out. A little flash of white catches my attention. I squint until my eyes
focus. It’s a paper swan.


Was that there last night?


I search my memory, but there could
have been an elephant in the room last night, and I probably wouldn’t have
noticed or remembered.


I swing my legs out of the bed, remember to swipe the swan,
and stagger from the cabin in search of water and pain tablets.


“Oh there he is!” Blake bangs out two heavy chords on the
keyboard. “Casanova, reborn.”


I growl at him. “Touch that thing again and I’ll kill you.”


I stumble into the kitchen and drink straight from the
faucet like a dog. The water washes some of the tar from my tongue, but it’s
not enough. My head still pounds as I stumble to the table where the others are
hanging out.


Akari is folding origami creatures, and Troy is busy stuffing
the last bite of a McMuffin into his mouth.


The door to Juliet’s cabin is closed.


My stomach sours, and bile burns my
throat.


“She’s not in there,” Troy says.


“Where is she?” I look out the window to see if she’s on the
pier.


Troy shrugs. “She left before any of us woke up.”


I collapse into the chair next to Akari. “Well, I completely
threw a spanner in the works last night. She hates me.” I hand her the swan
from my room and clunk my head against the table. Not a good move—pain knifes
through my skull and carves its way down my stiff neck.


“I’m surprised you know origami, Connor.” Akari examines the
paper creature. “I like the swan.”


I lift my head. “It’s not mine. I thought you made it.”


Troy leans over Akari’s shoulder and grabs the paper bird. “Juliet
made it. It’s a note for you.” He hands me the paper.


“How do you know?”


“Juliet and her grandfather used a secret message system. He’d
make her a swan like this one and she’d know there was a note inside.”


I stare at the precisely folded paper, dreading the thought
of opening it. It feels like bad news.


“Well, aren’t you going to read it?” Blake leans forward.


I swallow the lump in my throat and unfold the bird.


Dear Connor,


I have to leave. Don’t blame yourself. It’s not your fault.


I’ll try not to mix up the stars.


It is good.


Love,


Juliet


I glance at Troy. “What does she mean by, ‘It is good?’”


He lowers his head and whispers, his voice coarse. “That’s
how the Navajo say goodbye.”














 


Juliet


I felt like a thief when I slipped away at first light. I
thought about writing Troy a note, but I want our hug to be the last connection
between us. It said more than I could ever express in words.


When he learns that I’ve left, he’ll know that embrace was
for him, my final goodbye. He’ll also realize I haven’t snuck away into hiding.
He’ll figure out that I’ve gone to confront the Prime Elector on my own. He won’t
like it and will try to stop me somehow, but he’ll be too late, and he has no
idea where to look for me.


I wander throughout Hampton Court Palace like a zombie, aimlessly
stumbling among the brick buildings and the tall spires.


The palace operated as a walled city
with nooks and crannies where bakers and smithies and soldiers worked together.
It would be fascinating if I were paying attention. They even have actors
walking around in traditional garb. King Henry the VII made an appearance in
the Courtyard. I think I was supposed to curtsey, but everything is dimmed in a
haze.


I’m sitting on a bench overlooking one of two sunken gardens,
each with the same rectangular shape. Flowers ring the outside while lush grass
grows in the center. When these gardens were first built, the grass area was
actually a fountain that contained exotic fish.


I’m an endless source of useless facts these days. I
researched the palace on Blake’s laptop last night and probably know every bit
of public knowledge about this place, none of which will help me when I face
the Prime Elector.


The massive clock on the tower shows the time: 11:55. I’ve
come this far, so might as well be on time.


Four Deltites walk the palace grounds with me, keeping a
respectful distance.


I don’t need to search for their signals anymore to find
them; my mind does it on autopilot. I trudge by them, barely glancing in their
direction, and walk past the oldest and largest grapevine in the world, and
toward the hedge maze. Built around 1700, over 350,000 people visit the massive
seven-foot hedge maze each year. It’s a busy tourist attraction, which is why
Jared stands outside the entrance. He’s dressed in an official looking uniform,
which makes it appear as if he works at the palace. A couple pushing a stroller
approach him, and he shoos them away.


Great. I’ll be alone with the Prime Elector.


Jared sees me, grins smugly, and sweeps his hand toward the
entrance in a grand gesture.


I don’t bother to look at him—he’s not important now. My
attention focuses on the Prime Elector.


He’s in the middle of the maze, his aura so intense it seems
as if a bonfire blazes at the center.


I could find him blindfolded.


I stop before the final turn to calm my nerves. My heart
races and my breath comes in gulps. I will finally meet him. It seems like my
whole life has been leading me to this moment. Part of me hopes he’s a monster,
someone as sick as Gagarin so I can hate him.


I so desperately want to hate him.


I turn the corner, and am suddenly paralyzed.


He smiles at me—definitely not the smile of a monster.














 


Connor


How could she have left?


I open the door to her cabin just to
make sure she’s not there. My soul has been sucked out of me. Barely able to
walk, I plop into a chair at the table.


“Well, what are we going to do now?” asks Blake. “Juliet was
the one who knew how to find the Prime Elector. Did she tell anyone?”


No one answers.


“We have to find her,” says Troy. “She’ll confront the Prime
Elector without us.”


“That’s bloody insane,” I say. “Why would she do that?” My
skull aches. The pain knifes into my neck, down my shoulders and into my chest.
I have a hard time breathing. The note is rubbish. This is my fault. I’ve
ruined everything.


“Maybe something else is at play,” says Blake. “I don’t want
to mention it, but the Deltites did capture her brain waves. Maybe they’re
controlling her? They could have persuaded her to change sides. I mean—she was
acting weird yesterday.”


Troy practically growls at him. “There’s no way she’d betray
us for dark spirits.”


I hate myself, but a whisper of doubt rolls through my mind.
Juliet was acting odd last night. Didn’t she talk about having reservations
by the river? A foggy memory forms on the edge of my thoughts—Did she say
the Prime Elector wasn’t bad?


Blake presses on. “Well, who saw her last?”


‘I guess I did,” says Troy. “Right before she stormed into
her room.”


“Did she give you any clue where she might go?”


“No.” He punches the table. The veins on his neck pulse, and
he looks as if he’ll explode at any second.


“I saw her after that,” says Akari. “I woke up in the middle
of the night and heard someone in the kitchen. She was using Blake’s computer.
She didn’t notice me. She looked busy, so I went back to bed without talking to
her.”


Blake grins and opens his laptop. “Everyone leaves behind a
digital footprint. Let’s see if Juliet left us a digital trail of breadcrumbs
so we can figure out what she’s up to.”


“Breadcrumbs?” asks Akari.


“Hansel and Gretel?” Blake looks at her with arched
eyebrows. “No?”


When Akari shakes her head, he says, “Must not be popular in
Japan. Every search leaves a trace. We can simply look at the search history on
the computer. Let’s hope she’s not into porn like Connor.”


“Very funny.” The tiniest bit of hope hangs in the air, which
starts my blood pumping again.


Blake types at a furious pace. After a few seconds, he
hesitates and rakes his hand through his hair. Something’s wrong. He should
have found the history by now. Time is slipping by. Every keystroke makes it
harder for us to find her. I’m practically jumping out of my skin.


“Come on, Blake. Hurry up.”


“She deleted the history, but I know a way to retrieve it.”
He starts typing again. “Almost there.” 


I can practically hear the time slipping away. 


“Bingo!” He stops typing and his eyes grow wide.


“What’s wrong?” Troy leans over his shoulder, so he can see
the screen.


“Wow! Juliet visited hundreds of sites last night. I don’t
know how she could have read that much stuff.” He studies the list.


“There’s got to be a common theme,” Troy says. “What sticks
out?”


“She visited a few sites on explosives and some on
religions.” Blake taps one of the keys. “Here we go. She read dozens on the
Hampton Court Palace and the Tudor family.”


All eyes look to me.


“Hampton Court Palace is not far from here.” I jump from my
seat and grab the duffel with my sword inside.


Blake closes his laptop. “Seems like a weird place to find
the Prime Elector. Who lives at a museum? Sounds more like a spot where you
would meet someone.”


He’s right, but what choice do we have? “It doesn’t matter
if Juliet has a meeting with the Prime Elector or he’s the bloody gardener. It’s
our only clue. We’ve got to follow it.”


Everyone agrees.


A few minutes later I lead us down a
side street. “We need a car. The train stops at the palace, but that’ll take
too long.” I glance at Troy. “Do you think you can hotwire one?”


“If it’s old....” He shrugs. “Sure.”


“We have plenty of those around here.” I spot a red Volvo
that must be at least twelve years old. “How about that?”


“It should work,” says Troy.


The door’s unlocked, so we clamber inside.


Troy bends under the steering column
for a minute, connects two wires that spark, and the car starts. Smiling, he
pulls the Volvo from the curb and starts to drive on the right side of the
street, which is the wrong side of the street.


I grab the wheel with my mind and yank the car back to the
left. “We’re in England, remember.”


His face tints pink. “Got it. Where to?”


“Juliet, I hope.”














 


Juliet


The Prime Elector sits on a bench in the direct center of
the maze, his back straight, his head pointed in my direction. He’s bathed in
such brilliant light it’s hard for me to see him clearly. I try hard to tone
down his aura, and only then do the details come into focus. Straight platinum
blond hair falls just past his ears and frames a perfectly symmetrical face,
with fine features that have a slight feminine quality to them.


I shake my head to clear away more of the light.


He stands and moves gracefully, his
white shirt flowing over a thin frame and lithe arms, and his loose fitting
black pants swishing with each step. He smiles at me, a genuine show of
affection that beams through his arctic blue eyes and the violet swirls that
pulse with electricity.


I’m frozen, but after a few moments a warm sensation starts
to defrost my body, and I force myself to breathe.


He looks to be around my age, and my sprits sink. I was hoping
for someone to dislike right away—a pirate with an evil grin and scar running
down his face; or a madman with a bald head and wild eyes. Maybe an aura that’s
blood-colored and sinister-looking. He’s nothing like that, and I have trouble
imagining how I can hate him.


He beckons for me to come closer with a wave of his hand,
and I move as if he’s pulling strings, as if I’m his puppet.


“Hello, Juliet Wildfire Stone. I’ve been waiting a long time
to meet you. My name is Aaric.” His voice sounds light and clear and honest.


I just learned about him two weeks ago. He couldn’t have
known about me much longer than that. “How long?”


“A lifetime.” He nods toward the bench. “Shall we have a
chat?”


I sit on one end and he settles right next to me, leaving only
a sliver of air between us. “I’m very pleased that you decided to meet with me.”


“Did I have a choice?” Some of my wits start to return.


He dragged me here. He shouldn’t
pretend that he invited me with a nice engraved invitation.


He looks concerned and his thin eyebrows furrow. “Of course,
you had a choice. Did my people fail to explain your options to you?”


“Options?” I snort. “If I didn’t come here they said they’d kill
the other Chosen. They certainly made that clear.”


He frowns. “Well, I am happy you are here even if you came
under false pretenses. The well-being of the other Chosen are in their own
hands. They have nothing to fear from me so long as they do not make a nuisance
of themselves. Of course, I cannot stop them from hurting themselves.” He
shrugs. “I can only hope that does not happen.”


“So I can leave now, and so long as we leave you alone, you
won’t harm us?”


“Certainly, but that’s not what you want.” He leans closer
and his eyes brighten as he whispers, “You want to know. You’ll be free
to leave whenever you want, but you won’t leave. At least not until you know
everything.”


He’s right. I don’t know why, but suddenly I have no desire
to leave... or to kill him, for that matter. Part of me remembers that the
world is at stake, but that’s only a small part, a shadow in the back of my
mind. The rest needs to know the truths he has to offer.


“I can show you such wondrous things,” he says. “Explain the
universe and your unique role in it.”


I stare at him. It’s rude, but I can’t pull my eyes away. He
looks like an angel that I’ve seen in art books. “You don’t look like I
expected.”


“I hope I haven’t disappointed you.” He smiles. 


He’s clearly not upset, just curious. He seems to have an
endless supply of confidence.


“I didn’t mean anything bad. You’re younger than I thought,
and I didn’t expect you to have hair.”


He runs his hand through his silky locks. “We lose our hair
as we age. Mine has already started to thin. In a few months I’ll be bald,
which will be better.”


“Better?” How could losing your hair be better?


He sighs. “Some believe I’m too young to be the Prime
Elector on Earth. They whisper that I haven’t even lost my hair yet. It’s quit
annoying, really.”


“How old are you?”


He grins. “Age is a relative concept.” He morphs into an old
man with a long white beard, and then he changes again into a middle-aged bald
man, and then a Native American who looks disturbingly like Sicheii, and
finally he returns to his initial appearance.


My mouth must have dropped open because he chuckles at my
surprised expression. “You see, age really shouldn’t count for much.”


“You can shape shift? How do you do that?”


His smile widens. “I can’t change my form. That’s
impossible, but I can change how others see me. That’s just a process of
altering the image I project. When you know what to look for, you’ll see beyond
those disguises and back to my true self.”


He glances at the overcast sky. “We don’t have much time. You
don’t have much time. We should be leaving. If you’ll come with me, I promise
you won’t regret it.” He stands and offers me his hand. “The choices we make
ripple through time. Some ripples fade, while others turn into waves. I think
we should make a lasting impression. Don’t you?”


I glance at his perfect, thin fingers. I have a choice. I
could turn my back on him and slink back to the others, or I could go with him
now, but if I do, I might never break free of him. He has a magnetic pull that
I imagine will only get stronger over time.


Before making my decision, one
question bursts to the surface of my mind and rushes from my lips, sounding
breathy and urgent at the same time.


“Do you want to enslave us?”


“Why would I want to do that?” He tilts his head. “No, what
I want is much more difficult. I want to free you.”














 


Connor


My heart races. Last night can’t be the last time we see
each other. It just can’t. I won’t let it be. I need her. Without her, I’m
hopeless—we’re all hopeless.


Troy parks the Volvo in a tow zone. We jump out and jog to
the palace grounds, and the clock tower chimes twelve times.


“Well, what now?” Blake scans the gardens. “This place looks
massive. She could be anywhere.”


He’s right. Searching in a group will take too long and we
might miss her. It’s too dangerous for Juliet to face the Prime Elector alone. I
try to hide the desperation from my voice. “Let’s split up. That’ll increase
our chances. Spread out. First one to find Juliet texts everyone else.”


Troy heads toward the sunken gardens, Blake toward the
palace itself, and Akari jogs into the meadow.


I’ve been here a few times: a couple
of school trips, and an ill-fated date last year with a girl who thought I was
actually the pub owner’s son.


Where would the Prime Elector choose to meet with Juliet?


I’m drifting toward the rose garden when I almost bump into
a mother and father pushing a young child in a stroller.


They’re moving briskly. The mom
seems annoyed and her voice is high-pitched, which is probably why it catches
my attention. “I can’t believe they closed the maze. Why would they do that,
and did that bloke have to be so obnoxious about it? You could have told him
off.”


The father shrugs. “He was almost seven feet tall. I thought
he’d rip my head off.”


Almost seven feet tall? The hedge maze! It’ll be secluded
if they keep everyone else out.


I bolt in that direction. It’s on
the north end of the gardens, and even at a run, it takes me a few minutes
before the entrance rolls into view.


Juliet strolls out of the maze with a young man at her hip.
He can’t be much older than we are. I can’t see auras like Juliet, but he has
to be the Prime Elector. He walks with a casual ease, energy surrounding him
like a cloud.


I immediately dislike him, but at least Juliet’s safe. I
text the others, and my blood surges. We need to finish him, and we’ll never
get a better chance to take him down. I grab the hilt of my sword from my bag
and sprint forward.


Juliet and the Prime Elector glance toward me. He whispers
something in her ear, and she frowns at me.


“Juliet!” I skid to a stop a few feet in front of them.


She steps forward, putting herself between the Prime Elector
and me, blocking me from him. “What are you doing here?” Ice forms around her
words, her eyes narrow slits and her lips a thin angry line.


A cold blast shimmers up my spine. What’s her plan? Why
is she so upset at seeing me, and why does she look so chummy with the Prime
Elector?


“I’m here to help. Together we can finish him. We can do
this.”


“You’re going to help me?” She snorts. “I don’t need your
help. Go back to your bimbos. They can use your help.”


My heart twists, plummets past my stomach, and lands at my
feet. “I’m sorry about last night. I was a total twit. I shouldn’t have taken
you to that rock, but it doesn’t change how I feel about you. We belong
together.” I look for a crack in her face, some sign I’m getting through.


She turns up the ends of her lips in a wry smile. “My future
is with the Prime Elector.”


I’ve never seen her make that expression before. It doesn’t
look natural on her, like she’s trying too hard. Still, her words punch me in
the gut and take the wind out of me. I almost buckle at the waist. This can’t
be happening. It has to be a bad dream.


I manage to breathe. “You don’t mean it. Blake was right. He’s
done something to you.”


She twirls the end of her hair and for a second the old
Juliet returns.


I step forward. “I’ll fight him on my own then. I won’t let
him take you away.”


Juliet whips her fist at me and connects with a right hook.


My legs grow weak and I stagger
backward, my brain numb.


What the hell?


I manage to lift my eyes in time to see an elbow.


Then blackness.














 


Connor


I’m sitting on the rock by the river with Juliet. The
moonlight and stars brighten the night sky, the wind rustles and the air smells
fresh and wet. I can’t believe my good fortune. I’ve been given a second chance—a
new opportunity to make things right between us.


She stares at me, her eyes wide. 


Panic strikes me. My heart feels as if it will burst from my
chest. We have to leave before Susan and Todd show up, or we’ll end up in the
same crappy place we did last night.


“Let’s go,” I say.


She tilts her head to the side.


I try to stand, but my body feels heavy and my limbs have
been replaced with impossibly weighty lead pipes I can’t control. “We can look
at the river from somewhere else. We’ll find a new spot, someplace special just
for us.”


“Are you okay?” she asks.


Susan will be here any second. My heart is about to explode.
Why can’t I stand?


I see a splash of red in Juliet’s hair and then her face
transforms into Akari’s.





I’m thrown back to Hampton Court
Palace and remember the hard expression in Juliet’s eyes and her elbow that
knocked me out. There’s no do-over. My head rocks as I sit up—my hangover back
on steroids.


Troy and Blake face a small group of people who have
gathered around me. Troy says, “He’ll be fine. Just a bit clumsy and fell on
his head.”


A woman’s voice cries out. “I saw that girl clobber him. He
fell like a sack of potatoes. Maybe we should call the police. What was he
holding? It looked like a glass wand or something.”


“Well, she’s just an old girlfriend,” Blake says. “He
deserved it. He’ll be fine.”


Akari grabs my arms. “Can you get up? We should leave before
security arrives.”


The world spins, but it steadies once I’m on my feet and my
legs regain some of their strength. Luckily, it’s lunchtime and the grounds
aren’t crowded. Only a few people have ambled over toward us—two old women and
a middle-aged guy.


“You’re going to have a nasty bump on your head. You should
get that checked out,” crows one of the gray-haired women.


“Oh, he’s had worse,” Blake says. “Besides, he’s not the
brightest bulb to start with. I doubt we’d even notice a difference.”


I manage a smile for the old ladies. “I’m fine. Just had my
bell rung.”


The middle-aged guy shakes his head as if he’s disappointed
in me and thinks I’ve let down my entire gender. All three of them turn and
leave.


“Who’s got the sword?” I ask.


Blake pats his pocket. “I scooped it up before anyone could
see it.”


“I can’t believe Juliet thrashed you like that.” Akari looks
shaken, her face white. “Who was that guy with her?”


“We weren’t properly introduced, but I bet he’s the Prime
Elector. Juliet... Juliet’s sided with him.” As the words tumble from my lips,
I wish I could grab them back, rip them to shreds, burn them and bury the
ashes.


How could she betray us?


If I hadn’t actually seen it with my
own two eyes, I would never have believed it, but the proof was right in front
of me: her face, her words, her fist, her elbow. It’s undeniable.


“She’s changed,” I mutter, hating myself for saying it.


Troy crosses his arms over his chest. “Something else is
going on. Juliet would never side with Coyote.”


Blake runs his hand through his short hair and his lips turn
to an angry sneer. “She almost decapitated Connor, and she looked like best
buds with the Prime Elector. She’s a traitor.”


Troy shakes his head. “You don’t know her like I do.”


“You’re the one who said this Coyote is a trickster. Maybe
he fooled her? Either way, we can’t trust her anymore.”


Troy will always believe in Juliet, and I envy his resolve,
but every time I argue with myself, I remember the look on her face and the
feel of her fist crunching against my head.


Troy’s voice sounds husky. “We’ve got to find her.”


Blake lowers his voice to a low rumble that’s laced with
hate. He’s hurt. He relied upon Juliet—looked up to her more than the rest of
us—and now she’s gone. “Well, we agree on that. We have to kill the Prime
Elector. That’s our goal, just like it was for Gagarin. The entire world
depends upon us. That’s what I signed up to do. She’s with him, so we need to
find her. If she’s not going to help us, then she’d better not get in our way.”


“Blake!” Akari grabs his arm.


He shakes her off. “I’m sorry, Akari, but we have no choice.
Maybe she’ll come to her senses, but the Juliet that’s been acting weird and
decked Connor is not our friend. And if you’re not our friend....”


Troy takes an angry step toward Blake, so I move between the
two. “We don’t need to fight about it. We agree. We need to find Juliet and the
Prime Elector. Once we find them, we’ll sort out what’s happened to Juliet.” I
glance at Troy. “But if she’s helping the Prime Elector, we’ll need to do what’s
necessary to stop him.”


He nods. “Juliet is not on Coyote’s side, so we won’t have a
problem. Once we find her, she’ll explain things to us. All will become clear.”


“How are we going to find them?” asks Akari.


My world swims before me. It’s amazing how the one thing you
promised yourself you would never ever do under any circumstances, including
pending torture and death, you end up doing in the end. “Bloody hell. I have an
idea. There’s someone we can see who might help.”


Just like that, I’ve agreed to see the one person I promised
myself I would never see again.














 


Juliet


I feel horrible, but I had to deck Connor. Jared and four
other Deltites were closing in on him. If Conner had tried to fight the Prime
Elector, they would have killed him. 


Tears brim my eyes, but I won’t let them fall in front of
Aaric. I glance out the window and see Troy running toward the car. He won’t
catch us. I look at the others gathered around Connor and see the look on their
faces.  I know that look. They hate me.  


The windows turn opaque and a divider rises between the back
seat and the front seats. We’re traveling in a cocoon. 


I miss Sicheii. He started me on this path, and now I’m
stuck traveling without light. Only darkness and uncertainty lie ahead. My
original two options still hang over my head, dangling by a thread—kill the
Prime Elector, or find the bomb. The wrong decision might destroy us all, but I’m
no closer to figuring out what to do, and now my friends think I’m a traitor.


I sneak a glance at Aaric, who’s sitting next to me, and
feel like a turncoat. I should despise him, but when my eyes sweep across his
blond hair, sharp jaw line, deep-set eyes, and full lips, I feel something
totally different. My face starts to heat, so I pull my gaze away.


He’s supposed to be the enemy.


He brushes his silken hair with his fingers.


How can he be bad?


He looks like a god. Still, he can
change his appearance merely by projecting a different one. If he could change so
easily, perhaps he’s doing that now and his true self appears completely
different from the one that’s sitting next to me. Besides, Sicheii taught me
appearances aren’t important; it’s the soul that counts. Yet his aura is almost
all white, and that has to mean something.


Can he change his aura?


Seems unlikely, but who knows? My head drowns in
possibilities.


He brushes his hand against my knee, and just like that I
snap back into the present.


His voice sounds sweet and honest. “I
am sure you have many questions. We have some time before we reach the
compound. Ask what you wish, and I shall answer.”


The memory of Gagarin and our battle at the Boathouse still burns
in my mind “If you want to free us, why did Gagarin develop a drug to brainwash
us? He would have killed millions of people if he’d used it.”


He sighs. “I should have known you would ask something that
delves into the heart of my troubles.”


“Your troubles?”


“Yes, my troubles and, by extension, our troubles.
Gagarin developed that drug without my consent. It was a foolish idea. I have
destroyed all evidence of it. Thankfully, it will never be used.”


I search his eyes and find no dishonesty, but I’m not sure
what to look for. He could probably fool me easily enough. “I thought he worked
for you?”


“So did I. There’s a rift among my people. We are generally
split between two different primary types—those who are governed more by their
emotions, and those who rely upon logic. Neither one is better than the other. Each
offers advantages and disadvantages. Since our exile from Alpha, those who
favor emotion have ruled. Not initially. Adam, our founder, was a Logician, but
his predecessor and all of our other leaders since have been Emotionalists.


“It’s simple, really. We needed emotion more than logic to
survive. Anger and a desire for revenge fueled our salvation. It drove us to
persevere and even flourish. That time has passed. The current Leader of all the
Deltites is a Logician. He’s brought our beliefs back in line with our true
purpose—Adam’s vision for the universe. I am also a Logician and he sent me here
to displace the old Prime Elector six months ago.”


“So what happened to the old Prime Elector?”


He frowns and a shadow drifts across his eyes. It’s hard to
tell if it’s anger or regret. “He should have stepped down or challenged me.
Those were his only two legitimate choices. He must have known the outcome to a
challenge, so instead of stepping down, he’s in hiding. I have no idea where he
is.”


“Great. So that means there are two Prime Electors on Earth?”
My situation appears to be getting worse by the second. I can’t wait for the
next revelation.


“No, there can only be one. I am the Prime Elector, but
Gagarin still held an allegiance to the old one. He was secretly working for
him, and he’s not alone. You’ve revealed a faction on Earth that does not
recognize my authority—a group that reaches beyond Earth and cuts through all
Deltite society. The Emotionalists oppose our rule. They have not accepted the
transfer of power as they should.”


He leans close and whispers, as if
sharing a secret with me. “We will have to be careful.”


I have a hard time wrapping my mind around these new facts.
Deltite society is torn and threatened by a civil war—Emotionalists versus Logicians?
It’s all so foreign to me, yet I sense it’s important.


I stare into his eyes and realize I’m looking for truth
hidden among shadows. All I see is clear, penetrating, blue ice with violet
flecks that seem to pulse with my rapid heart rate.


Why did he say ‘we’?


The car decelerates and turns onto a cobblestone path. He
breaks eye contact with me, and a minute later the car stops and the door is
opened.


He steps out and I follow. We stand in front of a massive
stone building that looks like an old country house, one that must have
belonged to royalty. We pass through heavy wooden doors, which were probably
built to keep out a hoard of angry peasants. The inside, however, doesn’t match
the rustic exterior. The walls, ceilings, and furniture are all contemporary in
design and painted different shades of white. Light-colored area rugs cover
most of the old dark wood floors.


He smiles. “It’s a bit much, but it satisfies our needs.
Come, I have a special chamber for you where you can rest.” He leads me to a
side room, opens a hidden door in the wall, and heads down a long flight of
stairs. When we reach the bottom, he turns left.


The air is cool, the walls beige. Only yellowish light from
wall sconces brightens our way. Once we reach an arched doorway, he pauses, and
sweeps his arm for me to enter.


The chamber forms a perfect circle. It’s modest in size with
tall ceilings and black walls. A simple fixture hangs from the center of the
room and casts off enough light to illuminate the space. The only furniture is
a flat wooden platform with a mattress on top of it.


“What is this place?” I ask.


“It’s a meditation chamber. When was the last time you
slept?”


I shrug.


He frowns and a look of concern washes over him. “You are no
good to me or yourself in this condition. You need rest. This chamber is
specifically designed to isolate you. It will help you relax.”


“How?” My body feels like it’s draped in a wet blanket.
Fatigue soaks into my skin, muscle, and bones. I don’t remember the last time I
slept.


“All life emits a certain energy. The Alphian DNA has made
you susceptible to that energy. It feeds you. You’ve been living off of it, but
unless you recharge your own body it can become dangerous. This room is designed
to block the life force from finding you. Without the added stimulus you will
sleep.”


I shuffle my feet to the mattress, flop down, and fight to
keep my eyes open. “Tell me how you’re going to free us.”


“Now is not a good time.”


He turns to leave, and I grab his arm. “Tell me anyway.”


“Earth flounders because it has no leadership. Humans fight
amongst themselves because they lack a larger, grander purpose.”


I understand what he’s saying. As a species we’re in a
constant state of war—strong overpower the weak, rich take advantage of the
poor. Small differences separate us, and have been used for centuries to
cultivate hatred.


He continues. “We will reveal the truths about the universe.
We will provide order, and then humans can embrace a common purpose. Together
we will civilize the rest of the worlds.”


I’m so tired, I can’t hold on to his arm any longer, and my
hand falls to the mattress. The words barely slip from my lips. “By enslaving
us?”


“No.” He smiles kindly and shakes his head. “Humans and Deltites
are extraordinarily similar. Almost all our DNA is the same. We will become
partners. After all, it is the only logical thing to do. With your numbers and
our advanced technology, we will remake the universe. From chaos, we will forge
order.”


“And the Alphians?”


He shrugs one shoulder. “If they stand in our way, they will
be destroyed for the greater good.” He nods toward the bed and my head falls to
the mattress. “I will return in a few hours. We can continue our discussion
then. For now, you must rest.”


I summon all my willpower and keep my eyes open, if just
until he leaves.


He looks over his shoulder on his way out of the room.
Strange, but it looks like tears moisten his eyes.


When he leaves, a heavy steel door slides down from the top
of the archway and seals me inside the chamber. I don’t know how I missed the
door when we entered the room.


One thought floats on the surface of my thoughts, like a
tree branch on a river, before I slip beneath the current.


Am I a prisoner?














 


Connor


Real happiness is almost impossible to find. I know a
handful of truly content people: one waitress at the pub who just got hitched,
a professor at a nearby college who lives to teach, a barber who won’t stop
talking about his family. You can see the joy in their faces and in their
posture, and hear it in their voices. Everyone else fails. They hate their jobs,
their school, spouses, friends, or where they live. It doesn’t seem to matter
what or whom. Perhaps they need to hate because they’ve let their one chance at
happiness slip away, just like me.


I’ve never been happy. Honestly, before Juliet I never even
considered it an option. Happiness is for other people, those who have homes or
families or people who love them. Juliet was my chance, my only chance,
and now she’s gone. My heart has been ripped out of my chest, tossed on the
ground, and stomped into a messy pulp. There’s no way to repair that type of
damage.


Bloody hell, I probably deserve it. It was stupid of me to
think I could find happiness—a mirage in a cesspool filled with turds. I refill
my glass with three fingers of Scotch. My throat burns, my buzz starts to
deepen, and my mood turns surly.


Akari is playing with the orb we found in Stuart’s
apartment. She’s using her mind to float it in front of her face and rotate it
slowly. She’s trying to access a section of it to see a glimpse of Alpha—a
ridiculous planet with our stupid enemies. Whether Alphians or Deltites, they’re
all our enemies and we can never forget it.


My voice sounds raw from the booze. “Give it up, Akari. Who
cares what Alpha looks like anyway? We’ll never go there. It can go to bloody
hell for all I care.”


“Maybe we’ll learn something important about them.” She
pinches her eyes together in concentration, and sweat dots her brow.


Blake pushes his computer away and stares at the orb. “It’s
a good idea. They know everything about us. We might as well learn a few things
about them.”


“Of course, you’d side with her.” I wave my hand at him. “You’d
try to French kiss the queen if she told you to do so.”


Akari gasps and a holographic image fills the small
galley—an arctic landscape, snow swirling in circles, giant shapes that shift
in a blizzard of white.


I take a healthy gulp from my glass. “Great, now we know it
snows on Alpha. I’ll make sure to pack a coat when we visit.”


They ignore me, and Troy points at the shapes in the snow. “What
are those things?”


Akari furrows her eyebrows and the shapes expand. They’re
more than shapes. They look like giant wooly mammoths, except their fur is made
from thick strands that look like twisted rope, and a single horn sticks out
from their heads like unicorns. They swish their trunks in a wide arc as they
move, and small birds flock around them, taking turns landing on their backs.


“Do you think this is happening right now, like a live video
feed?” asks Akari.


“Unless they have a show on that’ll tell us how to stab them
in the heart with a sword, it’ll do us no good. It’s a waste of time.” I clunk
my glass on the table.


The image disappears and Akari glares at me. “You’re
obnoxious when you drink.”


She doesn’t know the half of it. “Get used to it.”


“Well, what’s our next move, Connor?” Blake says. “Who do we
have to meet?”


I swish the rest of the Scotch in the glass, drain it in one
noisy swallow, and feel it burn down my gullet, straight through the void in my
chest where my heart used to be and all the way to my gut. The burn feels good.
“He’s not Coyote that Troy likes to talk about. This one is the Devil. A no-good-blood-sucking
demon.”


“He can’t be that bad.” Troy moves beside me.


“Oh, he’s a lot worse than that.” I reach again for the
bottle of Scotch.


Troy blocks me. “Don’t you think you’ve had enough?”


I push him out of my way. “Not even close.”


After I refill my glass, I turn back to face them. They
deserve a better version of me, but right now this is all I have to give. “We’ll
have to wait until night. He only comes out at night.”


Blake chuckles a nervous laugh. “You make him sound like a
vampire.”


I scowl at no one in particular and swish the booze in my
glass in a tight circle. “We need to meet with the Vicar. That wanker knows
more than he told me, and I’m going to rip it out of him—no matter what it
takes.”














 


Juliet


I stroll through a meadow. Small mounds dot the field before
me. A golden butterfly with red circles on its wings flutters past my face and
swirls off into the distance. A few blades of emerald grass reach my
fingertips. Brushing against them tickles my skin. The air smells sweet, and an
eerie quietness hangs just over the grass like dew at dawn.


Where is Sicheii?


He should be here with me, but I’m alone.


I stop at the foot of one of the small humps and survey the
field. Dozens of little knolls stretch in neat lines far into the distance. A
wooden plaque is partially buried in the ground, so I dust off the dirt, and
find a name painted in blood—Charles Roundtree.


I stagger back and almost topple onto another small hill. It
has it’s own plaque—Troy Buckhorn. I start to run and see names for
everyone I love—Connor, Blake, Akari, my mother, my father... the list goes on
and on. Everyone has a grave but me.


Where’s mine?


It should be here.


How could everyone else die but
me? It’s not fair.





I gasp and bolt upright.


The steel door opens, and a silhouette is framed in the
archway. Aaric switches the overhead light on. He’s holding a small silver tray
with two shot glasses on it.


I steady my breathing and rub the sleep from my eyes, way
too conscious about the unruly state of my hair. He’s not even human, so why
should I care about my appearance so much? Still, I bat down some runaway
strands as he places the tray on the bed.


He stands perfectly still, his back straight, his eyes
searching mine. His gaze is so intense, heat flushes my cheeks, so I look down at
the two small glasses on the tray. Green sludge fills them both.


“Feeling better?” he asks.


I stretch my arms and neck. I do feel better, like I’ve
rested for the first time in forever. “Better. How long was I out?”


“Two hours. It is amazing how the body can recuperate in
such a short time under the proper conditions.”


My eyes turn back to the two glasses. It can’t be a
coincidence that he brought two of them—they seem important. My voice sounds an
octave higher than usual when I say, “So what’s with the drinks? Are we
celebrating something?”


He smiles with only the tips of his lips, but the expression
is genuine and it makes me like him, which is the absolutely the last thing I
want to do right now. He sits on the bed and places the tray and the glasses between
us.


“I wouldn’t exactly call it a celebration.” His eyebrows
furrow. “You are not what I expected.”


My hand instinctively returns to its failed attempt to
straighten my hair, a totally stupid response, but years of training are hard
to ignore. The air between us feels heavy. “Different how?”


“You are more powerful than I thought possible. It worries
me.”


I can see concern written across his face.


“I want to help.”


Why should being powerful be a problem?


Then I remember what Gagarin called
me before he died, and a chill washes over my skin. “Gagarin said I was an abomination.
He made it sound bad.”


He purses his lips and sighs. “Yes, it is my fear. We are
all vessels for the energy that flows around us. Even normal humans have this
capacity. It is why they feel energized when they are in groups. But our
ability is much stronger than the average human. We are more receptive to life
forces, but with this receptivity comes many risks. We must control that energy
or it will harm us.”


“So, we’re like electrical wires. If too much electricity
flows through us, we’ll burn out.”


He leans forward. “Not exactly, but close enough. Usually
our bodies have governors built in that prevent us from being hurt.”


“Usually, but you’re worried I can’t shut down this ability.”


When he doesn’t respond, I think back to the headaches and
the blackouts I’ve experienced over the past few weeks. None of the other
Chosen suffer from them. Perhaps they are early warning signs I’m overheating.


Why do I have to be so different
from everyone else—always the outcast, always alone?


He hands me a glass and takes one for himself. “It is a
possibility. As you grow into your abilities and they strengthen, you might not
be able to control them. They might overwhelm you.”


I grip the glass tighter. “By overwhelm you mean kill,
right. I mean that’s what we’re talking about.”


He nods.


Death doesn’t scare me. Of course, I don’t want to die, but
there are worse fates. Knowing you could have protected those you love and yet
did nothing would be worse. I couldn’t live with myself then. Every waking
moment would be torture. “So what happens to abominations where you’re from?”


His eyes widen and lock onto mine. “Abominations are
exceedingly rare. It is a flaw in genetic makeup. We arrange matches to prevent
them from happening.”


He’s being evasive on purpose, so I press him. “Some must
have existed. What happened to them?”


“When the anomaly is detected they are killed.”


“You murder them!” My heart races. I can’t believe he’s so
calm. They actually murder people because they’re too powerful.


He just shrugs. “It is a mercy really. They would die on
their own by the time they reached puberty, but in that short time they would
become too powerful to live. They could cause massive destruction without
meaning to. It is the only logical thing to do under the circumstances.”


I choke down my fear. “Can’t you cure them?”


He speaks softly. “No, but you are different. You are part
human, and I do not know if you are an abomination yet. At this point it is
only a possibility—one of many.”


“So I might not become too powerful and cause massive
destruction.”


He shakes his head. “That will not be the circumstance with
you. You could never become that powerful. Your human DNA has limitations.”


“Great. Go human DNA.” I swish the liquid in
the shot glass. “So, what’s this? Will it cure me?”


He shakes his head. “No, but it is the first step. These
liquids will sync our minds. I will understand what is happening to you.
Together we will see what can be done.”


“If anything, right.” I don’t look up at him to know
that I’m right. “Is it dangerous?”


He smiles. “Not for you, but it does involve certain...
risks, for me.”


I glance at him, and he sweeps his fine hair from his eyes.


My chest tightens. “Why would you help me and risk yourself?
Why am I special?”


His eyes twinkle. “Our destinies are intertwined. I knew it
when I saw you through the crystal tablet. You know it also. I am not sure how
yet, but I am certain that together we will make quite a ripple through time.”


I stare back at the glass in my hand. The liquid is the same
color as spinach, the consistency the same as water. “You’re not going to be
able to read my mind or anything like that after we drink these, are you?”


“No. Mind reading is an extremely rare talent. We will be connected
in thought, but only when we are both receptive to it. Over time I will sense
how your body reacts to energy and learn how to train you properly to deal with
the life forces around you. My hope is that you will overcome this difficulty
with training.”


He doesn’t know that I can read minds. I reach out to his,
but all I sense is white noise. My ability is still limited to humans.


I bring the liquid close to my face and smell it, trying to
assess how dangerous it might be, but it doesn’t smell like anything. I’m not
sure what I expected.


Does poison have a certain smell?



It could be poison, but if he wanted to kill me, he could
have done that by now. I tip the glass to my lips, and he follows.


I don’t know whether to thank him or curse him. Without him,
none of this would be necessary. I wouldn’t be a Chosen. I’d be normal with a
happy normal life in front of me, worried about what college to attend. Still,
this situation isn’t his doing, and he’s trying to help me. At least I think
he’s trying to help me.


I want to say something witty, but nothing comes to mind, so
I simply tip back the glass. The liquid is surprising cold and sweet and I wait
for something to happen, but when nothing does, I glance at him.


He drains his cup, closes his eyes, and squeezes his face
tight.


His body sways, and he falls to the mattress.





What do I do? Did I just kill him? Should I shake him?


“Aaric, are you okay?”


He pops his eyes open and shoots me a cat ate the canary type
of grin.


I swat him on the arm. “Are you serious? You were
joking.”


“I had to lighten the mood. All this gloom and talk of death
is a real buzzkill.” His smile broadens and stretches across his entire face.


“A buzzkill? Who even says that?”


He looks befuddled. “What, that is not in anymore?”


I shake my head and can’t help but crack a half smile, which
is exactly what he wants—he wanted to distract me, if for only a moment, and he
did just that. “So? What’s wrong with me?”


“Maybe nothing. The synchronization strengthens over time.
The more time we spend together, the more I will learn.” He touches his
fingertips to his temple. “Right now I am sensing you are hungry.”


My stomach growls. “Very good guess, Houdini. I haven’t
eaten anything since last night.”


“Good.” He jumps from the platform and offers me his hand. “Come
on, let us join the rest of the world. I am sure we will have something
suitable in the kitchen.”


I take his hand and let him pull me to my feet. His skin is
soft, as if his fingers are covered in silk, and warm to the touch. After I
stand, I pull my hand from his, and hope he doesn’t see the pink color that is
surely tinting my cheeks.


If he does, he doesn’t say anything about it. He leads us
out of the mediation chamber, and we stroll toward the staircase. “So what have
the Alphians told you about us?”


What have they told us?


Stuart didn’t say much about the Deltites besides how they
want to take over the universe, and the Alphian who was supposed to train us
died before we had a chance to meet him. We know shockingly little about them,
but the Fusions did show us a few visions. One sticks out more than the
others.


“The Fusions we took showed us a battle between Deltites and
short brutish-looking people with hair covering most of their bodies. It wasn’t
a battle, really—it was a massacre. The Deltites carved up the brutish people.
They never stood a chance.”


I stop at the top of the stairs and glare at him. It’s
almost impossible for me to believe he could be involved in such an atrocity,
but the scene is still vivid, and I can hear the cries in my mind.


“The Deltites killed everyone,” I say. “Even the children.
No one was spared.”


I’ve clenched my hands into fists and my eyes have turned to
daggers, which threaten to skewer him.


“The massacre on Membus 4.” He nods and sighs. “Did they not
show you the rest of the story? The reason behind the massacre?”


“What reason? Nothing could justify such a slaughter. All
those beings cut down.”


He touches my arm, and for a second I think about shaking
him off, but his fingers feel sincere, if such a thing is possible. He speaks
quietly and I can see the honesty in his eyes.


“What happened on Membus 4 could not
be prevented. Those creatures were infected with a highly contagious virus. If
any were permitted to live, they would have infected the entire planet.
Hundreds of thousands would have died a horrible death. The virus ate away
their skin, much like leprosy for your people. By killing that tribe we saved
the species from extinction.”


“But there was blood everywhere. If the virus were
contagious wouldn’t the Deltites have contracted the illness?”


“No. That virus had no power over us. We were safe, but unfortunately
they were not.”


My head spins. He’s converted an act of unspeakable cruelty
into one of mercy and logic.


How do I know which version is
correct?


“We are not monsters.” He starts toward the kitchen.


I’m frozen. Have we been working for the wrong side all
this time?


He waves at me. “You are not going to eat anything in the
foyer. Come on.”


I follow him through the empty house toward a massive commercial-sized
kitchen. “Why were you exiled then? What do the Alphians have against you?”


He frowns. “We have different views of the universe.
Deltites believe we have an obligation to create order in other worlds.
Alphians want to hide and isolate themselves on their planet and those planets
close to them. They fear the unknown. They worry we will discover a more
advanced species that will dominate us. They feel no obligation to help others.”


He stops in front of an island in the kitchen with a gray
granite top.


“Sounds reasonable to me. Aren’t you worried there’s a
bigger fish out there that will swallow you up.” I smirk at him. “I mean, here
you are on Earth ready to swallow us whole.”


“We are not here to swallow anything whole. We are here to
free you.” His eyes glint dangerously.


I’ve seen that expression before. Sicheii used to have it
when he talked about Mother Earth and the other spirits. It reflects a
certainty of conviction, an unshakeable faith in one’s beliefs. It scares me. A
faith that strong could justify almost anything. Sicheii ended up killing
members of his own order to further his beliefs. Who knows what Aaric is
capable of doing in the name of his beliefs?


“Life started on Alpha,” he says. “No more advanced species
can exist.”


“How do you know?”


He smiles. “The Creator told us.”


My Husky appears next to me and winds between my legs.


“Fascinating.” Aaric squats low to get a better look at the
dog, and ruffles the fur on her head. “How long has she been with you?”


“Just a few days. She seems to show up when she feels like
it.”


He stands, opens a drawer, and before I know what’s
happening, he flings a handful of knives at me. I clench my jaw and all five
knives freeze in the air and hover.


The Husky barks.


“What are you doing?” I can’t believe he fooled me like
this. Was this his plan all along? Get me to like him and then kill me by
throwing knives at me?


He winces and squints his eyes as if he had just eaten
something cold and it gave him a brain freeze. “I wanted to see how you would
react. I needed to catch you by surprise to see how your brain processed the
threat. I was not going to let the blades hit you.” He sucks in air and looks
pale.


I let the knives fall to the ground in a clatter. “So what’s
wrong then?”


“Most humans can only use a small fraction of their brains.
It holds back their development. You can use much more of yours. Your brain
works more like an Alphian brain.”


“That’s because of the Alphian DNA, right?” I don’t like the
look on his face. “Isn’t that what’s supposed to happen?”


“No,” he says. “It is not.”














 


Juliet


I’m holding my breath. The expression on Aaric’s face, equal
parts pained and confused, scares me.


If he doesn’t know what’s going
on with me, who will?


“Is it bad or good that my brain works more like an Alphian
brain than a human one?”


He shrugs one shoulder and his eyes become unreadable
glaciers. “Bad and good are subjective terms. They have no meaning in this
context. Different from what I expected is all I can say for now. Do not worry,
Juliet, we will get to the bottom of this, together.” He turns and the tension
visibly melts off of him.


How can he just let it go like that? I’m freaking out!


Then again, it’s not his
brain that’s possibly overheating.


“What do you want to eat? “ he asks casually, as if there’s
nothing wrong with me. “We have excellent frozen pizzas. I have them flown in
from Italy.”


My appetite has deserted me, but I’ve got to keep up my
strength, and pizza sounds as good as anything else. “Sure.”


He pops a pie that’s covered with meat into the microwave,
and a few minutes later we’re both sitting on stools by the island eating a
late lunch. It’s a surreal moment. I’m sharing a pizza with the Prime Elector,
who is really a super-powerful alien that I’m supposed to kill to save the
world, and all l can think about is whether he has friends. It must be lonely
to be a Prime Elector.


I polish off a second slice, which really does taste great.
I thought New York City pizza deserved a whole new category of bliss when
compared to the fare in Arizona, but now I’ve learned that pizza could soar to
higher levels.


Troy would eat the entire pie. Just thinking about him
hurts.


I swallow the last bite of goodness. “The house seems empty.
Where is everyone?”


“We use a small staff and only a few of my people live here.”


He finishes his first slice and looks up at me with eyes
that sparkle. His eyes always seem to be searching mine.


I’m not sure what he’s looking for,
and I don’t know what he’ll find; heck, I don’t even know what I’m thinking.


“Do you have any friends?” I feel silly blurting out such a
personal question, but the words tumbled out of my mouth before the filter in
my head could shoot them down.


“Friends?” He arches his eyebrows.


“You know—people to watch a game with, or listen to music
with, or see movies with and just hang out.”


He slides his plate away from him. “I have people that I
train with.”


“That’s not the same thing.”


He must really be lonely—stuck on a
strange planet, surrounded by humans who don’t understand him. I have a
ridiculous urge to take him to the movies. Before I say anything and firmly
insert my foot in my mouth, he stands, which probably saves me from another
embarrassing question.


“I want to show you something,” he says. “You will find it
interesting.”


We leave the kitchen, climb two sets of stairs, walk through
a long hallway with closed doors on both sides, and stop at a heavy steel door.
There’s no doorknob or any visible way to open the door.


He closes his eyes and the door
opens, revealing a laboratory with workspaces, sinks, fancy lab equipment,
computers, and a fridge with a glass door that contains dozens of small vials.


A shiver slithers up my back—this lab looks awfully similar
to the one in New York City where Gagarin concocted the brainwashing drug.


The heavy door shuts behind us with a thud, causing me to
jump, and I immediately feel foolish. Some Alpha I am, afraid of closing doors.


Luckily, he doesn’t seem to notice. “This is one of our main
labs. We are creating serums here that we use to enhance human beings.”


I don’t like how that sounds, and a harsh edge cuts through
my voice. “Enhance humans? I didn’t know we were defective and needed to
be enhanced.”


He walks toward the fridge, seemingly oblivious to my tone. “Everything
can be improved upon. These serums bond with human DNA and enhance humans with
some of our qualities. Always in a diluted form, of course, but they experience
better health, strength, speed, and mental capabilities. Some even develop a
minor form of telekinesis.”


My stomach twists. “Is this the same stuff that the Alphians
injected in me?”


He shakes his head. “Similar, but not the same. They used a
concentrated form that could only be given to infants. Those serums had to be
specifically tailored to an identified genetic code. This way the Chosen could
have more Alphian traits and powers than those we have injected. A totally
misguided idea, dangerous really. A small miscalculation could have a major
impact upon whoever was injected.”


“Like me? Maybe they messed up my calculations and now I’m
screwed.”


“It is possible, but we are far from knowing what is
happening to you. Trust me to sort it out.”


I certainly can’t trust him yet, but he speaks confidently, which
makes me feel better. I change the subject. “The fridge contains dozens of
vials. Who are you injecting?”


He opens the door and removes a glass tube. “We find
children, before they reach puberty, who are worthy candidates. Then we inject
them to enhance their abilities. We are creating a generation of leaders, genetically
superior to normal humans.”


He offers me a vial, and I take it. “Why?”


“These serums will eradicate most diseases. Humans will have
the mental capacity to grasp concepts about space and science they can only
guess at now. These leaders will help us establish order where there is only
chaos. A new dawn of peace for Earth will take hold. These genetically enhanced
humans will help us lead the way.”


“How many have you injected?”


He beams. “We have been doing this for twenty years. Just
short of one hundred enhanced humans have reached adulthood. The results are
amazing. When we take charge of the planet, we will do it on a grand scale.
Humans will be transformed. Think of the possibilities—less sickness and
weakness, more strength and intelligence. More logic.”


Sincerity beams in his face and certainty in his voice. He
believes this is good, and maybe he’s right. It will eradicate disease, and
create stronger, smarter people. How could that be bad? Yet a small voice in
the back of my head has doubts. Should we be monkeying around with our DNA, the
very essence of what makes us human? I’ve seen enough horror movies to imagine
how terribly wrong a project like this could end up.


I push the vial toward him. “Why are you showing me this?”


He returns it to the fridge. “I want you to see the future.
I want you to trust me, so you will tell me what is on your mind, whatever
secret you are holding back from me that I need to know.”


My body goes numb and my legs turn rubbery. “What... secret?”


He grins. “It is obvious you want to tell me something, but
you have not figured out how yet.”


I twist my hair and fidget in place. I’ll have to decide
soon whether I can trust him. We might not have much time before the Alphians
realize I’ve failed to kill him and blow up the planet in response.


“I see you are not ready.” He shrugs. “Let me show you to
the courtyard. I have some training exercises set up for you.”


I’m grateful he doesn’t question me further.


We leave the lab and weave our way
around the empty house until we enter a square courtyard surrounded by the four-story
stone house. A fountain sits in the center with a cherub taking a pee.
Perfectly manicured grass surrounds the fountain, and a few marble benches
spread across the rather large area.


I smile and point to the cherub. “Really?”


He chuckles. “It came with the house. I could not bear to
get rid of him.”


I make a quick sweep of the courtyard and, on metal table
near the fountain, my sword lies. My breath catches in my throat at the sight
of the Seeker Slayer. I barely restrain myself from running to the table.


“I see you recognize your sword.” He grins.


A holographic image appears next to the table, which looks
like a nondescript Deltite: tall, thin, bald. The projection holds a sword at
his side.


“That is your training partner. He will not hurt you, but
the sword he is holding will seem real in all respects. You can practice with
him, and he will become progressively more difficult to defeat as your skills
improve. I have some business to attend to. When you tire, you should go back
to the mediation chamber. I will find you later.”


I nod.


He starts to leave, but then he stops and turns. “Maybe we
can watch a movie later?”


“Sure, I’d like that.”


He turns and leaves.


What am I doing?














 


Connor


I jump off the boat and wobble as my feet hit land. Luckily,
Troy catches me before I topple over and face-plant onto the gravel path.


When I steady myself, I shake off his hands with a violent
twist that almost sends me spinning to the ground. “That’s a nasty first step.”


Blake frowns. “Well, it could be all the Scotch you’ve drunk
today.”


I wave at him. My tongue feels fat and my voice is slushy. “Nah.
I’m only getting started. It’s important to be fortified when you go see the
devil, aye. You should have drunk some. You’ll see.”


I’m unsteady on my feet, but it’s not all my fault. Rage
fills the hollow cavity in my chest that Juliet has left behind. I’ve been here
before, but this time the well seems deeper and darker. It’ll take time for me
to climb back out... if I can scale these slick, angry walls.


Troy’s convinced Juliet is just trying to protect us, that
she has a plan to defeat the Prime Elector on her own.


If he thinks that makes me feel
better, he’s wrong.


We’re supposed to be a team, so why ditch me?


Does she think that I’m that
hopeless, that I’d be of no help against the Prime Elector? That she’d be
better off without me?


Blake’s certain the Deltites screwed around with Juliet’s
brain back in New York, so he’s written her off completely.


Akari mostly shrugs and remains sullen.


Rain spits at us unevenly. It’s after normal dinner hours,
so the streets are quiet in the sleepy town. I lead us along the side roads,
careful to avoid the main ones, and stop in front of a well maintained, modest,
brick colonial with a white door, neatly trimmed garden, and flowers that line
the front of the house.


My stomach plummets as I nod at the house. “We’re here,
guys. Hell itself.”


“Well, I was expecting something darker and more dangerous
looking for the devil. Maybe a little sulfur smell.” Blake grins. “This house
looks like something out of Home and Garden Magazine.”


I grab him by the shirt with both of my hands and pull him
close. I’m angry at having to come back here, at Juliet leaving us, at being a
stupid Chosen with this impossible task to perform, and it all bubbles out of
me.


“Don’t be an idiot!” I shake him. “That’s what he wants
you to think. He’s not going to paint a bloody pentagram on the door.”


“Take it easy.” Troy grabs my shoulder.


I shove Blake harder than I intend, and he staggers backward
and crashes into the postbox.


“You’ll see.” The rage builds inside me. “You’ll find out in
a minute.”


Akari narrows her eyes. “You don’t have to be a dobe.”
She throws her shoulder into my stomach on her way to the front door.


I don’t know what dobe means, but she’s right. With
Juliet it was easier for me to be a better person. She steadied me and made me
stronger, more confident, more hopeful. I need to find that strength without
her, but I don’t even know where to look.


I half smile at Blake. “Sorry, mate. I guess I got carried
away, that’s all.”


He shoots me a frosty glare and stomps after Akari.


Troy grabs my arm. “Are you sure you can do this? We’re not
going to get another chance. We can come back later, after we drown you with
some coffee, if you can’t suck it up.”


I take a deep breath. “No worries. I’m ready.” I push past
him and trudge up the walk toward the front door, and taste the acid that’s
jumped from my stomach.


How many times have I been here before, asking for help
from the one person in the world who acted like he cared about me? He could
have helped me, and he did nothing.


He could have stopped the pub owner
from beating me when I was little. He could have intervened when the pub owner treated
me like a slave, but all he gave me were excuses and vague promises to trust in
the Lord. Then I find out he was lying to me all along. He knew I was a Chosen
and kept his stupid fat lying mouth shut for all those years.


I kick over a flowerpot and slam my fist against the door.


Bam! Bam!


A few seconds later the door swings open and the devil
stands before me—short, plump, with only a few gray hairs covering his bald
dome of a head, and a neatly trimmed beard. Other people describe him as a
miniature Santa Clause, but they don’t know him the way I do. They don’t look
deep into his eyes. Eyes are the windows to the soul, and his soul is rotten to
the core.


He smiles that fake grin, and it takes all my willpower not
to punch him in the teeth.


“Connor!” he says. “Come inside, my boy, before anyone sees
you.” He opens the door wider to let us in.


He shuts the door behind us, flashes a wide grin at the rest
of the group, and straightens his black shirt and priest’s collar. “Let’s sit
in the living room. There’s plenty of room. You can introduce me to your new
friends.”


He heads to a large room on his left that holds one wingback
chair, two comfortable couches, an antique desk in the corner, and a large
fireplace. “Can I get you some tea, perhaps a few scones?”


I growl at him. “We’re not here for some bloody tea
and cookies.”


He purses his lips. “There’s no reason to be impolite. Have
a seat then.”


It’s clear we’re not going to get anywhere unless we play
his little game, so we all settle on the couches.


He leans backward in the lone wingback. “You see, Connor?
There’s no reason why we can’t be comfortable.”


He purposefully looks at the others and avoids my glare. “You
have to excuse him. His heart is usually in the right place, but he always
insists on doing things the hard way. I take full responsibility for his
ghastly lack of manners. My name is George Peterson, the local vicar. Welcome
to my home.”


This polite game he insists we play infuriates me so much, I
dig my nails deep into my palms. “We need some information, and you’re going to
tell us everything.”


He nods. “I’m here to help, but first you must introduce me
to the other Chosen.”


“You knew there were others, and you didn’t say anything to
me about it. I had to learn about it through the Fusion. What sick—”


He lifts his right hand, palm out. “I didn’t know
before. I only know now because an angel told me.”


My head’s spinning. I’m drunk, but did he just say an angel?


Troy asks before I can command my sluggish tongue to work. “You’ve
been visited by an angel that knows all about the Chosen?”


George’s face transforms with an otherworldly glow. “He’s
been sent to guide you. He knew you would find me.”


I stand. “What are you prattling on about?”


“Me.” In the foyer stands a tall, fair-skinned, athletic-looking
guy with a buzz cut. 


I sneer at George. “You wanker. He’s one of the bad guys.”


The shadow in the foyer smiles. “My name is Barrett.”














 


Connor


I’m not going to stand around while some Deltite chops off
my head. I figure it’s him or me, so I jump to my feet and topple over the
cocktail table in the process.


He thrusts both of his palms out as if he wants me to stop. “I
have been sent here to help you.”


“Right.” I charge, but my balance is off and I catch my toe on
the throw rug, which sends me staggering forward.


He sidesteps me and I crash into the wall, shoulder first,
and a shooting pain knifes down my arm. When I turn toward him, my face is hot
and my vision red.


He takes a step back, his palms still out. “I’m here to
replace your deceased Host.”


“Rubbish.” I dart at him, trying to lock my arms around his
waist so I can throw him to the floor, but he spins, grabs my arm and whips me
into the far wall headfirst—hard. Bits of plaster flake from the wall, and
stars float in front of my eyes.


He turns toward the others. “Is he always like this?”


“You should have seen him when he was younger.” George
shrugs. “He’s as stubborn as a mule. There’s no talking to him when he gets
like this.”


Blake shrugs. “He’s usually a bit of an ass.”


“And he’s drunk,” adds Akari, “which makes him worse.”


I shake the stars from my head, pull the crystal hilt from a
pocket in my cargo pants, and the blade appears. The tingling sensation runs up
my arm and fireworks explode in my head, but the pain passes.


He grabs his own sword. “You really don’t want to do this.
We need to work together to defeat the Prime Elector. I can help you.”


“Right. And I’m the King of England.” I launch myself
at him, swinging a heavy barrage of strokes, but the booze slows my arm and my
balance is off.


He has no problem paring my swipes, which only makes me
angrier. I try a full spin, which would have been difficult to manage if I were
sober, so the outcome is predictable.


He steps back, dodges my swipe and plants a front kick in my
chest, which sends me flying into the mantel over the fireplace.


George owns a collection of Hummel statutes he’s always
bragging about. They’re lined up in a perfect row on the mantel. I’ve hated
them my entire life, so I swipe them off the shelf, and they shatter on the
floor.


George plants his hands on his hips and scowls at me. “Did
you have to do that?”


I grin. “Yes.”


When I turn, Blake, Akari, and Troy stand between Barrett
and me.


I snarl at them. “I could use a little help here.”


Blake smiles. “We’re on his side.”


Barrett slips his sword back into his pocket. “If I were a
Deltite, I would have come with a half-dozen warriors, and you’d all be dead by
now.”


My head’s swimming, but even in this state I realize he’s
making sense, and it’s obvious I’m not going to defeat him, so I put the hilt
back in my pocket and fix him with a proper glare. “One false move and we’ll
have another go.”


Akari rolls her eyes and Blake laughs.


Barrett sighs. “We’d better avoid that. I’m not sure the
house could take it.”


I need to get the last word in, so I say, “Good,” and flop
back on the couch.


Everyone sits, except for Barrett, who nods at George. “Can
you give us some space, so we can talk about God’s business in private?”


To my surprise, George doesn’t put up a fuss. He simply
marches out the front door. He’s never done anything I’ve asked him to do, but
one word from this tosser and he behaves like a trained dog.


My mouth must have dropped open because Barrett smirks at
me. “I showed him a few telekinesis tricks, so he thinks I’m an angel. He wants
to believe his god sent me, so it was easy to persuade him of my angelic
nature. It’s best he doesn’t interfere. So, where’s the Alpha—Juliet Wildfire
Stone?”


Akari leans forward. “She’s with the Prime Elector.”


Barrett lifts an eyebrow. “With him, how? Did she go
willingly, or did he take her?”


“We don’t bloody know.” My voice sounds heavy. “We
saw her with him at the palace and she turned her back on us. We had a chance
to take him down together, but she wanted no part of it.”


Blake points at me. “She knocked Connor out.”


“Get stuffed.” I snarl at him. “Like I almost forgot, you twit.”


“I’m just saying. He should know the full story.”


Troy rubs his hands over his face. “The truth is we don’t
know for certain exactly what she’s doing. She’s probably trying to defeat the
Prime Elector on her own to protect us, but she didn’t tell us her plans.”


Blake frowns. “Or she’s turned against us.”


Barrett rubs his chin. “Confronting the Prime Elector on her
own is not advisable. As the Alpha, she’s most powerful when you other Chosen
are around her. Do you know where we can find them?”


“No.” I shake my head. “If we knew that, we wouldn’t have
come to see this prat. How did you find us?”


“I traced your life forces to this general area. It only
made sense for me to check with the vicar.”


“Can you trace the Prime Elector, so we’ll know where he is?”
asks Akari.


“No. I don’t know enough about him.”


Troy nods. “But you know enough about Juliet to track her.
We can at least find her.”


“It doesn’t work that way. I can only come up with a general
idea of where she is, not an exact location.” He sits in the chair. “Tell me
what happened in New York and everything you know about the Prime Elector.”


Blake mostly tells him the story, and Troy adds in the bit
about the Guernsey consulate, which triggers an idea from Blake. “Guernsey is a
small country. Maybe we can find a rich guy from there who owns real estate
nearby.”


Sounds like a long shot to me.


The others talk about ways to track down the Prime Elector.
Barrett is sure Juliet is close, so at least we have that to go on. Blake’s
working George’s computer feverishly with Akari’s help. Troy’s filling Barrett
in on Juliet’s childhood, so he can get a better read on her location, which
sounds like a waste of time. None of us ask him about the bomb we suspect is
planted on Earth.


Even woozy, I have enough of my
senses not to talk about that until we know if we can trust this Barrett.


There’s nothing for me to do here, and I hate feeling
useless, so I wander to the door. “I need to see someone. I’ll be back.”


“Be careful,” warns Troy. “The police are still looking for
you.”


“No problem.” I leave and my stomach sours.


I need to find Michelle and ask her about the butcher.














 


Connor


The chilly night air and the splashing rain should sober me
up a little, but I’ve drunk too much this time and it feels as if I’m being
spit upon. I weave my way down the street toward the Swan, my legs staggering
awkwardly as they reach for solid ground. Luckily, I find a tree to steady
myself when the Swan first comes into view. Actually, three pubs swirl in a
circle, and it takes a huge effort to combine them back into one.


Even in my polluted state, I realize that pressing on like
this would be a disaster. I slump against the tree, so I can sober up a bit
before seeing Michelle. We didn’t exactly part on the best of terms. She wanted
to come with me, but I refused. How could I take care of a twelve-year-old girl
when I had no idea what I was going to do, or how dangerous it was going to be?
I promised to return and rescue her when I could. Now I feel more than a little
guilty that I’ve been back for a few days and haven’t seen her yet, and to make
matters infinitely worse, there’s this butcher mess to contend with.


My thoughts twist between the booze and anger. Part of me
wants to run and leave everything behind: Juliet, Michelle, Barrett, and the
other Chosen.


That’s the weak part that hides just under the skin. I won’t
let that side win, not now that Juliet’s shown me a better way.


I clutch onto the tree as the world spins faster, so as not
to flop arse over elbow onto the ground. The few bites of food I’ve eaten
revolt, so I lean over and chunder. It’s not a pretty sight, and it only gets
worse when I repeat it another three times.


Once the world steadies, I straighten up and find three
police officers standing in front of me, with Todd a few steps behind them.


The captain waves a baton. I know him; he arrested me once
after a bar fight.


His voice sounds certain. “That’s him. The haircut doesn’t
fool me. That’s Connor.”


Todd beams. “I told you he was around here.”


“Nice shiner you got there, Todd.” I grin at him. “Trip over
your own big feet?”


His face reddens and he’s so angry he spits on the ground,
but he doesn’t make a move toward me. He’s either worried about the cops or me.


Either way it makes me chuckle, and
I start to think a little more clearly.


I eye the three cops. With my new abilities I can flatten
them without even throwing a punch. Then I’ll teach Todd a lesson about being a
rat.


The captain pulls a pair of shiny cuffs from his belt. “So,
lad, why did you go off and kill the butcher?”


“He deserved a good stabbing, but I didn’t do it.” I spit
some bile out of my mouth and feel the energy around me.


Another cop sneers at me. “Aye, that was your knife we found
buried in his chest. If you didn’t kill him, how do you explain that?”


I shrug. If the bobbies weren’t so lazy they’d know I didn’t
kill anyone. I had already been through customs at Heathrow when the butcher
was murdered, but all these cops see when they look at me is the local orphan
troublemaker. They didn’t bother to do their job and check the airports.


The captain frowns. “We only found two sets of fingerprints
on that knife—yours and the girl from the pub. You’re not saying the girl
stabbed him, are you?”


Just like that my alibi explodes, my world shatters, and I
have to lean against the tree for balance.


My innocence means her guilt.


I can’t tell them the truth and put
her at risk. I should have protected her better. I should have killed that
butcher myself before I left. This is my burden to carry.


By the time I look up, the captain has already grabbed my
arms behind my back and slapped on the cuffs. “You’ve always been trouble,
Connor. Now we’ve got you, and you’ll be going away for a long time.”


Todd steps forward. “Don’t forget my reward.”


I can’t help myself, so I reach out with my mind and pull
his legs out from under him, and his head smacks against the cobblestones.


The captain pulls me toward a police car.


What a cock-up I’ve created. Again.














 


Juliet


I named the holographic trainer Tiffany. Sure, the
image clearly looks more like a Rolf than a Tiffany, but Tiffany is the name of
an obnoxious, stuck-up girl I totally hate from my school back home, so I’m
encouraged to train harder against a Tiffany than a Rolf. It might seem petty,
but it helps motivate me and that’s all that counts.


A small camera, the size of a lemon, sits on the table and
projects the image. Some other device must register my movements so the trainer
can react to them, but there’s nothing else on the table. I guess it doesn’t
matter too much how the thing works as long as it does. Still, it reminds me that
Deltites are way more advanced than humans, and in ways I can’t even comprehend
yet.


The holographic image moves much like a real person. Only
the occasional flickering reveals that Tiffany isn’t flesh and blood, and her
sword feels real when we clash. Luckily, when she slips her blade beyond my defenses,
it passes through me with only a light shock, where a real blade would have
carved a canyon into my skin. Had she been real, Tiffany would have killed me a
half dozen times by now.


I’ve passed eight levels so far. Once I’ve shown sufficient
skill to advance, Tiffany stops, lowers her sword, and bows. Afterward, she
attacks with renewed vigor, using more advanced techniques and enhanced speed.
I zipped through the first three levels rather quickly. Since then it has taken
me progressively longer to graduate to each new ranking. I wonder how many
rankings the program has. As it is, Tiffany moves so fast she’s a blur. Most of
the time, I react on instinct and have to anticipate her next move, or she’ll
slice me up like a turkey on Thanksgiving.


I pivot, duck under Tiffany’s slash, and thrust the point of
my sword through her holographic chest.


She stops and bows. Level nine.


It’s dark, the intermittent rain has started to bother me,
and I’ve grown weary, so I lower my sword and bow at the trainer. She bows in
response and the image flickers off. With no sign of Aaric, I think about
grabbing another pizza from the kitchen, but then I hear footsteps.


Three Deltites, two men and one woman, walk up on the far
side of the courtyard. They’ve clearly noticed me and saunter in my direction.
Their confident gait and the swaying of their shoulders scream trouble like a
red flashing sign.


My survival instincts jump to life. I turn, but three other
Deltites appear behind me, blocking my path. This can’t be a coincidence.


My heart pounds faster, my grip on the hilt tightens, and my
Husky appears at my feet. They’re probably just here to chat, I tell myself,
but the glint in the female’s eyes looks dangerous, like a shark that smells
blood in the water—my blood.


The Deltites form a loose circle around me. They’re all so
tall and beautiful; I feel like a weed amongst flowers—flowers with razor sharp
thorns. The sole woman looks like a deadly shadow in her long flowing black
robe, while the others wear simple T-shirts and loose-fitting pants. Everyone looks
lethal in all black, or a combination of white and black.


My Husky sits by my legs. The female breaks the circle and
takes one long stride toward me. She sounds sweet, but venom laces her words. “Nice
dog you have there, but we have our own pets.”


She grins and glances at the Deltites behind her. Suddenly,
three monstrous creatures appear. The one she creates looks like a small lion, but
with a tail that’s hard and razor-sharp. The one to the left appears like a
nasty bird with two heads and long knife-like beaks. The third resembles a
boar, but it growls and whips a long lizard-like tongue out of its mouth.


She might as well have opened up a portal from hell and
yanked out three of the nastiest creatures in the underworld.


My blood turns to ice. 


My Husky barks, so I grab her and whisper that she should
stay put. Those monsters look nasty, but when the lion-like creature stalks
forward, she bolts from my grasp.


“Stop!” I yell, but it’s too late. She launches herself at
the small lion and the two animals roll on the grass, snarling and biting each
other.


“Call them off!” I shout.


The woman’s grin widens. “Why? They look like they’re having
fun playing.”


The two other creatures join the fray. The bird lands on my Husky’s
back and the boar thing uses its tongue like a dagger.


I’m frozen as the Husky goes down
and the other creatures attack her mercilessly.


When I finally regain use of my legs and dart forward with
my sword out front, the other animals back away, leaving my Husky covered in
blood, her breath shallow.


I pet her and whisper that she’ll be okay, but her breathing
stops and she disappears. I tighten my grip on my sword and glare at the woman.


You’re going to pay for this.


Her grin transforms into a sarcastic smirk. “Oh, what a
pity. You’ve got to learn how to control your pet better.”


Aaric’s voice rings in my head. “Run, Juliet, you are in
danger!”


He’s too late.














 


Juliet


That’s twice the Husky has died for me, and she’s probably
not coming back a third time.


The woman smiles and pulls a sword from her robes. It must
be a signal for the others because suddenly they’re all brandishing crystal
swords.


I’m trapped.


I should be quaking-in-my-boots-holy-cow-what-am-I-going-to-do-now
scared. I can’t defeat them. One is probably too many; six is an impossible
task. Still, I’m more angry than scared as I lock my eyes on the woman, who
seems to be their leader. “Do I have to fight all six of you at the same time,
or do you have the guts to face me by yourself?”


The woman’s beautiful face turns toxic as she hisses, “You
are nothing to us, hybrid. You’re a monkey wearing clothes.” She waves
her sword. “It will be my pleasure to end you.”


I smile, but there’s no mirth in it. “Others have tried. I
specialize in killing overconfident Deltites.”


The woman spins forward, her lithe form graceful, her robe
swirling. Our swords clash. Sparks fly. She’s willowy, and yet the force of her
attack sends a shudder up my arm.


Even with my enhanced strength, I’m
barely able to block the blow.


She spins in the other direction and launches a quick
attack, her sword jumping at me from all angles. She’s Tiffany on steroids, and
her blade will do more than send a shock through me—it’ll spill my blood all
over the courtyard.


I manage to block two quick sideswipes, but a thrust sneaks
through my defenses and nicks my side. The icy sting is familiar.


She steps back and grins. “I don’t understand why Aaric
thinks you are so special.”


I gather up my remaining confidence and press an attack of
my own. I feint at her head and slice at her legs.


She dances out of harm’s way.


I close the gap with a twist and swipe my sword in a
forceful side cut, which smacks hard into her blade. Energy flows through me
and I feel stronger than ever, but it’s not enough. I’m slow, clunky, weak
compared to her.


She backhands me across the face with her free hand.


The blow sends me reeling, and I taste blood.


She twirls her sword in front of her like a helicopter
blade.


I jump behind the table for a breather.


She doesn’t move, just tosses the table aside with her mind.
“No hiding, little monkey.”


You’re really pissing me off.


The wind picks up and swirls around us, and storm clouds
gather overhead. For a second, I wonder if the Wind Spirit is here to help, but
that’s silly. Spirits won’t save me.


The woman’s eyes focus beyond me, and a sly smile lights up
her face.


I twist. 


Aaric strides into the Courtyard with Jared right behind him,
and now it’s clear. She used me as bait to lure him here. She expected him to rescue
me. She probably would have killed me already if she wasn’t after him.


The grim look on his face confirms my thoughts. She set a
trap for him, and he knowingly fell for it to save me.


A lightning bolt rips through the night and the willowy
woman shields herself with a disc of energy before she becomes vaporized.


Aaric projects his thoughts into my head and pushes me with
his mind, as if shoving me toward safety. “Run Juliet!”


My feet take a few involuntary steps toward the house before
I stop.


Aaric and Jared flourish their swords in front of them. The
circle of Deltites that had been formed around me reforms around them.


No one cares about me. I mean
nothing to them.


Aaric’s voice sounds strong and clear. “Have you no honor,
Zanda? Why not face me on your own as is our custom? Hiding behind these
minions is not our way.”


She sneers at him. “I’m just being logical, Prime Elector. Alone,
you have the advantage. Together, we hold the upper hand.”


“Logic is not an excuse for cowardice.”


She chuckles. “You are a traitor to our kind, Logician. You
have no support here.” She twirls her sword, as do the other Deltites who
surround Aaric and Jared.


The two barely seem to notice. They stand still and calm
with their weapons at their sides.


No one’s looking at me. I can retreat from the courtyard,
slip through the house, and escape. It’s the smart thing to do, and Aaric wants
me to run, to sacrifice himself for me. Yet my feet are encased in concrete. I
can’t turn my back on him and let him die for me. He’s right: our futures are
twined together.


Zanda lunges forward, but Aaric meets her thrust, and then
the courtyard explodes around him. Lightning strikes blast from the storm
clouds, filling the air with electricity. The Deltites shield themselves with
energy discs, but it slows down their attack and makes them awkward.


Aaric spins so fast he’s a blur—transformed into a phantom.


Jared swirls through the air only slightly slower than
Aaric.


They move faster than the other
Deltites, their strokes sure, but they face so many opponents they start to
tire. Small nicks score against Aaric’s body, and blood seeps through his white
shirt.


I grip my hilt tighter, but I’m still frozen, undecided. My
sword won’t amount to much in this melee. I need another way to help.


I close my eyes and feel an explosion of energy around me. I’ve
been connected to Aaric in a strange way since we both drank those potions, and
his power fills my core. The earth shakes below my feet. I’m the center of a
volcano. My physical body melts away and is replaced by pure energy, lava ready
to erupt.


I focus on Zanda and notice the battle on the courtyard has
slowed. Aaric’s shoulder is cut and a gash mars Jared’s cheek.


“No, Juliet. It is too dangerous!” Aaric shouts.


It’s too late for caution. I can’t stop what I’ve begun.
Just one slight push and events unroll like a domino chain. My eyes focus on
Zanda. The air explodes around me and the energy throws me aside. I land hard
on my back, and everything goes gray for a moment. I hear shouts and curses and
screams, but it all seems like a hazy nightmare.


I work to pry my eyes open and feel Aaric lift me.


He cradles me in his arms as he races to the house, his face
covered in blood.


I close my eyes again.


A second later, I’m in the back of the sedan. 


Aaric yells at Jared to drive as some energy returns to my
body. 


I blink and can see that it isn’t just Aaric’s face that’s
colored crimson.


My heart leaps. “Are you okay? There’s so much blood.”


The car pulls from the curb with a squeal.


He looks sad. “That is not my blood.”


“Whose blood is it?”


He brushes his fingers against my cheek to stop my
trembling. “It is Zanda’s blood. You shattered her.”


I what?


My mind spins.


The fog returns, followed again by the darkness.














 


Juliet


The car stops suddenly and I open my eyes.


Jared parks in the driveway of a modest house with prickly
rose bushes out front that flank the door.


My eyes stick on the roses, and
suddenly I’ve zoomed in so close, I can see every fiber, every imperfection as
if I’m examining the flower under a microscope. It’s disorienting. It looks
like each petal might be an entire universe... and it scares me. I have to
shake my head a few times to clear the image and bring my sight back to normal.


Aaric opens my door with a concerned look, and moves to
scoop me up again, but hesitates when he notices I’m awake.


“I can walk,” I mumble. I take a deep breath and unfold from
the car, but I was wrong.


My legs wobble, and I’m about to
topple to the ground when he saves me. He doesn’t grab me with his hands, but mentally
adds strength to my legs so I can stand upright.


I smile. “Thanks.”


He nods, his eyes studying mine, probing, looking for
answers to questions he doesn’t dare ask.


When he turns, I follow him inside
the house.


Jared is inside already and has left the door open.


“This is a safe house I bought a few months ago,” Aaric explains
as he shuts the door behind us. “No one knows about it... well, except for
Jared. It is not as lavish as the Compound, but it will do for now.”


He excuses himself to clean up, and I walk stiffly to the
downstairs bathroom. The warm soapy water feels good against my hands, arms,
and face. My shirt is ripped and I see the edges of my twisted arrows tattoo on
my shoulder. I sigh, close my eyes, and lean against the sink.


What happened at the courtyard?


I recall the immense feeling of
energy that threatened to overwhelm me, and my singular focus on Zanda. Only
jagged images come to mind after that, like shards of shattered glass. There
aren’t enough pieces for me to put together and form a complete picture.


Maybe it’s better that way.


I know what happened. Do I need
to see it? Do I need to relive it?


I stare into the mirror for a long moment and examine the
new me. I’ve changed so much over the past few weeks. Gone is the girl who just
wanted to be average, to blend in. A new, stronger person has replaced her, but
what have I become? A killer? A monster? An Alpha who shatters another person
with her mind?


Is this what Sicheii wanted for
me?


I dry myself with a towel and step into the living room with
my thoughts still spinning.


Aaric waits for me, his aura a dazzling display of light. It
shines a brilliant shade of white, but other colors, subtle yet noticeable, blend
together to form an intricate pattern.


I wish I knew what it means.


His hair is wet, and he looks troubled. He points to the
couch and sounds serious, like a teacher who is about to scold a student after
she’s failed a test. “We need to talk.”


Once I plop down, he starts. “You should have run from the
Compound while you had a chance.”


He can say what he wants, but I’ll make up my own mind. “I
wasn’t going to leave you to fend for yourself. There were six of them and only
you and Jared. I couldn’t just let them kill you. You came back for me!”


He settles next to me. “If I tell you to listen to me next
time, will it do any good? You seem to be unreasonably stubborn.”


I half smile at him. “I like to think of myself as
strong-willed.”


“You certainly are... strong-willed.” He sighs. “I am sorry
I put you in such a perilous situation.”


I recall the storm that preceded Aaric’s arrival at the
compound. We Chosen have our own abilities, but that storm was stronger and
more intense than anything we could even dream of mustering. Ordinary humans
could never compete with that strength. Regular humans would see him as a god.
We’d have no chance.


“So you can create storms?”


He shrugs. “Most Alphians have one special ability.
Sometimes they have two. Storms and lightning have always been mine. Others can
bend light, control metal, or—”


“Or create fire or liquefy solids.”


He nods. “Right. I should have foreseen that confrontation
and prevented it. Apparently, the rift that divides my people runs deeper than
I thought.”


“I thought all the Deltites on Earth report to you. If you’re
the Prime Elector, don’t they have to do as you say?”


He shifts his fingers through his hair, clearly frustrated. “Our
society is complex. Ten different coveys exist on Earth. Each one
operates somewhat autonomously from the others. Each has a task that will help
advance our relationship with humans. All the coveys are supposed to report to
me. Obviously more than a few have doubts about my plans for the planet.
I will have to sort through each one and deal with the traitors. It will not be
an easy process, but I am more worried about our Leader. These groups on Earth
are only a symptom of a larger problem. I fear the Emotionalists
throughout the universe are rebelling against him.”


He’s revealed more about Deltite society than he should to
an outsider, especially someone who is supposed to murder him. He must trust
me. Maybe I need to trust him back.


He leans closer to me. “What you did in the Courtyard was
very....”


I can tell he’s searching for the right word.


“...Dangerous.”


“I didn’t mean to—” I cringe. “—to do that to Zanda.” A lump
forms deep in my throat. “I soaked in all this energy and just released it at
her. I didn’t know what would happen.”


He shakes his head. “Zanda got what she deserved. She was a
coward. I am not worried about her. It is you I am worried about. Absorbing
that much energy is extraordinarily dangerous for you. You have no ability to
control it. You could have killed everyone, even yourself.”


I remember our prior conversation about abominations and how
hazardous they are to those around them, and a chill rips through me. Aaric
said they’re too dangerous to let live. What if I can’t control this power and
I’m in a crowded place? How many innocent people could I kill?


My voice sounds squeaky as I utter
the unthinkable. “You’re worried I’m an abomination. That I’ll become
too powerful and will be dangerous.”


He touches my hand and his fingers feel soft and warm. “It
is not that. I am worried about you. That much power can... accelerate
your abilities. We need more time to understand them together, so you can
safely control them.”


I sigh. Of course, he’s right, but how do I stop? I absorbed
that energy without knowing what I was doing. It wasn’t planned. “Okay, no more
blowing up anyone. Got it.”


“Good.” He grins. “You must be exhausted. We are safe here,
for now at least. You should get some rest.”


He shifts his weight to stand, but before he rises I stop
him with my arm. “I have something to tell you.”


It’s time to trust him. He risked his life for me, and I can’t
murder him—not now. If I wanted him dead, I could have left the Compound and
let Zanda finish him off. I had a perfectly easy way out, but I didn’t take it—couldn’t
take it. I’ve made my choice, and if I’m honest with myself, my mind was made
up from the moment we met in the maze. Stalling any further will only make
things more difficult and more dangerous for us.


His brilliant eyes sparkle as he waits for me to continue.


“We have a problem. The Alphians planted a bomb on Earth
that can destroy the entire planet. If I don’t kill you, they’ll blow up the
planet with everything and everyone on it.”


His expression turns distant for a moment and then flashes
back to the present. “I am surprised they would turn to such drastic measures,
but it is certainly logical. They understand how powerful a Deltite-human
partnership might become—how we could change the universe together. Such a
union would threaten them. Do you know where the bomb is located?”


I sigh and shrug at the same time, feeling helpless and more
than a little stupid. “No.”


He beams a bright smile at me, which takes me totally by
surprise. I’m sure this should be bad news, but he looks like he’s just won the
lottery.


I shake my head. “What gives? Isn’t
this bad?”


“Yes, and no. The only way they could blow up a planet is
with a red crystal we call a Heart Stone. Only such a crystal is powerful
enough, but they are extremely rare and can only be found on Alpha. With a
Heart Stone, I could work wonders.”


For a second his eyes flash dangerously, but that look
evaporates so fast I wonder if I imagined it.


He paces with slow measured steps. “We must find the Heart
Stone before they activate it. The Alphians believe so strongly in their
superiority, they would choose a place that has a particular symbolism to them.
A place that has a certain importance.”


Symbolism and importance—an idea flutters through my mind. “What
about the Orders? They must be important to them. They’ve monitored them for
years, and we know where they’ve established them.”


He paces faster. “Excellent. That has to be it.”


“They created four Orders in different parts of the globe to
create the Chosen,” I say, although I’m sure he already knows. “We won’t have
time to investigate all four places. I’m positive they have spies on the planet
to monitor my progress. If they think I’ve failed or we’ve teamed up, they
could destroy the planet at any moment.”


“We do not need to investigate all four.” He flashes me a
smug look like the one my friend Ella gets when she has just solved a tricky
puzzle. “There is only one place they would select. You are the Alpha. They
would choose your birthplace.”


A strange sinking feeling settles into my bones.


He’s right, and I should have known it all along.














 


Connor


The captain eyes me suspiciously, lifts the confession he
made me write, and reads it aloud. “I killed the butcher.”


He puts down the paper. “The smiley face at the end is a
nice touch, but that’s not much of a statement. How about you add in some
details like how, when, and why?”


I can’t include any specifics because all I know is what we
read on Blake’s laptop, and the news reports could be wrong. If I start making
things up, they might realize I’m not guilty, and then they’d look to Michelle.


I won’t let that happen, so this is all they’ll get from me.
“You can bloody well piss off. He deserved it, so I killed him. You can add
that if you’d like.”


The captain’s voice stays calm, almost soothing. They must
teach him that type of nonsense in interrogation school. He’s trying to be the good
cop. It won’t last. “Listen, I can help you. There could be mitigating
circumstances. Maybe he threatened you so you acted in self-defense? You’re not
eighteen yet, so everything will be taken into account.”


I lean back in my seat and cross my arms against my chest so
he knows he won’t get anything more from me. “I’ve bloody confessed. That blighter
deserved what he got. That’s all I’m saying. P-i-s-s o-f-f.”


His bland, let-me-be-your-friend expression morphs
into one of disgust. He stands, and the sudden motion sends the metal chair
screeching against the tile floor. It sounds like fingernails on a blackboard. “Okay,
tough guy, I’m done babying you. Don’t say I didn’t try to help. Everything
that happens now is on you.”


He motions for me to rise. We leave the interrogation room
and walk down a short corridor.


I stayed the night here once last
year when they busted me for a fight. The pub owner, or even the vicar, could
have sprung me, but they couldn’t be bothered.


One cop sits behind a desk to keep an eye on inmates in the
two cells. He rises when we enter the holding area, and the captain shoves me
forward.


I need to lay low until I can figure out a way to escape. It
shouldn’t be that hard with my telekinesis and ability to liquefy solids. I
just need some privacy.


One of the cells has three blokes fresh from a bender in it,
their faces flushed red with an inebriated glow. All three wear Liverpool
jerseys, which probably means they’re hooligans who got drunk watching a match
and started some trouble that landed them in jail.


The captain smirks at the cop on watch duty. “We’ve caught
the kid who murdered the butcher. He’s a real tough nut, he is.”


The cop nods toward the empty cell. “Aye, you want me to
lock him up until the transport comes?”


“It seems like he’ll be lonely in that empty cell all by
himself.” The captain winks at the cop. “Why don’t we put him in with these
nice fellas. They’ll make sure he’s not homesick.”


The largest of the three hooligans walks over to the bars.
He’s a little shorter than me, but he’s built like a refrigerator. His voice
rumbles. “You want to give us a pet to play with, aye?”


The captain winks at him. “Seems like you’re bored. I don’t
want him dead, but if he’s bloodied up a bit, I wouldn’t cry about it.”


Refrigerator asks, “What’s in it for us?”


The captain shrugs. “Funny thing about your paperwork. It
seems to have gotten lost. I’ll take one last look for it, but if I can’t find
anything, I’ll have to release you.”


Refrigerator nods with a sick smile on his face.


I’m guessing he’d like to rough me
up anyway, so his release is just a bonus.


The captain opens the cell door and takes one last look at
me. “Are you sure you can’t remember any details to add to that confession?”


I step into the cell. “Here’s one. Screw you.”


He locks the door and waves at the other cop in the holding
area. “Come on, George. I think it’s time for your coffee break. Let’s let
these gents get acquainted with each other.”


They leave and shut the door behind them.


When I turn, Refrigerator steps toward me with his two
cronies at his sides. “Looks like it’s just you and us, cupcake. Don’t expect
them to help you.”


I flash a big smile. “Liverpool is a crap team. Their
players are real wankers. Chelsea whoops them every time.”


Refrigerator is blooming angry and so are his two friends.
This isn’t the first time they’ve ganged up on someone—they’ll try to jump me
at the same time.


Good. It’ll be quicker that way.














 


Connor


Refrigerator taps the chest of the man on his right with the
back of his hand, a tall, lanky bloke with two-day old stubble on his chin. “Looks
like we’ve got a funny guy with us.”


The goon on Refrigerator’s left laughs. “Good one. He’s a
funny, funny guy. Maybe we should flush him down the toilet.” Short and squat, this
one has a vacant look that dulls his eyes—if I stare hard at them, I might see
the back of his skull.


I’ve had enough of these thugs. “Are we going to dance, or
are you too afraid? I don’t have all night.”


That does the trick.


Refrigerator growls, “Get ‘im,” and lunges forward.


Stubble moves to my right and reaches for my arm.


Apparently, Vacant Eyes works on a
few-second delay, because he’s frozen.


I’m still drunk, but my body can process some of the energy
around me to enhance my movements. Compared to the hooligans, I move panther
quick. I duck under the left-handed roundhouse that Refrigerator launches my
way and hit him with a short hook to the ribs. My hand feels like it hit a
wall, but he winces at the compact punch.


Vacant Eyes still hasn’t budged, but now his mouth has
dropped open, so I flatten him with a roundhouse kick that lands flush against
the left side of his face. He goes down hard, and his listless eyes roll to the
back of his head.


“Hey!” Stubble jumps forward, rams his head into my side, and
wraps his arms around my stomach. The momentum sends us crashing into the bars.


I twist before we collide so we both absorb the impact, but
then he sinks his teeth into my shoulder.


I see stars and slam his head into the unforgiving metal.


He unclenches his jaw and releases his grip on my shoulder.


I lift him off the ground, one hand on his chest and the
other on his belt. With my enhanced strength and the adrenaline that’s pulsing
through me, he feels light in my hands.


“You wanker!” I toss him clear across
the cell, where he hits the wall and crashes on his side. “Didn’t your mum teach
you not to bite?”


Refrigerator snarls at me. “I don’t know what you’re on, but
I’m going to bust up your face so bad your mum’s not going to recognize you.”


“Seriously.” I put my left arm behind my back. “I’ll
fight you with one arm.”


Refrigerator barrels towards me. He’s surprisingly quick on
his feet and throws a punch to the side of my head.


I duck, but his fist still collides
with the top of my head and spins me around.


He grabs me from behind and wraps me in a bear hug. He’s
trying to squeeze the life out of me, but it won’t work. 


I grab his right hand and pry it off me.


He squeals in pain as I twist until his wrist is at the
breaking point. Right before I snap his bones, I release him and hit him hard
with a left hook.


Blood squirts from his nose, but rage still burns in his
eyes, so I follow the punch with a front kick to his stomach that doubles him
over.


He gasps for air, and I use my mind to grab his hair and drag
his flailing body to the toilet. “You want to go for a swim?”


He looks at me with wild eyes as I hold his head over the
toilet with my mind. “How are you doing that? You-you’re all the way... over
there.”


“Doing what?” I dunk his head, hold him down for ten
seconds, and pull him out of the bowl.


He shakes the water from his head and gasps for air. “Leave
me alone, you freak.”


I smile. “You don’t know the half of it.” Then I concentrate
harder and fling him against the wall on the far side of the cell.


His head hits first with a thud, and
he’s out.


Just when I think I’m finished with these guys, Stubble
grabs my leg and tries to twist it, but he doesn’t have any leverage.


“You again. The biter.” I stomp on his head, and he joins
his buddies in sleepy land.


I step toward the bars, ready to liquefy them, but the door
to the holding area opens. 


The captain and George walk through it. George bunches his
eyes together and squints at the cell, while the captain steps forward and
unlocks the door.


“What in bloody hell happened here?” he asks.


“Beats me.” I shrug. “They started chanting Liverpool songs
and body slamming each other. I was lucky to get out of the way. Red fans are
statistically the dumbest people on Earth.”


The captain grabs my arm and pulls me out of the cell.
George opens the other one across the way and the captain shoves me inside. “You’re
a real smartass. The transport will be here in thirty minutes, and it’ll take
you to a secure facility in London. I’m sure you’ll make lots of friends there.”
He swings the gate shut.


George retrieves some smelling salts and starts to wake up
the hooligans.


I check the time on the wall.


I touch the lock and try to liquefy it. Concentrating hard,
I feel electricity in the air and a tingling sensation run down my hand, yet
nothing happens. My mind, still dulled by the booze, feels woozy and my legs are
rubbery. I’m still too pissed to use my ability.


Bloody hell!


I’ve got to stop drinking.


If I don’t escape before the transport comes, I might not
get a chance later.














 


Juliet


I’d love to sleep, but that’s asking too much. Instead, I
shut off my mind, lie still and let the hours slip past. It’s as if I’m on one
of those lounge chairs drifting in a pool during a lazy afternoon—not as good
as sleeping, but the best I can muster under the circumstances. My body starts
to revive itself, when suddenly a cold wave jolts me.


I bolt upright and pop open my eyes.


Connor needs my help.


A vision of him fighting in jail forced its way into my thoughts
as if someone pried open my mind with a crowbar and stuffed in the images. I
watched him clobber three thugs and heard the guard mention a transport.


I rub the almost sleep from my eyes.


Connor drank too much and landed
himself in jail—a colossally stupid thing for him to do—and now he can’t use
his abilities to escape. Once they move him to a secure place in London, he won’t
be able to free himself. He’ll be trapped.


Guilt lumps in my chest because I’m sure it’s my fault. He
probably started drinking because of me, because I left. One stupid thing led
to another... and now he’s in trouble.


Groaning, I pull on my jeans, lace up my sneakers, and hope
the closet is not just for decoration. Luckily, there’s a stack of T-shirts and
a couple of hoodie sweatshirts that’ll fit me. I grab a black T-shirt and a
gray hoodie—the dark colors match my mood.


I tread into the living room, hoping I can free Connor and
return without bothering Aaric. I’d rather not mix the two. I’m sure they’d get
along like oil and vinegar, but that’s only one reason. Part of me wants to
keep them separate, lock them away in different mental folders so I don’t
confuse them.


When I sneak into the living room, I hear Aaric and Jared
arguing over something that sounds important. 


Aaric speaks confidently, as if giving orders comes
naturally to him. “You will have to go to Guernsey and solidify our position.”


Jared grunts. “Guernsey is not our biggest problem. Vladic
will oppose us. He’s a butcher. He’ll rather kill the humans than work with them.”


“Yes, Vladic is a problem. I will handle him. You need to go
to Guernsey and make sure he does not garner more support from the other
coveys.”


“Why do we need her?” Jared sounds frustrated. “She’s
confirmed our suspicions that the Elders left a Heart Stone on the planet, and
we know generally where it is. Once we travel to Arizona, we’re sure to find it
in her hometown. She’s just added baggage. We can handle the stone together.”


I quiet my breathing as goose bumps run up my arms, and
strain my ears to hear the rest of the conversation.


“Do not question me. I will accompany Juliet back to
Arizona. You tend to the coveys. Reassure them that everything is going
according to plan. Root out any traitors. Let me know if the old Prime Elector
shows himself.”


Everything is going according to plan?


A door slams. I don’t want Aaric to find me eavesdropping,
so I retrace my steps back to my bedroom, close the door, and steady my racing
heart.


What were they arguing about? Did
they know about the Heart Stone before I told Aaric? If they did, why didn’t
Aaric just ask me about it?


I don’t have time to think hard on it now. Connor’s trapped
in that jail and the transport is coming for him. I have to move, so I will my
legs forward, swing the door open, and act as if I hadn’t heard anything, making
more noise than necessary.


When I enter the living room, Aaric is sitting on the couch
staring at a crystal disk in his hand. My presence must have startled him
because his eyes jump to mine, and he slips the crystal into his pocket.


“I thought you were resting,” he says. “I hope I didn’t wake
you.”


“No, you didn’t. I have to go. One of the Chosen is in
trouble and needs me.”


I step toward the door but he blocks my way. “How do you
know?”


“A vision came to me.” I shrug. “Sometimes it just happens.
Connor is in jail and needs help to escape. I have to hurry before they
transport him to a secure facility in London.”


“You saw a vision?” His eyes glimmer. “Usually we can only
see such visions if they involve our mates or someone we have been close to for
a long time, like a sibling or a childhood best friend.”


I look into his eyes, and wonder if there’s a trace of
jealousy in them, or did the light from the lamp play tricks? Why would he be
jealous of my relationship with Connor? He’s practically a god. He’s the Prime
Elector and looks like an angel. I’m nothing compared to him. Heck, he’s not
even human! He probably has no interest in me.


Still, my face burns as if I’ve just opened the door to a
hot oven, and my voice sounds mousy. “Connor and I aren’t mates or anything
like that. He’s just....” I was about to say a friend, but that’s not true, or
at least it wasn’t true. We were more than friends, but now I’m sure he
hates me, and I doubt he’ll ever trust me again. I give up and just say, “A
friend,” without knowing the right words to express my true feelings.


Aaric nods and the glimmer vanishes.


I step around him, but he blocks the door with a blue energy
shield.


“Am I a prisoner?”


He smiles. “Of course not, but you will need help. How about
I come with you? We can leave for Arizona afterward. I have an airplane fueling
up.”


“You don’t need to come with me. I’m sure you have
more important things to do.”


He steps past me with long confident strides, and the energy
barrier disappears when he reaches the door. “Do not be silly. Besides, I might
come in handy. We can take my car.”


I follow after him. “I can do this on my own.”


He grins. “Of course you can. Storming into a police station
and freeing a prisoner is child’s play to someone who has come into her powers—”
He looks over his shoulder and smirks at me. “—what, two weeks ago?”


He does have a point, but I don’t want him thinking I’m a
charity case, so I add as much confidence to my voice as possible. “I’ve done
pretty well so far.”


“Yes, you have. Remarkably well, in fact.” He opens the
driver’s door and gets into the SUV.


I climb into the passenger seat.


“Just think of me as a chauffeur without the black hat.
Maybe, if you would take pity on me, you might let me help just a little.” He
starts the car and arches one of his perfect eyebrows. “Otherwise, my ego will
not be able to take it.”


I have to smile. “Okay, since you’ve asked nicely, and only
to help your fragile self-worth.”


He grins back at me. “We are agreed then. Where to?”


I close my eyes and picture Connor’s face, complete with his
slightly bent nose, and feel his spirit tug me. “Go straight and make your
first left.”


He pulls the SUV from the curb.


I steal a glance at him and wonder if I can trust him.


Did he know about the Heart Stone before I told him? What’s
his plan, and what does he really want from me?














 


Juliet


Twenty minutes later, Aaric drives past the police station
and pulls the SUV to the curb two blocks away. The streets in this sleepy
little town appear deserted, and the cool night air smells ripe with rain.


We hop out of the SUV and slam the doors shut. Doubts cloud
my mind. I’ve always thought of the police as helpers, but to save Connor, we’ll
have to hurt some of them. They’re not Seekers or Deltites or creeps who prey
on the young. They’re innocents in all this—innocents who just happened to
arrest the wrong guy at the wrong time. It doesn’t seem right.


Aaric must sense my anxiety because he grabs my hand and
squeezes. His skin is hot to the touch.


I wonder if Alphians run hotter than
humans.


His voice sounds like velvet. “I am sure I can handle this
on my own. You can wait in the SUV if you prefer. I did not get to be Prime
Elector without certain skills.”


He lifts his chin confidently and a gust of arrogance wafts
toward me as if he’s put on too much cologne. Part of him thinks humans are an
inferior species to Alphians, like we’re just really advanced apes that haven’t
evolved enough to be equals yet. He tries to hide it, but every now and then
his true feelings show.


I don’t want him to think of me that way, like I’m inferior,
so I straighten my back. “Please, the way I see it, you’re a burden. I’ll
be surprised if I don’t have to carry you out over my shoulder like a sack of
potatoes.”


He laughs and I squint my eyes. Mid-laugh he’s morphed
himself into a short, bald old man with a gray splotchy beard.


I shake my head, and after I stare at him for a few seconds,
I see beyond the old man and his true self reappears. The whole thing is
freaky. It’s as if there are two Aarics—one old and one young.


He smiles. “How do I look?”


“Ridiculous.”


He shrugs and starts to the station. “No one will expect
trouble from an old man bent at the waist.”


“Tell me you’re not going to look like that when you age.”


We stop in front of the jail, and he changes his appearance
even more, increasing the size of his nose and ears, which makes him look even
worse. He even adds curly ear hair that’s more than a bit gross.


“It’s not so bad.” He shrugs. “I think I make a dashing old
man.”


“Oh, please.” I smirk at him. “You’re not exactly
headed for the cover of Senior Citizen GQ Magazine.”


“I’m not worried about it. Alphians age differently from
humans. We don’t change in appearance as much.”


Of course they don’t age like humans. I should have known
that, but they do age. I remember a vision of an old Alphian woman who had gray
hair and looked to be in her sixties. “How long do Alphians live?”


“For some, a long time.” He nods at the door, and I see
through his disguise. The young Aaric appears with the old just a faint shadow
that covers him like a hazy light. “Is your friend inside?”


I don’t need to concentrate long on the auras inside the
building to answer his question. Connor’s energy flows from the back of the
jail as if seeking me out, so I nod.


The police station is a small standalone brick building with
a near-empty parking lot in the back. I pull up my hood and reach for the door.


Aaric moves faster and grabs the
doorknob first. “Age before beauty.”


A bell jingles as he walks into the station with me a step
behind. A beefy uniformed police officer sits behind a desk right in front of
us. He looks annoyed as he talks on the phone and rolls his eyes. He barely
glances up as we stroll inside.


Only one other cop is in the room, sitting at one of a
half-dozen desks behind him. He’s typing on a computer and looks half-asleep.
The place smells like stale coffee, body odor, and industrial strength
air-freshener. A heavy metal door blocks entrance to the back of the station
where they’re holding Connor.


Aaric projects his thoughts into my head. “I will take care
of the officer in front. You deal with the guy in back.”


I catch his eye for a second and nod with the slightest bob
of my chin.


The wide-bodied officer finishes his conversation on the
phone, hangs up, and glances at Aaric. “Yes, is there something I can do for
you?”


Aaric sounds old, his voice gravely. “Probably not, sonny
boy.” He leaps over the desk and knocks the cop out with an elbow to the head.


That’s my cue to jump into action.


It takes the officer in the back a full two seconds to look
up. That’s one second two long.


I practically fly to his desk and
reach him as he stands, trying to pull his nightstick free. I hit him with a
right hook before he can even raise the baton to defend himself.


The punch sends him spinning to his knees. He lifts his head
and looks at me with glazed eyes.


I feel bad, but I have to knock him
out, so I hit him with a short downward jab that’s just hard enough to leave
him unconscious.


Aaric already stands by the secure door. He’s all business. “We
must move fast, free your friend, and get out of here.”


“The door’s probably locked.”


He shoots me a weird expression, as though I must be slow or
something. “I think I can handle it.” He pushes against the door using his mind,
and it flies inward with an explosion of energy.


Two policemen in the holding area are caught off-guard. One
stands and turns toward us, but Aaric uses telekinesis, grabs him, and whips
him headfirst into the bars.


The other officer reaches for a radio, but I yank it from
his hand with my mind and his jaw drops.


Aaric finishes him off by smashing a chair against his head.
The entire confrontation takes less than ten seconds and we’re still standing
in the doorway.


Neither one of us had to move, and I haven’t even broken
into a sweat... until I glance at Connor.


The look on his face sends me
spinning into an emotional vortex.














 


Connor


I twist my hands against the bars until the friction burns.


Juliet stands in the doorway with a weird-looking old dude
by her side.


Conflicting emotions collide inside me.
She’s come to rescue me, and I should be grateful, but anger incinerates all
other feelings. I can’t forget the last time I saw her—when she clobbered me
and chose the Prime Elector over us—over me.


My face burns. “What are you doing here?”


“What does it look like?” She walks toward me with the old
guy tottering beside her. “I’m not touring English jails for the fun of it.”


“I figured you’d be too busy palling around with your new
friends to worry about us.”


She stands just outside my cell now. “Maybe I should just
leave then.”


I open my mouth to say something snide, but she pulls down
her hood and the words freeze in my throat when I see her face: her eyes, the
curve of her chin, the fullness of her lips. Her hair swoops down her head and
frames her remarkable face. She’s more beautiful than ever, yet there’s more to
it than that. She’s also more powerful than before; energy radiates off her in
waves. Somehow she’s changed in the short time we’ve been apart. This new
version seems like a concentrated Juliet—more beautiful, more powerful, and more
dangerous than before.


I’m pulled into her world, and the anger melts off me. I don’t
want to be upset with her anymore. I just want to breathe her air, feel her
lips against mine, and have her look at me wide-eyed and full of emotion...
like she used to. She’s more than I deserve, but maybe if I’m lucky, and if the
fates don’t screw with me too much, she might not notice.


We stare at each other for a long moment, the silence thick
with questions neither one of us asks. I want to tell her I’m sorry for the
incident by the rock. It was foolish of me to bring her where I used to bring
other girls. I want to tell her the truth, that there weren’t really any
other girls before her—no previous feelings even remotely compare to what I
feel for her.


She breaks the silence. “Looks like you need a little help.”
Her eyes glow with an otherworldly gleam, the scarlet flecks flickering to
life, looking electric, powerful.


My face starts to burn, and I feel like an idiot for ending
up in jail. My hands twist against the bars again, and I feel inferior.


She would have freed herself. She would’ve been powerful
enough to bend the bars or escape in some other way.


I start to feel angry and my stupid
pride gets in the way. “Good thing you came when you did. I was just about to
escape. You would have missed me.”


A tentative grin inches across her face. “Oh really. Let’s
see.”


“Really, I don’t want to show off, and since you’ve gone
through all the trouble to visit me, I wouldn’t want to ruin it for you.”


A smile blooms across her face like a flower blossoming for
the first time, and the girl I used to know shows through the cracks. “Really.
Since I’ve come all this way and all.” She glances at the lock on my cell door,
it clicks, and she swings it open without moving a muscle.


For a second I wonder how she did it, but then I realize she
used telekinesis to turn the locking mechanism. I didn’t need to liquefy the
metal. If I were thinking clearly, I would have known that and could have used
my mind to open it like a key. Further proof that I’m a total plonker.


The old man glances toward what used to be the door to the
holding area. “We should be going. That transport could show up at any moment.”


“Come on,” she says.


She shifts her weight to leave, but I grab her arm before
she turns away. “Who’s he?”


“We can talk about him later.”


“I’m not going anywhere until you tell me what’s going on
and we sort this out. Starting with him.” I might not be as powerful as she is,
but I deserve to know what’s up. My life is on the line too. I’m a Chosen, just
like her.


Her face pinches together. “You’re so stubborn.”


I cross my arms against my chest. “Aye.”


The old dude turns his body so he’s facing Juliet, to make
it clear he’s not talking to me. “It’s up to you.”


She sighs and nods.


I blink my eyes and shake my head as the old guy transforms
into the young Deltite leader I had seen Juliet meet at Hampton Court Palace.


She steps between us. “Connor, meet Aaric, the Prime
Elector. Aaric, this is Connor.”


My mouth must have dropped open because my tongue feels
sandpaper dry, and it takes me a few seconds to find my voice. I should
probably ask how he changes his appearance, but that’s not the most pressing
thing on my mind at the moment. “Are you daft? Why would you bring him?”


“There’s nothing wrong with me.” Her eyes fire brilliantly
like priceless gems. “I’m not the one who got plastered and tossed in jail. You’re
the one who needed saving. Aaric came with me to help save your ass.”


I glare at him. He’s probably everything I’m not: stronger,
better-looking, rich beyond measure, no doubt perfect in every way. I
immediately hate him. “I don’t owe you anything. I never asked you to help me.”


“So noted.” He turns toward Juliet. “We should be going.”


Her face softens and her eyes widen as she looks at me. She
still feels something for me.


I haven’t lost yet.


She grabs my arm. “Come with us. Please, Connor, we can trust
Aaric. I’ll explain everything, I promise.”


I pull my arm from her grasp. “You can’t be serious. You
know what they did to my parents. I can’t trust them.”


“He wasn’t even on the planet back then. You can’t—”


“Yes, I can. My parents died fleeing a Seeker.” I face him
and sneer. “I don’t know what you’ve done to Juliet, but I’m not so easily
tricked. How about we settle things right now?”


He smiles. “Fine with me.”


Juliet huffs and conjures an energy wall between us. “You’re
both acting like idiots!” She turns toward me. “You won’t reconsider and come
with us?”


I shake my head. “He’s got to pay for what he’s done to my
parents. And I’m not going to let him enslave the world either.” I throw in the
last bit for good measure, so I don’t sound so selfish.


She sighs. “Tell Troy that I’ve figured out where to find
the bomb. We need to go back home. I’ll meet him there and any of the others
who want to help, but Aaric’s not the enemy. If you don’t want to come,
that’s your decision.”


She grabs Aaric’s hand and pulls him toward the doorway.


The arrogant wanker winks at me before he turns.


I step forward, but I can’t break through the energy
barrier.


“Nice to meet you, Connor,” he says over his shoulder before
disappearing from view.


Once they leave the room, the energy field disappears and I
sprint after them.


When I hit the street, they’ve already reached a black SUV.


Aaric leans out the window. He
catches my eye, tosses a duffel bag onto the street, and peels away from the
curb.


I jog over and pick up the bag.


I rip open the zipper and see the hilts of our crystal
swords glittering in the streetlight.














 


Connor


On my run back to the vicar’s house, my mind fills with questions
about the Prime Elector and Juliet: What’s their relationship? Why’s she so
convinced she can trust him?


He helped free me, but that doesn’t count for much in my
book. The tosser could have just been showing off, making believe he wanted to
help, or had some other unscrupulous motive I can’t even fathom. He is
the Prime Elector, after all. By principal we’re supposed to defeat him. That’s
the only constant we’ve been working with from the start. If that’s not true,
we have nothing to hold on to, and all our tethers to the world would come
unmoored.


He certainly casts off an arrogant I’m-the-master-of-the-universe
type vibe, and he looked at Juliet with a chummy expression. Even worse, she
seemed to like him. That could be my imagination, but as I close in on the
Vicar’s house the feeling only intensifies. I remember the way her fingers
touched his, and how he winked at me as if he were rubbing salt in a wound.


How did this happen? Did he brainwash her, or is Juliet
right about him?


At least I’ve finally sobered up,
but I still feel unsteady on my feet. My mind reels from all these conflicting
emotions.


I shove the vicar’s front door open with a crash, and
everyone glares at me.


Blake stands and meets me in the foyer, his face angry. “Well,
where have you been? We were about to go search for you.”


Akari joins him. “We thought something bad might have
happened to you.”


“Then you should be happy to see me.” I close the door and
recount my story, starting with my concern over Michelle and why I let the
police take me to jail. Finally, I tell them about Juliet and the Prime Elector,
Juliet’s message about the bomb, and that she’s headed back home to find it.


“You let her go with the Prime Elector, alone?” Troy rubs
his hand over his face. “That’s not a good idea.”


I lift my arms. “Okay, okay, I didn’t handle that well, but
what was I supposed to do? I couldn’t just go with them. He’s the one we’re
supposed to kill.”


“You should have protected her.” Akari practically stomps
her foot. “She’s in danger with him.”


“Well, I’m not sure Conner did the wrong thing.” Blake faces
Akari. “She could be brainwashed. She might have turned on Connor when they
were alone.”


“Right. She broke him out of jail with the Prime
Elector just so they could lure him away and kill him!” She kicks Blake in the
shin, and he moans.


Barrett appears in the doorway that separates the living
room from the kitchen.


Damn! I forgot he was here.


“The Prime Elector changed his appearance?”


“Yeah. Is that important?” I eye him suspiciously. If Juliet’s
right that we can trust the Prime Elector, then we can’t trust Barrett. That would
mean that we’re after the wrong alien and need to defeat him instead.


“It’s a rare talent, that’s all. He must be extremely
powerful.”


I shift my weight and the straps of the duffel bag rub
against my shoulder. I forgot about the duffel, too. I grin and swing it onto
the cocktail table with a thud. “The Prime Elector gave us back our swords.”


Blake zips open the bag. “Why did he do that?”


“Maybe we can trust him?” Troy looks over his
shoulder toward Blake. “We need to fly to Arizona. Can we use the company jet
again?”


Blake glances at Barrett, who talks in a reassuring voice. “Yes,
certainly we must go to Arizona. We will need to meet this Prime Elector. We
cannot defeat him from here, and we certainly wouldn’t want him to obtain the
Heart Stone.”


“Why?” I ask.


“He sounds like a powerful, elite Deltite. If he possesses
that red crystal, he’ll become almost all-powerful. We’ll have no chance at
defeating him, and the planet will fall under his control.”


I step toward him, my hands clenched. “So, it’s true. You
guys left a bomb on Earth that can destroy the entire planet.”


Barrett shrugs. “This was not my decision, but yes, a Heart
Stone is on Earth.”


I take another menacing step forward. “Where is it?”


He rakes his fingers over his short hair and sighs. “I wish
I knew, but I have no idea.”


Akari looks confused. “Why would you guys leave such a thing
on Earth unprotected?”


“My....” He stutters, as if unsure of how much to tell us. “My
leaders would never leave a Heart Stone unprotected. They will have devised an
intricate trap. If the Prime Elector tries to steal it, it is likely the stone
will explode and take the entire planet with it.”














 


Juliet


Aaric’s private jet leaves from the same small airport we
used only a few days ago. It’s hard to believe how much has changed in such a
short time. Ever since Sicheii started me on this path I’ve been whipped about
like a snowflake in a blizzard. I wonder if I’ll ever settle on the ground.


Aaric sits a row behind me with his eyes closed. He’s not
sleeping. He’s holding a crystal in his hand, and the aura around him burns
with an intense white light.


I sense that he’s communicating with
someone far away.


I attempt to settle my mind by playing the What If game.
I used to play different versions of the game to chase away my anxiety. Often,
I’d play the what’s-the-worst-thing-that-could-possibly-happen version, where
I spiral downward to the most horrific end possible. Usually, I’d do this when
facing a big test I wasn’t so sure about, or a lacrosse match. Eventually, I’d
realize the worst-case scenario wasn’t all that bad, comforted in knowing my
life wouldn’t be ruined by a failed test or a bad game.


For obvious reasons, I don’t play that version anymore.
Worst-case scenarios have become terrifying.


In the other form of the game, I take one action and spin it
outward, projecting as far into the future as possible, often revolving around
Troy and me. What if he went to the same college as I did, and he realized we
should be a couple, and we had our first kiss, and...? Eventually, everything
becomes fuzzy as the possibilities multiply and it all becomes silly.


Now, I realize I’m much better at the What If game
than ever before. I take a single event, like Connor and me running to Fiji,
and spin an entire life out of it. The problem is that each starting point is
based upon so many variables now: what would the Alphians do if we don’t kill
Aaric; or what happens if we disarm the bomb; or can I trust Aaric? It’s hard
to make sense of all these futures.


I create one game with a trustworthy Aaric, and feel a blush
when I envision us together. Not that I want to be with him—I like Connor—but
what if I was with him anyway? The notion seeps into my thoughts without
invitation. How would my life evolve? How would his warm skin feel pressed
against mine? Can he feel love the way humans do?


My heart starts to beat fast and my skin turns clammy. The What
If game is supposed to relax me, but it’s doing just the opposite.


I open my eyes and find Aaric settled into the seat next to
me, his gaze watching me. “What were you doing?”


I shift away from him so he doesn’t see my still-flushed
face. “Nothing. Just thinking.”


“Remarkable. Your mental capacity has increased since we
took the linking potion together. In just this short time, your brain processes
thoughts using more of your gray matter than it did before.”


“That’s good, right?”


He smiles but before he says anything, I add, “It’s neither
good nor bad. That’s what you’re about to say. It just is.” I look down,
failing to hide the worry in my eyes. I don’t like the specter of being an abomination
hanging over my head.


“Do not worry. I am developing a plan.” He looks honest, his
face unlined, his eyes clear and unblinking.


Can he really save me? My voice
squeaks just above a whisper. “A plan about me?”


He nods, and his eyes twinkle. “Of course.” 


He squeezes my hand, and I feel his warmth again. It relaxes
me, and I find myself squeezing back, soaking it in.


Suddenly, I’m aware of how close he’s sitting, so I break
eye contact with him and say the first thing that comes to mind. “Who were you
communicating with before? I know you were using a crystal to link with
someone.”


He releases my hand. “I was linked with Jared. He has met
with the covey at Guernsey.”


He pauses, so I prompt him. “And....”


He smiles. “And... it is complicated, but nothing I cannot
handle. They will fall in line. I will find the traitors. It will just take
time.”


I see strain in the ends of his lips. He’s not sure he can
retain power, but I won’t press him on it. He deserves space to work, to
breathe. At some point, though, I’ll need to know everything to fully trust him.


But that moment isn’t now, so I
change the subject. “What is Alpha like? I’ve seen a few glimpses of it. We
found a crystal globe that projects certain holographic images when we
concentrated on it.”


A wistful look settles in his eyes. “Beautiful, is it not? I
hope you have not been seduced by the narcotic that is Alpha.”


“Narcotic?”


His eyes sparkle with mischief. “Alpha is nearly perfect in
its beauty. There is no equal in the universe. Over time, Alphians have brought
only the loveliest items to the planet: flowers of breathtaking enchantment,
animals of unspeakable power and grace.”


“I saw turtles the size of small islands.”


He nods. “They were imported from a nearby world.”


“You make it sound like all that beauty is a bad thing. Why?”


His voice lilts. “It has become addicting. Alphians want to
forsake the rest of the universe to stay on their perfect planet. They have
turned their back on the rest of the worlds. They do nothing to prevent
suffering on other planets. All they care about is comfort and luxury. Some
Deltites even feel that pull. Gagarin, for one, was obsessed with returning to
Alpha. These Deltites have confused our mission. They want to take Alpha back,
but our true mission has little to do with our home planet. We are meant to
benefit the rest of the universe, those who need our help.”


I think about Earth and all our problems: disease, war,
famine, and poverty. Would they help us, or would they take away our freedoms
and turn us into something even worse? I realize how little I know about
Deltites. How can I decide if they are friend or foe when so much is a mystery?


“Tell me more about Deltites? How
did you become Prime Elector?”


“That is easy.” His eyes burn a combination of arctic blue
and regal lavender. “I drew the short straw.”


I elbow him in the side. “Be serious.”


“Each member of the Counsel voted and I was chosen to be most
suitable. Our votes are different from yours. We vote by mental acuity. The
collective ability of those who selected me outweighed those who did not.”


I frown. “So, each person doesn’t get one vote.”


He laughs. “Of course not. Where is the fairness in that?
The votes of those with the strongest ability should weigh most. They are the
most apt to make the right choice.”


He grabs a water bottle from a cooler in the seat next to
ours and hands it to me. “Any other questions?”


My mind spins. I should find out more about their society
and their plans for Earth, but my thoughts slip to another topic. I’m acutely
aware of my differentness from other humans, so I imagine it must be worse for
him. “Are you lonely? Being so far away from home?”


“Home? I have no home.” He scoffs. “I reject the idea. I
will live were I can logically do the most good.”


It sounds sad to me. I wonder if he means it or if he’s
never really had a home, and just doesn’t know what he’s missing. Humans need a
home, a place to return to where they feel safe and wanted. “How about love? Do
Deltites marry?”


“Two very different questions.” He smirks. “Deltites couple
in a monogamous relationship. We have Arrangers who research bloodlines and
genetic matches to arrange the most advantageous pairing. Sometimes we choose
among different potential mates, but often one pairing is the most logical.”


For some reason, I’m holding my breath. “What about love?
Isn’t there room for love?”


“For a short time, courtship for what you call romance is
permitted by those who want to partake in the ritual. It is never permanent and
only lasts a few years after we reach maturity. Afterward, we submit to the
Arranger’s wishes. It is what is best for our people.”


“My grandfather told me about the Native American Crane
Dance. The dance would last for one or two days, giving both men and women a
chance to see each other. Once a young man found a woman he liked, he would
speak to his mother. She would then talk to the young woman’s mother and, if
they agreed, he would sneak into the tent where the young woman was sleeping
and present her with a lit candle.


“If the young woman accepted the proposal, she would blow
out the light and the two would be joined. If not, the young man still had a
chance to woo her over the next day and try again.”


Aaric chuckles arrogantly. “Sounds preposterous to me. Where
is the logic in that?”


“It’s not preposterous, it’s romantic—two people finding
themselves, the woman blowing out the light.”


What he described, these Arrangers,
is the opposite of romance. It sounds clinical and unfeeling. How could he let
some Arranger decide his mate for the rest of his life?


“Arrangers lead to the best matches. It is more practical.”


There’s no use arguing with him. He won’t change his mind.
Logic and romance seem incompatible in his world.


“How about you?” I ask. “Has an
Arranger selected a mate for you?”


His smug expression drifts from his face. “We should get
some rest before we land.” He stands and retreats to the back of the plane.


I can’t shake the feeling that he’s torn, even sad. Maybe he’s
not as big a slave to logic as he’d like me to believe.














 


Juliet


Sicheii smiles at me. He’s wearing his straw fedora and a
canary-colored linen shirt.


I spin in circle, but the room is dark. “Where are we?”


“That is a good question.” He glances around with an
uncertain look on his face. “It seems that only you know the answer. You
summoned me.”


“How did I do that?”


He places one of his strong hands on my shoulder and
squeezes. He had the strongest hands of anyone I’ve ever known. “The how is not
important. The why is what we should concentrate on.”


Of course, he’d answer my question with a riddle.


I groan and let my eyes adjust to
the darkness. Vague shapes appear. One looks like a lamp, so I find a switch
and turn it on.


The dim bulb casts enough light for me to recognize our
surroundings. We’re in Roundtree’s living room. It appears the same as it did
the last time we were here: his possessions tossed haphazardly about, furniture
splintered, books ripped open, glass shattered, and the paneling in the corner
of the room smashed, where we discovered the Book of Wisdom.


Sicheii frowns. “I never understood why Roundtree cluttered
his life with so many possessions.”


“It probably seemed a lot better before the Deltites
destroyed it looking for information about me.”


Sicheii wrinkles his face as he scans the room. “True, but
not a whole lot better. He tied himself too closely to material things, as if
these things actually matter.”


“If I remember correctly, you liked some of the nicer things
also.” I tick them off my fingers. “The antique Porsche, the studio apartment,
artwork—”


“Yes, yes, you make a valid point, but my life was never
cluttered.” He waves his arms around in obvious disapproval. “Why are we here?”


“I’m not sure. I need a clue to find the Heart Stone. I had the
feeling you knew something about it and suddenly we’re here.”


“Oh.” Sicheii starts to wander around the room with an air
of distaste following him like a tail.


I block his path. “Do you know where the Heart Stone is hidden?”


“A Heart Stone, you say?” He shrugs. “How important is it?”


“Very.” I recognize the coy look on his face and grab his
shoulders. “Tell me what you know.”


He’s unfazed by the urgency in my voice. “What are you going
to do when you find it?”


I release him; as usual he hasn’t answered my question, but
asked one of his own. “I’m not sure. Aaric saved my life. I think I can trust
him, but who knows if he can hold power against the other Deltites. And I’m
sure I don’t like the other Deltites. I... I want you to tell me what to do.”


He leans down and bumps his head against mine, like he used
to do when I was younger and he wanted me to listen to what he was about to
say. “Do what’s right.”





The world shakes and dissolves and I hear the pilot’s voice.
“We’ll be landing in a few minutes. We’ve started our descent.”


Aaric returns to sit next to me. “Do you have any idea where
we start looking once we land?”


My stomach rumbles. “First, I have a craving for a
cheeseburger. We need to find a place to eat.”


He grins. “Me too.”


“It’s strange, but I was considering becoming a vegetarian.
I haven’t had a craving for a burger like this for a long time.”


“You’ve expended a lot of energy. Protein sources like beef
are the best way for you to replenish your supply. Your body is just telling
your brain what it needs.”


“So being a vegetarian is out?”


He shakes his head. “It is not a good idea. How about our
search? Any thoughts?


I nod. “I know a good place to start.”














 


Barrett


A red-hot blade carves through my temple and pries open my
skull. I see stars but refuse to call out in pain. I don’t want the others to
notice my distress.


My father’s image begins to appear before me, the energy
hologram shimmering with a bluish light, his features blurred yet unmistakably
his, surrounded by blackness as deep as space. The link doesn’t have to hurt,
but he likes to inflict pain. He’s reminding me that he holds my life in his
hands.


His image sharpens a touch, and his baritone voice projects
in my head. “Where are you on our little project?”


“I am well, Father. Thanks for asking.”


A crimson serpent materializes before me with two heads and
armor-like scales. The fangs in one of the heads are poisonous and the other
simply doles out mind-wrenching pain. It’s impossible to tell which one is
deadly.


I try to grab the snake before it strikes, but it moves too
fast and one set of fangs plunges into my arm. The pain knifes up my flesh and
explodes throughout my body.


I wait a heartbeat to see if poison grips me, but all I feel
is the searing agony in my arm. I try to keep my thoughts steady, but they
crack slightly. “Okay... Father... I just thought you might have been worried
about me. I’ve reached the Chosen. They are preparing to confront the Prime
Elector.”


The snake recoils and both heads hover inches from my
throat.


My mind dances. I’ve got to keep as close to the truth as
possible. He’ll sense any lies if I stray too far from reality. If he finds out
that Juliet has already told the Prime Elector about the Heart Stone, he’ll
activate it. Humans and all other life on the planet will cease to exist. It
will be as if they never existed.


I’m not sure I can live with that,
just yet.


His thoughts rumble, practically shaking me. “I know you’ve
met with the Chosen. I want to know whether they suspect a Heart Stone is on
the planet.”


“How do you know that I met with....” I stop, the answer
obvious. He employs spies on the planet. I wonder if he’ll tell them to leave
before he incinerates the place, or if he’ll sacrifice them too—just another
logical choice for the greater good.


The snake springs at me. This time it wraps itself around my
chest and squeezes, its hard scales compressing my lungs.


Pain lights along my ribcage and my
breathing becomes ragged. I almost bend over from the torture—almost—but I will
not give him the satisfaction.


“I asked you a question, Son. Don’t make me repeat it.”


The pain helps me focus and adds more conviction to my
thoughts. “They don’t know much. They want to take down the Prime Elector.”


“So the Prime Elector is still blind to my plans.”


The pain intensifies and my ribs feel as if they might snap.
I choose my thoughts carefully. “You are correct as always, Father.” It’s as
close to the truth as I can muster.


The serpent tightens its grip on me again and both heads
hiss in front of my face.


I can’t breathe. Entire galaxies
explode inside my mind as I’m running out of air. I begin to worry that he’s
discovered my lie, but the serpent abruptly releases me and slithers toward my
father, leaving me to gasp for air.


“Good. Do not waste time, Son. You have a way of dallying
when you should not. Lead them to the Prime Elector and their slaughter, and
return home to take your test. Rumors swirl that Cassandra will submit to the
test soon. You can still be first.”


He unlinks us and vanishes.


He has spies, but they can’t be too close or they would know
that Juliet is not with us. He would suspect the worst if he knew we were
separated. Still, I don’t have much time until they report back to him that
something is amiss, and then he’ll use the serpent or some other monster until
it breaks me.


I need a plan. No matter what my father says, these humans
aren’t primitive creatures that we can just toss away. The priests are right.
They have souls. I can feel it. Yet, if they live and the Deltites take the
planet, they will use humans to help them take over the rest of the universe.
My entire civilization could be ruined, countless lives lost in a war we might
not win.


The more my mind whirls around the situation, the more
certain I become that I need to speak with this Prime Elector. I need to
understand him and what he plans. I’m just not sure what I’ll say, or even what
I want him to say.


I’m lost in my thoughts when Blake sits next to me. He
nudges my arm and holds out a paper bag. “Air sickness? I hate planes. After
the last trip, I swore I’d never go back on one, but here I am.”


I take the bag from him. “Thanks.”


Connor snickers. “He travels through space, you idiot. I
doubt he’s airsick.”


Blake ignores him and keeps his eyes glued to mine. “I’m the
one who should thank you. Without you we’d all be lost.”


I look away, roll up the sleeve of my shirt, and glance at
my bicep.


Two fresh puncture wounds scar my skin.














 


Juliet


The sun burns my eyes. All I see is whiteness, and I have to
blink back tears.


Aaric hands me a pair of wraparound sunglasses. When I put
them on, the glare is gone and the world bursts in color. They work like
polarized lenses on steroids.


Aaric wears an identical pair. “Your eyesight is getting
better, more like ours. We see better at night. Without sunglasses the sun’s
glare can burn our eyes. These are specially made to take advantage of your
improved sight.”


“You didn’t wear sunglasses in London.”


He shrugs. “We were in England.”


“Point taken.” I shut my eyes and the dry heat welcomes me like
a warm embrace from a dearly missed old friend. The dry, fresh air smells like
the desert, like Sicheii, and like home.


When I open my eyes, Aaric leads me to a burnt orange Lamborghini
parked at the curb.


“Nice car.” I whistle. “Not very inconspicuous.”


He opens the door with a click on the remote. “I am not
hiding from anyone, and this car purrs like a dragon.” After we’re settled in,
he turns to me. “Where to?”


I direct him to the neighborhood we call the Reservation. It’s
not a real Rez, but a beaten down place where most of the residents are
poor Native Americans.


He works the car like a racecar driver, smiling like a kid
with a new toy as he accelerates, weaving around slower-moving traffic and
working the shifter on the steering wheel.


The mad grin splashed on his face
makes me smile. I’ve wondered how he has fun—if he has fun like a normal
person—so it’s nice to see him enjoying himself. It makes me feel closer to
him, like we’re not as different as I might have feared.


“When did you learn how to drive?” I ask. “You’ve only been
on the planet for six months.”


“This is my third time. It is not hard.” He beams me an
arrogant smirk like a spoiled child. “As the Prime Elector, others are supposed
to drive me. Since we are on our own, I get the pleasure.”


The car bolts forward and the engine revs as he passes a
bus.


My friend Ella drives fast. She’s always teetering on an
edge, ready to crash at any moment. Driving with her is a nail-biting, we-might-die-at-any-moment,
stomach-wrenching experience.


This is different. He seems to be in
full control of the car. Even though we’re moving fast, I feel safe.


He shakes his head as we enter the Reservation and drive
into the poor neighborhood. “This is such a waste. I do not understand why
humans divide resources like this. It makes no sense.”


I frown as we pass dilapidated houses—boards replace windows
in a few; some have abandoned cars in the driveway; one leans precariously to
the side.


I agree with him. “We should be more
balanced. There’s too much inequality in the world.”


He shoots me a weird expression, as if I’m speaking a
different language and don’t understand him.


“What?”


“Resources should be divided. That is natural. It is the way
you divide them that is foolish.”


I’m not sure I want a lecture about how dumb and primitive
humans are, but I still need to know more about him and his people. So I suck
it up and ask, “How do Deltites split up resources?”


“We do not base it upon the subjective pursuit of money. If
you are not born to rich parents, you do not stand a chance on Earth. We divide
our wealth by ability. We measure a person’s acuity and, based upon those
scores, he or she logically gets more responsibility and more of our resources.”


He sounds so pompous and superior, my blood starts to burn.
I’m human... well, I was human. Now I’m... I don’t really know. Still, humans
are my home team and I feel like he plays on a rival squad and just crapped all
over us. I want to disprove him, so I think hard on what he just told me. On
the surface it sounds like a more just system, yet something about it bothers
me.


My mind whirls, the light bulb goes off, and I figure out
the answer to the problem. “You believe that ability is controlled through
genetics, right?”


He nods.


“And you have these Arrangers who make sure those with the
best genes marry those with equally good genes. So, as far as I can tell, you
have an even worse system than we do. Status in your society is completely
determined by a person’s parents. There’s no way for those with whatever you
believe to be less desirable genes to move up.”


He frowns. “True... but they do not deserve to move up. They
are inferior.”


“Pull over.” I point to Roundtree’s house, the last one on
the dead end street—a small clay ranch-style home with a red tile roof. “What
about heart and effort? Why don’t those things count in your society?”


He parks the car, shuts off the engine, and beams a
self-satisfied grin at me. “You are an interesting person. Misguided, of
course, but interesting nonetheless.”


I moan and step out of the car. “You should really just
admit it when you’re wrong.”


Yellow police tape stretches across Roundtree’s front door.
His murder is still an unsolved crime, and he didn’t leave any children behind,
so there’s probably no rush to sell the house.


I glance around the neighborhood to
make sure no one is watching. “We should walk around back. The lock on the back
door doesn’t work, so we’ll have no problem getting in.”


When we reach the door, it opens with a firm shove. Once we
walk inside and see the wrecked living room, an ice-cold chill washes over me.
The Seeker did this. He trashed Roundtree’s house, tortured him, and had him
murdered—and he worked for Aaric.


I turn on him, full of righteous anger, and yell, “Did you
have to kill Roundtree? He was just an old man.”


He shrugs. “Apparently, that was his decision. He could have
told us what we wanted to know. He chose to die instead. Some might say foolish,
but it was not illogical.”


“But there must have been another way.”


His face sharpens for a second and his eyes burn white-hot. “This
is not my doing. The Alphians are responsible for this. They sent you to kill
me. I needed to find you and assess the threat. If I did not find you first, I
might have been forced to kill you before you had learned the truth, and I
could not let that happen.”


“Or maybe I would have killed you.”


He chuckles. “Right.”


I clench my hands into fists, but he’s right. Would I have
done any different? I killed that Seeker and Gagarin, and the Alphians did
create us to murder him. That’s our mission. He didn’t start this mess.
Roundtree might not have understood his role, but he had been dangerous to Aaric.


I breathe deeply and release my frustrations in a gust of air.
No good will come from parsing the past. We need to stay on task. I can sort
these things out later.


Aaric picks up a smashed picture frame and glances at the
photograph before he tosses it back on the floor. “So, what are we looking for?”


“I’m not sure, but we’ll know what it is when we see it.
Just try not to smash more stuff!”


“Why?”


“I don’t know. It’s just not right.” I start searching the
floor, and he heads in the opposite direction. The metal bison we used to smash
the wood paneling, to find the Book of Wisdom, lays on the floor, still bent
from when I twisted it by using my advanced strength for the first time. I was
being childish, showing off for Troy and Sicheii.


The memory sparks another one—a weird painting on a piece of
buffalo hide. I kick over a pile of books and find what I’m looking for.


“Got it!”


Aaric moves beside me, his shoulder brushing against mine. 


I hold the hide so he can see it—a primitive painting of a
tall white man with rays beaming from its eyes. He’s cloaked in darkness, so
the details are hard to make out.


“Sicheii gave this to Roundtree,” I say. “I’m pretty sure he
had others with the same figure. I had no idea what it meant before, but now it’s
pretty obvious.”


He takes the skin from me. “This must be one of the original
Alphians who created the Chosen serums. If we can determine where he’s located
in this picture, then we should be able to find the Heart Stone.” He looks up
at me. “Are you sure there are more of these?”


“I think so.”


Now that I know what we’re looking for, I know whom to ask.


Maybe that’s why a feeling of dread
seeps into my body.


It’s not that I don’t want to see my parents; it’s just that
I was hoping this mess would be behind me when I did.














 


Connor


Time moves in spurts. The constant plodding of the second
hand sweeping around the dial might prove me wrong, but that’s not what I’m
talking about. That’s rubbish. Technicalities don’t mean anything. Reality is
what counts.


The plane trip to Arizona might as well have lasted a year.
I tried to read some poems, but every line of prose reminded me of Juliet and
what a fool I am. When I closed my eyes, all I saw was that wanker of a Prime
Elector wink at me with a smug expression on his perfect little face. Even if
he weren’t the Prime Elector, I’d still want to choke the life out of him.


Finally, when we land, I’m the first off the plane and out
of the small private airport, where we’re waiting in the god-awful heat and
blinding sun for a car to take us to Juliet’s home town.


Troy saddles up to me and slaps me on the shoulder. “How are
you doing?”


“I’ve been better. I can’t believe how badly I’ve screwed
things up with Juliet.”


He grins. “Yep, you’re a real wanker.”


“You can’t start doing that.”


“What? Should I have said tosser or plonker?”


“Wanker is perfectly fine, but you have to stop talking English.
Just stick to American. It doesn’t sound right when you do it.”


I’m grateful he’s even talking to me. I shouldn’t have left
Juliet alone with the Prime Elector. She’s in danger. If the situation were
reversed, I’d probably have punched his lights out by now.


He leans closer toward me. “Don’t worry about Juliet. She’s
fine. We’ll find her, and you’ll have another chance to screw-up.”


“I’ll never forgive myself if something happens to her.”


“Juliet is special. There’s only one person I trust right
now to make the correct choices.” He elbows me in the side. “And it isn’t you.”


He’s right. Juliet represents the best among us. I need to
put aside my childish jealousy and trust her. She’s spent time with the Prime
Elector. She knows more than I do. Besides, she’s way smarter than me, than any
of us.


“I’m happy you stayed sober for the flight.” Troy looks at
me knowingly. He must have sensed the war waging inside of me.


I rummage inside my rucksack, take out a bottle of Scotch,
dump the contents onto the ground, and sigh. “I’ve given up drinking. If you
see me reaching for any booze, punch me in the face.”


Troy grins. “Done.”


“You agreed awfully fast.”


He shrugs and points at Blake. “What’s he doing?”


Blake is staring down at the ground, swiveling his head in
all directions, and twisting in a circle. His face is tense.


“What’s your problem?” I ask. “You’re spinning like a bloody
top.”


He doesn’t look up, and talks into his chest as he continues
his frantic search. “I’m looking for scorpions. They could be anywhere. The
smaller ones can be deadly.”


Akari chuckles.


Unfazed, Blake continues. “And we’ve got to look out for
rattlesnakes. But that’s not all. Black widow spiders and brown recluse spiders
can kill you too. Oh god, Arizona is really a terrible place.”


Troy winks at me before he turns to face Blake. “He’s right.
Scorpions end up everywhere—inside cars and houses. Once, I even found one in
the toilet.”


Blake’s head snaps up like a yoyo. His face has completely
drained of color. “Really. I’m not going to the bathroom.”


I laugh, and then we’re all laughing at Blake’s expense.
Even Barrett. It feels good.


“You’re ridiculous,” I say.


The SUV shows up and Barrett is the first to the door.


Blake hesitates, probably looking for scorpions or spiders
inside the auto. 


Akari shoves him in the back and he reluctantly disappears
inside.


I grab Troy’s arm. “What do you make of Barrett? Is he on
our side?”


Troy squints. “Coyote is a trickster. I can’t tell whether
he sent him to confuse us or whether the Wind Spirit is using him to help us.”


“When you figure it out, let me know. Just hurry up already.
If he betrays us, we’ll all be gutted.”














 


Juliet


While Aaric drives to my house, I study the buffalo hide in
my lap. I rub my fingers over the cracked dry leather and see the bald parts of
the picture where paint had already flaked off. Did the ancient Native
Americans leave enough clues behind for us to follow? How many paintings will we
need to put the entire picture in focus? I wish Sicheii were here. He’d know
for sure.


We pull up to the little guardhouse that blocks entrance to
my community, and I smile at Bob, who sits in his air-conditioned glass stall.


He slides the window and beams at me. “Juliet Stone, I’m
happy you’re home. We were all worried about you. What happened?”


Bob was probably born nosey. Maybe it’s his job to know what’s
going on in the neighborhood, but I suspect he just likes to gossip. Besides,
he seems lonely. His wife died last year from cancer and his only daughter went
to college in California. He’s stuck all day in isolation, and I imagine that
doesn’t change when he goes home. His aura gives off a rather dull gray color,
like a cloud heavy with rain.


I shrug and shade the truth. “I just needed a little time to
get away.”


He nods knowingly as if he understands exactly what I’ve
been going through. I stifle a laugh as he pushes the button and the bar lifts.
He wouldn’t believe the truth, even if I swore my life on it.


Aaric pulls up my driveway and we get out of the flashy car.
My eyes naturally dart to my neighbor’s house, Mrs. Jones. I know it’s
ridiculous under the circumstances, but I expect to find her spying on us from
behind a curtain with a drink in her shaky hand, a cigarette stuck in her lips.
A part of me still worries she’ll spread rumors about the “wild” Native
Americans who live next to her.


We moved here a little over a year ago from a more modest
place in a less affluent neighborhood. I still think of that house, the smaller
one, as my home. Still, I’ve spent enough time here and made enough memories
that this one is special too.


I sweep the interior of my house with my mind, looking for
auras, and find only my father’s upstairs, which is exactly what I hoped. I
want to talk to him alone. Mom should still be working at her law firm.


I trudge past the immaculate lawn to the front door with
heavy, uncertain steps.


Aaric grins. “You are not worried about introducing me to
your parents, are you? I am sure I will make a good impression. They will love
me.”


“Really?” I smirk at him. “What should I say? Meet my
new friend. He’s from an alien race and wants to rule the world for our
benefit. Gee, isn’t he swell?”


“Good point. Maybe you should leave out the alien part?”


“You think?” I unlock the door and push it open. “You stay
down here. I need to speak to my father alone for a few minutes.”


He shrugs, and I slip my sunglasses in my string bag and
drag myself upstairs. The remnants of the cheeseburger I ate for lunch churn in
my stomach and my body feels sluggish. I haven’t had much experience speaking
with my father like this—alone and about something important. I’d only met him
a few weeks ago. We’ve talked on the phone a couple of times over the past two
weeks. He’s a surprisingly good listener. I wonder if that has anything to do
with his time in jail.


I find him sitting on my bed; his strong arms tense as he
stares at a photo of Mom and me on the day of my birth. He has clear blue eyes,
short blond hair, and a two-inch scar that runs down the right side of his
face.


Lingering in the doorway, I watch him study the picture for
a few seconds before clearing my throat.


His eyes go wide and a smile blooms across his face. “Juliet!
Summer’s going to be so happy to have you back. At least now she’ll stop
threatening to kill me for letting you go.”


I plop down next to him on the bed. “We need to talk.”


He looks at the picture one last time and lowers it. “I
should have been there when you were born.”


“That’s not your fault. That was Grandfather’s doing.”


“Why are you home so soon? Are you finished?”


I shake my head and worry lines quickly replace his smile. I
should ask him straight away about the art. Who knows how much time we have
left? Still, I see the scar and can’t help but ask him about the night he got
it.


At first he’s reluctant to relive
the old stories from when he was in a gang, when he was a different version of
himself—one that wasn’t so good—but when I press him, he relents.


He tells me about his relationship with his brother who ran
the gang and his involvement selling drugs. His face lights up when he’s
talking about Mom. They were young and in love and she was pregnant with me.
They planned on getting married, but he ended up making a choice that changed everything.
As it turns out, not just for him, but for me also.


He knew Sicheii was in trouble and that a stranger had asked
about him. Worried that the stranger meant him harm, he raced to the art
gallery to help, but he showed up too late to warn him. Instead, he confronted
the stranger and ended up killing him. He doesn’t know it, but the stranger he
killed sounds like a Deltite. Somehow he bested a Deltite alone, a task that
sounds almost impossible.


As gripping as those tales are, what catches my attention is
his mention of a special painting he saw in my grandfather’s garage. “Can you
describe the painted buffalo hide?”


He pauses for a second as if he’s recalling the image from a
mental database. “I can’t remember too much. It was a long time ago, Juliet. A
tall thin guy was in the center. He wore a robe and weird light beamed from his
eyes. There might have been something else, but it’s hazy.”


I press him. “Try to remember. It could be important.”


He closes his eyes for a second. “Yes, the twisted arrow
symbol was carved into a wall.”


My heart skips a beat. “You’re certain about the symbol.”


“Yes, and your mother said he had other paintings with the
same weird dude on them. He had a special collection hidden somewhere.”


“Do you know where?”


Before he answers, a car pulls into the driveway.














 


Juliet


I glance out the window. “Why is Mom home so early?”


Dad steps next to me. “Beats me.”


My entire body clenches. “Bob, the security guy, must have
called her.”


She’s almost reached the door.


“Oh crap.” I remember Aaric and bolt out of the room. The
front door opens as I hit the last step.


“Juliet!” Mom races forward, her arms stretched wide.


Before I can move, she locks me in a body-crunching hug and
practically squeezes all the air from my lungs.


“I was worried I’d never see you again.” Her voice sounds
coarse and raw. “I’m so glad you’re home and safe.”


A heartbeat later, she pushes me to an arm’s length while
still keeping a firm grip on my shoulders, as if she’s worried I might run if
she lets go. “You are safe, right?” Her eyes wash over me, looking for
injuries, but when she finds none she breathes.


“I’m okay, Mom. I love you too.”


“Never again! You’re never leaving me again.” She grabs me
for another rib-crunching embrace and holds me tight.


I count to ten and then detangle myself. “Things aren’t as
simple as all that.”


Mom’s eyes turn to barbed wire and gleam with a cold anger.
She glances at Aaric for the first time and studies him suspiciously.


I move between the two. “Mom and Dad, this is Aaric. Aaric,
these are my folks.”


Aaric nods his head at Mom. “Nice to meet you, Summer Stone.
Your daughter is quite extraordinary.” He turns to face Dad and offers his
hand.


My father stares at it for a few seconds before he decides
to shake it.


Aaric smiles. “I’ve also heard many good things about you,
Ayden Connors.”


I face him. “Do you mind giving us a few moments of privacy?”


“Of course not. I will go into the kitchen.”


My parents follow him with their eyes as he disappears
behind the swinging doors that lead to the kitchen.


Nothing we say will be private. With his excellent hearing,
he’ll have no problem listening to us, but my parents don’t know that and his
departure has put them at ease.


“Is that his car in the driveway?” My mom frowns, which is
her way of saying, “It’s way too flashy.”


“Yes, Mom.” I grab both her arms and lock my eyes on hers. “Listen,
I need to know about some art Sicheii collected. The pieces would be old and
they’d have a tall white man in them. Maybe a weird light shines from his eyes.”


Mom bites her lip, puts her hands on her hips and scowls at
me. “No! I will have no more of this foolishness. I don’t know how my father
brainwashed you both.” She pauses for a second to blast my father with a
sub-zero glare that would chill a polar bear. “But this ends now! No more talk
about twisted arrows or strange spirits or the weird art my father collected.”


I should have known this wasn’t going to be easy. Mom’s
logical lawyer mind can’t face the irrational—that I’m a Chosen with a heavy
fate dumped on me. Worry lines carve canyons into her beautiful face and my
stomach twists. I hate to see her like this. I hate to put her through this,
but too much is at stake, and we don’t have much time. I have to make this real
for her, make her believe, so she’ll help me.


I speak in a quiet voice. “I know it’s hard to understand,
but I’m a Chosen. My blood’s been... enhanced with special DNA. I can do things
no ordinary person can. I need to stop these… people, called Deltites, from
taking over the world.”


Mom taps her foot. “Okay, prove it.”


My dad shrugs.


I can pull my crystal hilt from my string bag, but I suspect
that won’t be enough for Mom. She doesn’t want to believe the truth, so I’ll
have to break through her resistance with something harder to dismiss. Instead,
I concentrate on the couch, lift it with my mind, twist it in a circle, and
drop it back in place.


Mom’s jaw drops, and her face turns ashen.


“I can use telekinesis, read minds, possess animals, have
enhanced strength and speed, and, oh, a ridiculous blade materializes from this
crystal hilt Sicheii gave me.” I don’t mention the fantasy creatures I can
conjure—Mom can only take so much. “Now, please tell me about the artwork. It’s
important.”


Color flushes back to Mom’s face as she stomps her foot. “If
my father wasn’t already dead, I’d kill him.”


Ayden steps toward her. “I felt the same way, but we can’t
undo things now. Juliet needs our help.”


“You knew all this and didn’t tell me everything.” Anger
floods into her cheeks.


“Some of it. I tried to tell you, but you wouldn’t listen.
We have no choice now. We have to trust Juliet.”


It looks like Mom’s about to shout at him, but she takes a
deep breath instead, and regains her no-nonsense business mask. “All right. So
we call the sheriff and get the police to help. They’re supposed to protect us.”


“How is that going to work?” I say. “Do you think they’ll
believe me? Besides, they can’t do what I need. They’ll never be able to
protect me. These Deltites will find me eventually. I need to handle this now
and on my own terms, or we’ll never be safe.”


“She’s right, and what would happen if they found out about
her special abilities?” Dad says. “They’d lock her away to study her
because they’d think she’s dangerous.”


Mom’s face turns hard. It’s all sharp edges like a cut
diamond. “Okay, then. We’ll kill them all together. Every last one, if that’s
what it takes. Fill me in on the details.”


I’ve never known my mother to be violent, but she looks like
a killer.


Dad grins. “That’s my Summer. You should have seen her when
we dated. No one messed with her.”


I love my mom, and the last thing I want is for her to get
stuck in the middle of this mess—it’s way too dangerous. Still, I need that
artwork. It’s our only lead, and the only way to get it is through her. I’d
like to leave her out of this, but she’s cornered me, so I tell them the short
version of what’s happened to me since I left Arizona, focusing on the bomb and
that Aaric saved my life.


As I finish, Aaric steps into the room to join us. “We have
to go, Juliet. They’re coming for us.”


“How far are they?”


“I don’t know exactly, but they’ll be entering the community
in a few moments. We could fight them, but under the circumstances that might
not be the best option.”


He glances at my mom and dad. He’s worried we won’t be able
to keep them safe, that the Deltites will use them against us.


He’s right.














 


Juliet


I pull my sword from my string bag. “We have no choice.
There’s only one way out of the development.”


He nods and removes his crystal hilt from a holster under
his shirt.


Equally puzzled expressions pop onto Mom’s and Dad’s faces
as they stare at the crystal blades that have materialized out of thin air.
There’s no time for me to explain anything more to them now. “You guys should
run. Go out back and jump the fence. They won’t go after you. They want us.”


Dad shakes his head. “You should know me better than that by
now, Love. I’ve never backed away from a fight, and I’m not going to start
today. I have a gun upstairs.”


“That won’t help,” Aaric says. “They can create an
impenetrable force field.”


“I have a wooden baseball bat in my room. I can do a lot of
damage with a bat.”


Aaric nods and Dad races up the stairs.


“What should I do?” Mom asks.


“Is there a safe room where you can hide?” Aaric glances
upstairs optimistically. “Somewhere out of the way perhaps?”


“If you think I’m going to hide in some closet while my
daughter faces alien monsters, then you’re crazy! I’ve got some long knives in
the kitchen that might come in handy.”


Aaric grabs her arm. “I know you love your daughter, but let
me protect her. I will keep her safe.”


When she looks at me, some of the fight fades from her eyes.


I nod. “There’s no time, Mom. If I’m worried about you, I
won’t be able to concentrate on the fight. It’ll make things more dangerous for
me.”


Tears well in her eyes, as we hear a car screech to a stop
outside.


Dad runs down the stairs with an old Louisville Slugger in
his hand.


Aaric waves his sword. “Oh good. They are here.”


I push Mom toward the kitchen. “Go inside and stay there. Please.”


I’m not sure if it’s the desperation in my voice or the “please,”
but she relents and retreats into the kitchen. I hope she’ll stay there, but I’d
have better odds at winning the lottery.


Aaric glances at my dad. “You should stay behind us. Help
Juliet if she needs you. Don’t worry about me.” The tips of his lips turn up
into a lethal grin. “They’re no match for me.”


The windows in the front of the house explode, the door rips
off the hinge, and the floor rocks. Glass flies at us—little daggers eager to
cut into our flesh.


Aaric creates an energy field that shields us. The shards
and debris collide with his energy and fall harmlessly at our feet.


That’s quite an entrance.


I grip my hilt tighter and wait for
them. I’m not ready for a battle like this, but it won’t wait for me to
continue my training.


Aaric whispers to me, “Stay in control of your powers. Do
not let them overwhelm you.”


“So, no blowing anyone up?”


“You were lucky last time. This time you are likely to kill
yourself.”


“Great.” Not only am I fighting these Deltites, but I’m
fighting myself at the same time.


Four Deltites stroll through what’s left of our doorway.
Each holds a sword and sports a confident grin. They wear all black clothes except
the one in the middle; he’s the tallest and wears a white shirt.


Aaric swirls his sword in the air and addresses the tallest
Deltite with the white shirt. “Vladic. I should have known. And you call
yourself a Logician. Are you here to challenge me in combat? A fight for
leadership, just you and me as is our way?”


Vladic glares at him. “You are a traitor. You have no
authority here, Aaric. I take my orders from the real Prime Elector. We are
within our right to dispose of you as we see fit.”


He glances at me and my legs wobble. He’s a killer and way
more powerful than me.


“We won’t spare your pet either,” he
says. “I’m going to chop off her pretty little head and stuff it to keep as a
trophy.”


Aaric points his sword at Vladic’s chest. “Only four against
two. You should wait until the odds turn in your favor.”


A faraway look settles into Vladic’s eyes, as if he’s
concentrating on something else. Energy creatures appear at the Deltites’ feet,
odd-looking demons: an alligator with three-foot long legs; a miniature rhino
with two heads; a snake-like creature with long fangs and small legs that make
it look like a centipede from hell; and a small bird that hovers in front of
Vladic, with a long snout that resembles a four-foot dagger. It looks the least
dangerous, but I get the feeling it’s the worst of the lot.


Aaric conjures a dragon the size of a BMW Mini, and I create
the first thing that comes to mind—a full-sized bison. Even though we have a
big house and an open first floor, things are getting crowded.


“Holy crap,” mutters my father from behind me.


“Let the games begin.” Vladic waves his hands, a knowing
smile plastered on his face.


The Deltites’ energy creatures
charge, and so does my bison and Aaric’s dragon. The bison stomps down on the
snake-like creature, which reaches up and bites it on the leg. Luckily, the
bison has thick fur and the bite doesn’t slow it down. It tramples the snake
until the creature disappears in a burst of light.


Aaric’s dragon blasts the alligator with a fireball that
fries the demon, but the bird flies incredibly fast and repeatedly stabs the
dragon with its long beak. The dragon is so preoccupied with the bird it doesn’t
notice the two-headed rhino charging from its side.


I will the bison forward, and he stampedes into the rhino,
intersecting it before the rhino takes out the dragon. The two creatures tumble
to the floor, careening into a bookcase that splinters in half. The entire
house shakes. One rhino head bites the bison on the neck. The bison snorts and
stands, and the rhino leaps at it. It’s more agile than it looks, and both of
its heads chomp onto the bison’s back.


At the same time the nasty bird flies so fast it would make
a hummingbird jealous, and jabs the dragon from all angles with its dagger-like
beak. The dragon twists as it tries to anticipate where the bird will go next,
but it’s just not fast enough to catch it.


Vladic smiles.


I don’t know what happens if that
bird beats the dragon, but I’m sure it won’t be good.


The bison, with the two-headed rhino in tow, crashes into a
couch, smashing it in two. The collision does nothing to shake the rhino. It
stays attached to the bison’s back, its jaws digging through fur and into
muscle. The big animal grunts and charges straight for a wall. It picks up
speed and both creatures smash straight through the house and tumble outside.


When both stagger from sight, energy
erupts in an explosion, shaking the entire house.


The blast almost sends me falling to the floor, and throws
the nasty bird off balance and it crashes into a wall. The dragon jumps after
it and chomps down on the smaller creature. The bird disappears, and the dragon
tries to stand and face the Deltites, but it’s weakened from the bird’s
attacks.


It slumps and the Deltites charge. Vladic slices through it
with his sword, and the dragon is gone. Three Deltites swarm at Aaric and one
comes for me.


I can’t watch Aaric or help him. I need my full attention on
the Deltite who’s attacking me.


She charges forward and swipes at my side in one quick,
smooth motion.


My sword leaps after hers to block it.


She’s thrown off-balance and I slice into her leg.


The cut is superficial, but it draws
blood, and she backs up a step.


She attacked recklessly, assuming I would be easy to take
down. She won’t make that mistake again.


I glance at Aaric, who throws one
Deltite across the room with a shoulder throw, but Vladic rakes his back with
his sword before he can turn. His third attacker swings for his side, but Aaric’s
a tornado and deflects the blow before it scores.


I can’t look any longer because my attacker advances. She
starts with a few sideswipes that I deflect. 


I swing for her head and she ducks under.


Using telekinesis, she sends a chair flying at me. I don’t
see it until it’s too late, but Dad swings the bat and smashes it to pieces
before it brains me.


She seems to notice him for the first time, and a cruel
smile twists her lips into an upward hook.


I don’t like that look, so I dart
forward and attack with everything I have. I use all the energy around me and
let the sword move on its own.


She deflects a swipe at her right side.


I spin and hit her with the hilt across her right cheek,
which sends her twisting to the floor.


My dad jumps forward with his bat raised. 


I wish he didn’t. 


He freezes before he can swing it. 


She’s created energy bands that wrap around him, including one
twisted around his neck. She squeezes and he drops the bat.


She grins at me. “Drop your sword or I’ll snap his neck.”


My world stops. If I try to break her hold on him, she might
kill him.


Aaric flips an attacker over his shoulder to crash onto a
table.


Dad sputters. “Don’t, Juliet. I’m not worth it.”


His face looks determined until she squeezes even harder and
he groans in pain, clawing at the invisible band around his neck. He gasps for
air as the Deltite slowly strangles him.


I can’t let him die. I steady my
breathing and lower my sword.


Aaric has stopped fighting as well, and is looking at me
with desperate eyes.


Vladic grins. “I didn’t expect you to be so weak, sacrificing
yourself for a worthless human. They are bugs for us to step on.”


Mom bolts from the kitchen with a Molotov Cocktail
she’s cobbled together from a bottle of Vodka and a lit dish towel. She throws
it at my attacker, who deflects it at the last second with her mind.


Still, that split second distracts her enough that I can
break the energy bands that hold my father, and he falls to the floor sucking
in air.


I raise my sword, but Vladic still presses the point of his
blade to Aaric’s chest.


I have no choice now. We’re going to die unless I do
something. Blood flies throughout my body and my heart thumps. My body soaks up
energy from everyone around me. My body feels as if it’s on fire, and I focus
on Vladic.


“Stop! It is too dangerous!” Aaric’s warning echoes in my
head.


Then everything changes.














 


Connor


We reach the security hut that blocks entrance to Juliet’s
community,


The driver stops the SUV and rolls
down the window, and shouts a long string of curse words. He turns to face us
and yells, “The guard’s been killed. We’ve got to call the police and get out
of here.”


“Drive through the barrier, you wanker.” My heart races. “We
need to find our friend.”


“There’s no way I’m going through there. They don’t pay me
enough.”


Troy opens the door, leaps out of the car, and pulls the
driver out of the SUV. When he jumps back in, he slams on the gas and snaps the
barrier in two.


I pull out my crystal sword, and so do the others. I don’t
like this. Whoever killed that guard won’t hesitate to kill Juliet. I only hope
we’re not too late.


Troy jams on the brakes and the SUV slides to a stop in
front of a house that looks like a bomb exploded inside: the windows are smashed
and the door is ripped off the hinges.


I’m first out of the SUV, sword in hand. I can’t breathe.


What if they got to Juliet? What
if she’s....


I sprint past the wreckage that used to be her doorway and
skid to a stop inside the house—Akari, Troy, Barrett, and Blake only a second
behind me. Flames lick the curtains in the living room.


A Deltite presses the tip of his blade against Aaric’s
chest.


Other Deltites are in the house, but
my eyes lock onto Juliet.


She’s facing a female Deltite.


I don’t think. My heart pulls my body forward, and I charge.


The Deltite’s jaw drops. She barely raises her sword in time
to meet my overhead chop.


Not my smoothest move, but my body
is so jazzed with adrenaline the stroke comes down like a locomotive and
staggers her backward.


Juliet takes advantage of the Deltite’s awkward position and
swings her blade at her side; the sharp edge of her sword now slick with blood.


The Deltite reaches for the wound
with her hand and stares at the blood in disbelief.


Before she can regroup, I plant a front kick onto her chest
that sends her crashing into a wall. The back of her head makes a hard thud as
it cracks against a beam, and she’s slides down the wall to the floor,
unconscious. Some older dude, who has to be Juliet’s father, finishes her off
with a bat.


Juliet and I look away, and I survey the rest of the house:
Blake and Akari battle one Deltite, and Barrett sinks his sword into the chest
of another. Troy’s a step behind Juliet and me, while Aaric seems to have the
upper hand against a tall Deltite in a white shirt.


Akari spins to deliver a double roundhouse kick, but her
opponent darts back out of range and she misses. Left off-balance, the Deltite
swipes his blade along her back, and she falls to the ground, vulnerable. The
Deltite stands over her, lifting his sword to plunge down into her back.


“Akari!” Juliet shouts as she jumps toward her.


Blake beats her to the spot and
engages the Deltite before he can finish his strike. Blake must be embracing
all his special abilities because he’s moving faster than ever before. His
sword dances, and the Deltite lumbers to match him.


I spot a picture frame and launch it at the Deltite from
across the room.


With his focus on Blake, he doesn’t see it coming. The frame
smashes into his head and he topples over.


Blake pounces and sinks his blade into his chest, a grim
sneer on his face.


The only fight left is Aaric and
White Shirt. They’re moving too fast to see clearly, but it looks like Aaric
grabs White Shirt by the shoulders and flings him toward the entryway.


White Shirt smashes into the frame, hard, and a wild look
enlivens his eyes as he staggers to his feet.


Aaric looks posed to pounce, and then the inside of the
house practically explodes as if a tornado rips through it. Furniture and
debris fly everywhere.


I have to deflect a chair that
almost decapitates me.


The storm flashed through the house in a quick burst of
energy. When it’s over, I look up and White Shirt is gone. A second later a car
peels away from the curb.


Blake helps Akari up when Troy shouts, “Gas leak! Everyone
out!”


Flames already engulf the curtains in the living room. In a
second, the entire house will explode. I look for Juliet, grab her arm, and
pull her toward the door. Everyone surges outside.


Aaric is last to leave as the house explodes. The ground
shakes and a blast of hot air hits us. Aaric is about to be consumed by fire,
but Juliet creates a shield that protects him.


She protects him. We could have ended this mess and
there she goes protecting him again.


At least we all got out safely.


Akari’s leaning against the SUV, with Troy and Blake by her
side. They look concerned, but when Blake says something I can’t hear, she
stomps down on his foot.


I smile.


Juliet shouts, “Stop!”


I turn to see Aaric and Barrett facing off with swords in
hand.


Blake charges ahead to help Barrett, but a ring of energy
appears that surrounds the two combatants, separating us from them.


Barrett and Aaric circle each other, measuring each other.


Blake grabs Juliet’s arm. “This is our chance. We can finish
him off together. You can dissolve that energy field. You’ve done it before
when we were linked together.”


“Aaric is not our enemy. “ She shakes her head. “I won’t do
it.”


I push Blake away from Juliet. I don’t understand what’s
going on, and part of me is steamed, but I have to trust her. “Juliet knows
what she’s doing.”


Blake throws his hands up in the air.


“Look.” Troy points to the energy field, which wavers and
disappears.


Aaric lowers his sword. “Are you going to murder me, cousin?”














 


Connor


Barrett slips the hilt of his sword into his front pocket. “Not
today.”


A hurricane of uncertainty rips through me. Which one of
these two should I trust, or can I trust either one? Usually I follow my gut,
and my gut tells me Aaric’s untrustworthy.


The problem, of course, centers on Juliet. Everything leads
back to her. I can’t tell if my gut is acting like a plonker because I’m
jealous of the guy, or if it’s something else, something real. Now, these two
are related, and the entire situation just gets murkier.


“What in bloody hell is going on?” I say to no one in
particular.


Juliet’s father stands off to the side with a woman who must
be Juliet’s mom. He says, “Don’t ask me.”


Blake flaps his hands in the air like a bird that’s too
heavy to take off. “Did he just say cousin? I could have sworn he said cousin?”


Juliet turns to face me. She doesn’t seem to have doubts,
her face smooth, certain. She smiles, and the sun rises and silly little
butterflies flutter in my stomach. Her eyes are moist, but they’re not sad
tears. She wraps her arms around me and whispers, “I knew I could count on you.
Thanks.”


She turns toward Troy.


He cocks his head to the side, his eyes wide and glistening.
“It is good.”


I know the greeting means something special to them. It
functions as both a hello and a goodbye, and it’s the same phrase she wrote on
the note she left for me in the houseboat.


He opens his arms and she folds into them.


Akari joins them.


What the hell?


I feel like a total-complete-absolute-wanker
standing by myself, so I wrap my arms around Akari’s and Juliet’s shoulders and
link myself with them in a group hug. It feels good to have Juliet back, like I
can finally breathe again. She’ll never know how much I missed her, how
incomplete I felt without her.


When we detangle, Juliet asks Akari, “Are you okay?”


She smirks. “Just a scratch.”


“Good thing Blake was there to help.” Juliet smiles slyly at
him.


He stands apart from us, unwilling to join us. “Well, I was
pretty terrific.” His face tints pink. “No point in being modest. I mean, there’s
no way to hide it.”


Another explosion rocks the house, this one small, but loud.
The entire colonial has caught fire.


Juliet’s father touches her arm. “Juliet, we’ve got to
leave. The police will be here any minute. They can’t find us here when they
arrive. They’ll ask too many questions we can’t answer.”


Juliet glances at her mom. “I’m sorry about the house. I
shouldn’t have come home.”


She waves at the burning building. “I’ve always hated this
house. I should have listened to my father and never moved here. I’m just happy
you’re safe.”


“Where should we go?” Juliet asks her. “Where would Sicheii
hide that artwork?”


“I know he had a collection. We should look at the art
gallery. That’s the most likely place to find the paintings.”


Blake crosses his arms against his chest. “What’s this about
artwork? I’m not going anywhere until someone tells me what’s going on!”


“My grandfather collected paintings with Alphians on them,”
Juliet explains. “We think they’re clues as to where the Alphians hid the Heart
Stone that will blow up the planet. We have to find them.”


The door to the neighbor’s house opens and a middle-aged
woman totters outside, holding a bottle of Vodka and slurring her words. “I
knew... you people... were trouble when you moved in.”


Juliet smiles and shouts. “You don’t know the half of it,
Mrs. Rodgers!”


Troy says, “We’ll meet you at the art gallery, then?”


Juliet nods and just like that she’s in the Lamborghini with
mister perfect.


I’m not sure about my gut, but I really want to strangle
that guy.














 


Juliet


Aaric starts the sports car with a rumble and squeals the
tires as he swerves away from the curb. He pushes the car hard, making sure he
doesn’t look at me, as if he needs all his attention to drive. That’s totally-absolute-utter-unquestionable
nonsense. He could drive while playing a game of chess. He’s just trying to
avoid me.


When we reach Route 100, I tell him to make a left, and
sirens ring out in the distance. They’re too late. The others will be long gone.


Aaric grips the steering wheel hard and keeps his focus on
the road even though I’ve got a death stare locked on him.


I need his attention, so I tell him to make a left down a
side street, and he skids into the turn. I direct him into another left and a
right and then we’re stuck at a dead end facing a river. When he stops the car,
I lean over and grab the wheel.


“I gather this is not the art gallery,” he says.


“Not quite. You’ve been avoiding me since we got into the
car. So, who was that back at the house? Was he a Deltite or an Alphian?”


He finally turns and faces me. “Vladic? He is a Deltite from
the Russian covey. I met him once and immediately disliked him. He is a worm.
He smells like fish. Did you notice?”


When I don’t say anything, he continues. “Good thing you did
not. It is not pleasant. With any luck I will see him again shortly.”


I narrow my eyes. “You know I meant your cousin, the one who
came with the rest of the Chosen. What’s the deal with him?”


“Oh, him.... He is an Alphian. His name is Barrett. I am
sure the Elders sent him to help you Chosen kill me. Turns out he is a distant
cousin. Small universe.”


“Small universe indeed.” I release the steering wheel. “How
do you know that he’s your cousin?”


Aaric arches his eyebrows. “You could not tell?”


“All you aliens look the same to me.” I shoot him a
half-grin so he knows I’m joking.


“Auras tell us more than the state of a someone’s being,” he
says. “You can see a person’s lineage in the light if you know what to look
for. We are both from the same clan: the clan of Aarvlic—one of the original
Alphian family lines. After I realized that, the rest was simply logical.”


“What are we going to do about him?”


“Funny you asked.” He rakes his hand through his fine-spun
hair. “I was just thinking the same thing. Either we will have to kill him, or
he is an invaluable piece to the puzzle. I cannot be certain just yet.”


“Do you think he knows where the Heart Stone is hidden?”


“No. The Elders would never trust him with that information.
They would worry that we might capture him and force him to reveal the
location. Still, he could prove helpful. The Elders must have spies watching
us. If he reports that all is on track, that you are still trying to defeat me,
we will buy some time. If he tells them that we are working together, then the
game is over.”


“Game over?”


He nods. “Earth is gone, I am gone, you are gone...
everything and everyone is gone. It would be as if we never existed.”


“Great.”


“Look on the bright side.”


“What’s that?”


“Your parents definitely love me.” He winks. “I told you I
would make a good impression.”


“You think so? Even after we almost died, had to kill three
Deltites, and blew up their house?”


“Trivial details. Stop being so negative. They love me. I
have a sixth sense for these things, but I am pissed about one thing.”


“Only one?”


“I lost my dragon. When you conjure an apparition and it
dies in battle, you can never conjure it again.”


I think about the Husky who died in England and feel a wave
of sorrow.





I hesitate at the door to the art gallery. Sicheii did more
than own this place—he lived here and filled it with his spirit, making it an
extension of himself. The art, the Pueblo music he always played, the incense,
the open layout that reminds me of the desert.... It’s hard not to feel his
presence, which only makes me miss him more.


“Are you all right?” Aaric touches my shoulder.


“I’m fine.” I don’t want him to think I’m a basket case, so
I straighten my back and push through the doors.


Lisa greets me with an awkward hug. She’s Native American
and graduated from State a few years ago. Her long, straight, raven-colored
hair falls evenly around her oval face and intelligent eyes. Add in her
athletic build and she’s a knockout.


We have a complicated relationship. She started living with
my grandfather after working at the gallery for only a couple of months. I assumed
she wanted Sicheii’s money, but I was wrong about her. She truly cared for him
and was heartbroken when he died.


When we separate, she says, “I’m so happy you are well. We
were all worried about you. The others are upstairs in the studio.”


She locks the door, and I introduce her to Aaric.


We take the stairs to the studio and enter a rather spacious
apartment that comfortably holds everyone. The Chosen and Barrett stand close
together in a knot on one end. Mom and Dad stand apart while Troy functions as
a bridge. All eyes turn toward us when we enter.


“Took the long way?” Blake says.


He doesn’t trust me. It’s clear in the way he looks at me
and the tone of his voice.


I ignore him and seek out Connor
with my eyes. He’s crossed his arms against his chest and keeps shifting his
gaze between Aaric and me.


I want to talk to him alone, to explain, to make him
understand, but first we need to have a group conversation.


The silence in the room is thick and
awkward, so I clear my throat and start things. “We need to find the red
crystal called a Heart Stone. The Alphians hid it on the planet and we don’t
have much time to find it, otherwise they might blow up Earth. Any ideas?”


I glance at Barrett to read his face but it’s a piece of
granite. He might know something that will help us, but it’s impossible for me
to tell.


“Well, I don’t think we should say anything with him in the
room.” Blake points at Aaric. “I don’t know if we can trust him.”


“I’m not sure we can trust your new Alphian friend either,”
I say with sufficient snark in my voice to match his tone.


Aaric waves his hand at Barrett. “We should step outside,
cousin, and let the humans talk about us behind our backs. We have much to
discuss.”


“We do.” Barrett moves with the same athletic grace as
Aaric.


Both their auras are dazzlingly
bright, complex and full of color. It’s hard to notice the similarity amongst
the light, but there’s a likeness in the shades of white and some of the blue
swirls that meet along the edges.


When they leave, Blake scowls at me. “So what were you up to
when you abandoned us and conspired with the enemy?”


My father snarls. “I don’t like your tone.”


I step between the two and face my father. “He’s right to be
upset, Dad.” Then I turn toward Blake. “I didn’t conspire with the
enemy. When they captured me in New York, they told me I had to meet with the
Prime Elector alone or else they were going to kill all of you. I—”


“Felt bloody obligated to protect us because we’re
hopeless without you.” Fire burns in Connor’s eyes.


My stomach feels as if I’ve
plummeted down a waterfall; he’s still angry with me. I had hoped he would’ve
turned a page after we saved him at the jail, but there’s no denying that look.


“You could have included us,” he adds. “We’re in this together.”


I want to say something to defend myself, but the words
catch in my throat. There’s nothing more for me to say.


Akari jumps in. “We can’t fight among ourselves. We must
stay united. What’s done is done.”


“Juliet only did what she thought was best,” says Troy. “Let’s
focus on the future and what we do next.”


“Right,” I say, thankful for the life preserver. I catch
them up on events, including my battle at Aaric’s compound, the civil war that
threatens to split Deltite society in half, and the enhanced humans they’ve
been creating with Deltite DNA.


When finished, I look away from them and toward the window.
I left out the linking serum that Aaric and I drank, and my fears about being
an abomination. I can’t discuss those with my parents here, and not with all
their lives at stake. They have to come first. Then maybe I can face my own
situation, if there’s time.


Akari speaks first. “They’ve created an army of people with
special abilities like us?”


I turn back toward them. “Not an army, but enough of them to
make a difference. They also don’t have abilities like we do. They’re stronger,
faster, and smarter than average humans, and some have mild telekinesis skills,
but none have the special abilities that we possess.”


Blake whistles. “Well, that’s awfully smart of them. These
hybrid humans will end up in the highest places in our society. It will
certainly make taking over the planet a whole lot easier.”


“There’s more.” I end by summarizing the differences between
Alphian and Deltite philosophies. “Aaric is a logician. He wants to partner
with us to bring order to the universe, to bring peace here and to other
planets that aren’t as developed.”


More certainty fills my voice than I expect. Have I
decided that he’s right? Would Earth be better off with his help?


“I don’t like it,” says Connor. “We don’t need his help to
straighten out our own bloody planet.”


“I’m not so sure,” says Troy. “We’re destroying Mother
Earth. Maybe he can help restore balance. We have to change our relationship
with the planet somehow or the prophecy will be fulfilled and Mother Earth will
expel us.”


An argument erupts, and I turn away from them feeling woozy.
It’s been a long couple of days and my head starts to split open, the pain
knifing down my back and carving its way to my toes.


Finally, my dad speaks up, cutting through the argument. “We
don’t need to decide the fate of the world now. We need to focus on the bomb
before there’s nothing left to fight about.”


That quiets the group, and allows me to speak up again. “We
think the Heart Stone is hidden nearby. My grandfather collected ancient Native
American artwork that had images of Alphians on them. There must be clues
hidden in those paintings. If we find them, we’ll have a chance to figure out
where it’s hidden. We found one of the hides at Roundtree’s house, but I left
it behind. The fire must have destroyed it.”


“Not so fast.” My father removes the hide from under his
shirt. “I thought it might be important so I grabbed it when I went upstairs
for the bat.” He unrolls it and puts it on the table.


“Lisa, have you seen anything similar among my father’s
collection?” asks my mother. “I know my father collected these. Maybe he hid
them in the vault?”


She shakes her head. “He didn’t leave them here. I’ve never
seen anything like this.”


While everyone inspects the hide, I lean against a chair, my
body heavy, and my hands clammy. When I turn my head, I see Sicheii out of the
corner of my eye.


He’s in the kitchen making his favorite lunch: eggs, salmon,
scallions, and cheese all mixed together. The food smells wonderful and he
smiles at me.


I close my eyes and shake my head to clear them. When I reopen
them he’s gone.


Blake separates from the others and walks toward me. “There’s
only one problem. I don’t trust... you. Ever since they captured you in New
York, you’ve been acting weird.” He turns to make his case to the others. “She
decked Connor and didn’t tell any of us what she was up to. We find her with
the Prime Elector, and now she tells us to trust him.”


My temper fires up and the world pixelates so sharply it’s
hard for me to make out shapes. “Can’t trust me!” 


Blake turns toward me, and his face shatters into a thousand
little dots, and then a heartbeat later combines and refocuses. 


My body feels like it might explode. “What have you
sacrificed? I lost my grandfather. I saw him murdered! I couldn’t stop the
Seeker. It was my fault. My fault! I should have protected him, but I watched
the life leave his eyes. He....” Tears fall now, angry and hot against my
cheeks. “I’ve sacrificed... I’m an....”


My body’s soaking up too much energy and I’m on the verge of
losing control.


Everyone stares at me like I’m nuts, hate and suspicion
filling their eyes: Blake, Akari, Connor, even Troy. Their faces shift in and
out of focus. I’m transported back to Hampton Court Palace and see again the
hate pour out of them after I decked Connor.


I shake my head and this time I’m back at the cemetery with
Sicheii—all those graves and none with my name on it. They all die and I’m
spared.


How can they trust me?


Sicheii is frowning at me. “Be the rock,” he says.


“Maybe I’m not strong enough,” I mutter.


He fades, and I’m left with the others, struggling to
breathe. Their expectations suffocate me. All I see are their tombstones. Not
mine. Never mine. Do I betray them in the end? Is that what Sicheii’s telling
me? Do I always have to stand on ice that spider webs from my feet?


I can’t stay here or I’ll burst.


I turn and the door explodes before me.














 


Barrett


We step into the night. A smattering of stars fill the sky,
and I feel lost and far from home. Of course, I am far from home. Not
measured by time of travel, but in space and isolation and the incredible
responsibility my father has burdened me with.


We walk in silence for a few minutes, the clatter of our
boots the only source of noise. Storefronts line both sides of the narrow
cobblestone streets. Most of the stores are closed, but as we reach a main
street we see a few lit restaurants in the distance that teem with life.


Alpha doesn’t have streets like these. Our architecture is
different. We mostly use the planet’s abundant crystals for building materials,
some opaque for privacy and others translucent for light, but that’s a
superficial difference. The deeper distinction, the one that cuts through our
two societies, is reflected in the close proximity in which these humans live.
Alphians treasure their privacy. We space apart our residences so they cannot
be seen from one to another.


Aaric leads the way, crosses the main street, and heads down
a narrower one.


I close my eyes for a second and
wonder what this place looked like when my father first visited over two
hundred years ago. Certainly the streets were not here, nor the buildings.


I sigh, and as the air puffs from my mouth, so does my last
shred of hope. A small part of me still hoped my father wasn’t always a cold-hearted
logician, a slave to calculations and formulas, probabilities and outcomes.
There’s no way to fool myself any longer. He had barely lost his hair when he
condemned this planet to death in his mechanical, logical way.


I’ve tried to embrace my rational side to be more like him,
to make him proud of me, but my emotional and spiritual sides always speak the
loudest. When I go back home and pass the final test, I’ll tell him that I want
to become a priest. He’ll be so disappointed that he’ll never speak to me
again, but I can’t live the logician’s life and deny my true passion—to live
beyond logic to a higher calling. Mom would have understood, but she’s gone,
and I’ll be on my own.


Aaric interrupts my thoughts. His face looks much like mine
in the darkness. We have the same jawline, high forehead, and deep-set eyes. “It
must have been difficult to grow up on Alpha.”


“Difficult? We have the best of everything—perfect
weather, tastiest foods, richest wines, the finest teachers and spiritual
advisors. I would think you’ve had a much more arduous time of it.”


“All that beauty and the quest for perfection can shackle a
person, stifle his natural curiosity, and squash his drive to transform the
universe. I grew up on a wild planet, one more primitive than this one. We had
to hunt to survive, and yet I would not have switched places with you. The
lessons I have learned are invaluable. Stand in a forest with an empty stomach
and drawn bow and you learn the true nature of the universe. You also learn a
thing or two about what you are capable of achieving.”


“I’ve never thought about it that way.” I assumed Alpha was
the ideal place to grow up, but now I find myself jealous of him. He’s tested
himself in ways I’ve never dreamt about.


“How long have you been on planet?”


“One week.”


He pulls me to a stop and stares at me for a long moment,
and I see a touch of wildness in his eyes. His gaze pierces into me, beyond
skin and muscle and bone, as if he’s trying to see into my soul to assess
whether it’s worthy. I can’t help but wonder what he finds.


“Not long, but long enough,” he says.


“Long enough for what?”


“To understand. Humans are not soulless beasts who deserve
to be extinguished as if they never existed. They are not as evolved as
Alphians, but that is only a matter of time. Early Alphians did not posses the
abilities we do now. Only after they tapped into the power of the crystals did
they truly excel. It took time, and given time, these humans will evolve also.
Maybe not in the same way, but they will... perhaps even into something better.
Who can say?”


“That’s if I give them time, you mean. Right?”


In a cosmic practical joke of epic proportions, we stand
together on an odd street in a far-flung planet neither one of us can call
home, deciding the fate of billions of people we barely know.


He nods and we continue walking. He’s correct about us of
course. Alphian society started over a hundred thousand years ago. We went
through a long primitive phase, not dissimilar to humans. We wasted much blood
on senseless wars and pillaged the planet’s natural resources. Then we became
enlightened and learned a better way, but our teachers mostly bury that
history. They’d rather focus on the Enlightened Age to prove our superiority
to the universe’s other creatures, as if we were always higher in the natural
order.


“It is a shame we have just met,” he says. “I have a
brother, but we rarely see the world the same way. We will have to make up for
lost time—you and me. Do you have any siblings?”


I shake my head and imagine what it would have been like for
us to grow up together. Perhaps he could have chased away some of the
loneliness.


“Tell me about Alpha.” A wispy quality fills his voice and a
bounce livens his step. “Is the stadium as wonderful as people remember?”


I smile. “I’m not sure what your Memory Historians have
recorded, but it’s hard to imagine anything more beautiful. When filled, the
colors dazzle and the energy feels like riding a powerful wave. It’s almost
indescribable.”


He smirks. “Sounds fantastic. Too bad I will never see it.”


I pause and look at him quizzically. “From what I
understand, Deltites want to conquer Alpha and take back the home planet. Given
your way, you’ll take Alpha in no time.”


“You do not understand much, cousin, but that is not your
fault.” He shrugs. “You can only evaluate what they tell you, but it has never
been our goal to conquer Alpha. We simply desire to tame the rest of the
universe, to bring order from chaos. We wish to let the lesser beings live to
their fullest potential. And humans... well, they have much potential.”


I study his face and aura and find no dishonesty. He could
be adept at hiding his true feelings, yet I feel his sincerity as if he’s
speaking from his heart.


We turn a corner and skirt a young couple locked in a
passionate embrace—a public show of emotion that would make any Alphian cringe.


How much potential do humans have?


I’ve spent enough time with the Chosen to experience their
worth, their passion, their capacity to love, and their souls. They might be
special among humans, but surely others have the same qualities.


Who are we to eliminate them? How
would the Creator judge us if we did?


My mind starts to ache, so I kick a stone down the street
and change the subject. “So, if you’re the Prime Elector, who were those
Deltites we fought at the house?”


His eyes pinch together, barely masking his anger. “A few
nonbelievers who will be thinned from the clan.”


When we round another corner, he stops at an intersection
and locks his eyes onto mine. “We are at a crossroads, cousin. What will you
do? Will you murder all these people, just because your Elders are cowards? If
they want to stop us, they simply need to oppose us and test their energy and
purpose against ours. That is the way of our people, Barrett, son of Aarvlic,
descendant of an Original Family. This plan to blow up the planet is not just.
It is not in keeping with our traditions. There is no honor in it.”


He looks earnest and doubts swirl in my mind. My father’s logic
is flawless, as usual. Earth would give Deltites a huge asset. It would make
war between our two people more likely, and much blood would be lost between
us. If I could rely solely upon logic, my answer would be easy, but that is not
my way.


When I consider the spiritual implications of destroying the
planet, the decision becomes infinitely more difficult. I wrestle with the same
concerns I’ve had since the start, only now I’ve experienced something of human
beings that tilts my perspective. If I had never met the Chosen, maybe I could
take the easy path, but the easy path is not always the right one.


Aaric is right: humans do have potential and souls. I
won’t turn my back on my beliefs just because it’s easy. That would be
cowardly, and although I may be many things, a coward is not one of them.


My decision starts to firm. I won’t condemn this planet if I
can save it, but I’m not ready to trust my cousin just yet, so I shade the
truth. “I haven’t made my final decision, cousin. Not today, at least.”


“Would it make a difference if your mother would have wanted
you to save this world? She did not die by accident. Your father had her killed
while she was off-planet.”


The oxygen blows from my lungs, and I have to fight the urge
to double over. “How could you... know anything about my mother?”


“I am sorry, cousin. That was tactless of me. Let me
explain. We have spies on Alpha and know much about what is happening on the
home planet. I know your father wants to be Leader and has much ambition. Your
mother contacted us through a... network. She desired to prevent a war between
our two people. Your father learned that she had contacted us and had her
killed. She had become a liability. He could never become Leader if her
perceived treachery were revealed.”


Did my father kill her because of his all-consuming
ambition? When he told me about her death, there was no sadness in his
thoughts. He seemed angry more than anything. “She never told me about this.
She was a traitor?”


“No, she was not a traitor. She merely wanted to open up
communications to avoid the... avoidable. I am sure she never told you because
she did not want to involve you. Your father might have seen you as a liability
as well if he had found out.”


I grit my teeth. The puzzle pieces fit too well. That worm
had my mother killed because she was politically inconvenient for him.
The back of my eyes sting, but I won’t let tears fall in front of my cousin.


He frowns at me. “I am sorry to be the one to tell you. It
is hard when we realize the universe is nothing like we assumed. I thought it
best that you be fully informed before you make your decision.”


I nod, and we resume our stroll, walking in silence for some
time. I wish I were shocked by what Aaric just told me, but I’m not. A small
part of me has always suspected my father was involved in my mother’s death.
Perhaps that’s why the divide between us only deepened after her passing.


When Aaric and I pass the same storefront for the third
time, he pats me on the shoulder. “Shall we talk about lighter topics? The
humans probably need more time before we return.”


“Sure. There’s nothing I can do about my father from here.”


“Have you linked with someone special?” He winks at me. “I
imagine you must have many potential suitors.”


“I haven’t committed to anyone yet, but there is one who’s
special,” I confess. “Her name’s Cassandra.”


Cassandra is my only true friend, the only person with whom
I share my secrets. Father doesn’t know, but we agreed to take the final test
on the same day to stop this insane competition between our two families. He’d
say that was illogical, that the strongest should rise to the top.


We don’t see it that way. We share a bond, but we never talk
about our future, the one after the final test. I don’t know what she wants or even
what I want. We could become linked, live our lives together, drink the
marriage potion together. Our bloodlines are a good enough match; the Arrangers
could not refuse us. I think I want that, but we face so many headwinds, and I
haven’t gathered up the courage to ask her yet.


“Cassandra is a lovely name. She must be special.”


“What about you?”


“I am working on it, but it is hard to settle on just one,” he
says with a rueful smile.


“Tell me about Juliet Wildfire Stone. She’s intriguing. She’s
different from the other Chosen. My father is worried about her.”


His back stiffens and his jaw tightens—slight, almost
imperceptible changes, but enough for me to notice.


“Worried about her? Why?”


“The calculations behind her DNA fusion were particularly
complex. My father based them upon a certain genetic combination, a combination
she does not possess. I’ve only met her for the first time today, and I can
tell that she’s stronger than the others.”


He forces a blank expression on his face, as if he finds
nothing interesting in my query, and says, “She’s the Alpha. Her DNA fusion was
supposed to make her different.”


I grab his arm and force him to stop. “We both know there’s
more to it than that. She could be an abomination. If her power grows
uncontrollably, she’ll be a danger to anyone near her. I’m—”


He yanks his arm free. “Juliet is not your concern. I will
see to her health and safety. Rest easy, cousin.”


The implied threat in his words might as well have been
shouted. Before I can question him further, he staggers a step and winces, his
face drawn and ashen, his aura swirling with crimson.


Without a word, he bolts toward the art gallery.














 


Juliet


I drop onto the sofa in the middle of the gallery, shut my
eyes, and focus on steadying my breathing. After a few moments, air flows
smoothly and my heart slows. Without realizing it, I’ve pressed my hands
against my head as if holding my skull together. Might not be far from the
truth.


The pain subsides, so I lower my hands and open my eyes.


The world appears fuzzy at first, and then slowly clarifies.
The pixelating has gone and the knifing pain has vanished, leaving just a dull
ache behind and a mind-numbing weariness that presses me deeper into the couch.
On the wall in front of me is a massive landscape, depicting a herd of buffalo.
It reminds me of the vision I had with Sicheii while I was in New York, when he
told me I was strong enough to stand on my own and still be part of the herd.


I don’t feel strong.


I’m not sure how long I sit on that couch and stare at the
painting, lost in the colors of the landscape, and the power and grace of the
large creatures. Time has become unreliable for me. It feels simultaneously
like a lifetime and only a few seconds. Eventually, I hear footsteps and know
Connor has come to check on me.


I don’t need to see him to know it’s him. His unique energy
is burned into my brain like the contours of his face. I keep my eyes fixed in
front of me when he sits beside me.


“Do you come here often?” he says.


I can’t help but smile. “When I used that line in the book
store back in New York, you said it was complete rubbish.”


“Yes, but you don’t have the right accent. My accent transforms
it from lame to James Bond cool.”


“Oh, you’re not going to start with the James Bond stuff
again. I thought we already settled that.”


I shoot him a sideways glance and resist the urge to push my
mind into his and read his thoughts. That feels like cheating; he should tell
me what he’s feeling on his own.


He returns my smile. “You certainly know how to make an
exit. What’s your problem with doors anyway? First, the door to the
Underground, which I had to replace by the way, and now this one.”


“They seem to get in my way.” I sweep my hair from my face
and lock my eyes onto his. “What about you? Do you hate me like Blake?”


He takes my hand, his fingers coarse and strong. They’re
workman’s hands, different from Aaric’s. He has earned callouses over his
lifetime that Aaric will never have.


“Hate you?” he says. “No one hates
you. Least of all me.”


I pull my hand away. “Right. Blake hates me. He might
as well wear a button with a giant red X crossing out my face.”


“Hate’s a strong word.” He smirks and his eyes glitter. “Blake
doesn’t hate you. He looks up to you. I think you’re the first person who
really believed in him. He needs you, and when you left, he felt abandoned. He’s
your second biggest fan, even if it’ll take the plonker a little longer than we’d
like for him to admit it.”


I search his eyes, hoping they’ll reveal the truth that’s in
his heart. I see the depth I first noticed in New York, the stubbornness and
the vulnerability that wrap around each other to make him stronger than he
would be if they weren’t twisted.


My voice sounds soft and feathery. “Second biggest fan, huh?
Who’s first?”


“Troy, of course.”


“Right.” I punch him in the arm.


“Okay, okay, if you need me to say it, then me. I’m
your biggest fan. I will always be your biggest fan.”


“You’re not mad at me for going off with Aaric and not
telling you about it first?”


He shakes his head. “At first it sent me into a real ripper,
but I understand why you did it. Just don’t do anything like that again. You’ve
got to promise not to keep any more secrets from me. From now on, we’re a team.
Okay?”


He sticks out his hand, and I shake it. “Okay. No more secrets.”


“And I promise not to take you to any more rocks where I
might have taken different girls.”


“You better not. No other girls for you.”


“None. Now tell me what’s happening to you. You seem...
different, and I’m worried about you.”


I twirl my hair. How much does he know? “Different?”


He cocks his head to the side, his eyes wide. “Stronger than
before, like energy is spinning off you. I can feel it, but there’s something
else too. Are you still getting those headaches?”


He still cares for me. I haven’t wrecked things yet.


I graze my fingers against his cheek
and spin a world of what ifs in my mind. All my choices end in darkness,
and a deep sadness settles in my bones. I do my best to keep tears from my
voice. “No more headaches. I’m just a little tired.”


Just like that, in less than thirty-seconds, I’ve broken my
promise.














 


Connor


Dozens of reasons why I should be head-spinning, steam-coming-out-of-my-ears,
mad at Juliet buzz through my thoughts when I trounced down the stairs. But
with her so close, I can’t think of one to save my life. They’re gone... vaporized.
I just want her, to be with her, to breathe her air, to lose myself in her
light.


I squeeze her hand and press her palm to my lips. When she
smiles, my heart melts. What used to be muscle turns to lava and liquefies
everything in its path.


Her lips, so close and inviting, pull me toward her. All the
craziness fades and nothing else matters but her and me and this moment and our
connection.


Before we kiss, the door to the art gallery flies open and
Aaric storms in, followed by Barrett a step behind. “Are you okay, Juliet?”


She jumps to her feet and my window of opportunity slams
shut. I only hope Aaric hasn’t found some way to lock it closed on me.


“I’m fine,” she says.


I groan and rise next to her. “Don’t you know how to bloody knock?”


He throws a dismissing, arrogant look my way and focuses on
Juliet. Neither of them say anything, but I know a message passes between them
telepathically. I sense the energy flow back and forth between the two.


My spirits nosedive. He’s in our way, and it’s on purpose. Now
there’s a bond between them that’s undeniable. I can’t tell how strong it is,
but my blood starts to steam all over again.


A second later, footsteps thunder down the stairs and
everyone joins us in the gallery.


“What’s the matter?” asks Ayden, his eyes searching for
danger.


“Nothing’s wrong,” explains Juliet. “Just a false alarm.”


“Have we found the artwork that will lead us to the Heart
Stone?” Aaric asks Juliet. He seems to address only her. It’s like no one else
exists even though we’re all in the room.


“No,” says Juliet’s mom. “They’re not here. We checked the
vault. He must have hidden them somewhere else, but we’re not sure where to
look. We’ll think of something in the morning.”


“We cannot stay here,” says Aaric. “Vladic will gather other
Deltites to oppose me. He knows about the art gallery. There is no way to know
how long it will take him to gather the strength to face me again.”


“Is that why you gave us back our swords?” Blake frowns. “So
we can fight these rogue Deltites for you.”


Aaric shoots Blake a thin smile that both mocks and
dismisses him at the same time. “I do not need you to fight anyone for me.
Since I could no longer guarantee your safety, I thought it fair for you to
have a weapon. At least you could try to protect yourselves, even if the
effort would be pointless.”


His tone burrows under my skin. “It looked like you were the
one who needed bloody help back at the house. If we hadn’t arrived to save your
arse, you’d be gutted by now.”


He keeps a neutral expression on his face, but his eyes burn
hot. “I had the situation under control. We were in no real danger.”


“Right.”


“We have to stop bickering.” Juliet waves her arms
dramatically. “Let’s focus on a plan and a place to stay for the night.”


“We can use Dent’s apartment,” says Lisa. “Jake kept him
safe for years. He owes us. I know he’s apartment-sitting while his mom’s away.
We can walk there from here.”


“Who’s Dent?” asks Akari.


“He stumbled upon the Order of the Twisted Arrows over
twenty years ago and had the bad judgment to publish an article about them,”
Juliet explains. “My grandfather faked his death and helped him acquire a new
identity to keep him safe, before a Seeker could find him. He’ll help, although
he won’t want to. His apartment is too small to hold all of us though.”


“All of us do not need to go,” says Aaric in his smug,
infuriating way. “Vladic will be searching for me and Juliet. He can sense our
different electronic signatures. If we are not here, he will have no cause to
enter.”


Blake glares at him. “He’ll sense Barrett and any of us
Chosen also.”


Aaric nods. “True. It would not be wise for any of the
Chosen or my cousin to stay here for the night. The rest should be safe.”


Ayden looks at Juliet with real concern. “I don’t like
splitting up. We can make do.”


She kisses her father on the cheek. “It’s only for one
night. We’ll meet-up in the morning. That way you can continue searching the
gallery. Who knows if Sicheii has a hidden safe or something around here.”


With no better alternatives, we agree to stay with Dent, and
leave the store.


Cars aren’t permitted in Old Town. Unfortunately, we parked
in different lots on opposite ends of town, so we divide up, and I watch Juliet
and Aaric march in the opposite direction until they fade from sight.


Troy whispers in my ear, “I don’t like that guy. He seems
like trouble to me.”


“No kidding.”


Akari playfully elbows me in the ribs. “He’s awfully good-looking.
He looks like a kami... a god.”


“But does he know poetry?”


“I’m sure he does,” says Barrett. “He probably memorized
your greatest poems when he first arrived here.”


“Brilliant,” I mutter.


Blake claps me on the back. “His good looks and knowledge of
poetry are the least of your problems. If Juliet has her way, he’ll rule over
the entire planet. Good luck competing with that.”


I scowl at him. “Thanks buddy. Did I mention that I really,
really hate you? I mean complete and total hatred right now.”














 


Juliet


Whenever I used to dream about my soul mate, I assumed we
would share every secret, every experience, tell each other everything, and leave
nothing unsaid. Maybe that’s childish. Who knows? I want that type of
relationship with Connor, yet something keeps getting in our way. Now I’m
keeping secrets from him, and they’re causing an invisible wedge between us.


It’s completely foolish, but I can’t help but compare my
relationship with Connor to my situation with Aaric. I’m not keeping any
secrets from Aaric. He knows everything that’s happening to me, probably more
than I do.


As totally weird as it sounds, I missed him while we were
separated and he was walking with Barrett. There’s a connection between us.
Maybe not the same one I feel with Connor, but I’d be kidding myself if I didn’t
recognize that it’s there. I just don’t know what it means yet, so I file it
into a mental folder to examine later. At least that’s what I tell myself.


Aaric takes long brisk strides, so I have to hurry to keep
pace with him. “Did Barrett tell you what he’s going to do?” 


“He refused to commit, but he gave me the distinct feeling
he does not want to destroy Earth.”


“That’s a relief. So we have more time to find the crystal
than we assumed.”


“No, in fact, I think we have less time than I thought. He
might not want to wipe out the planet, but he is not in control of the
situation. His father is a powerful Elder who will do anything to destroy us. I
suspect he keeps his son on a tight leash, and ultimately the decision is out
of Barrett’s hands.”


“Great,” I huff as he moves even faster, just short of jog. “Why
are we racing?”


He stops and I notice for the first time that he’s angry. “Do
we need these... Chosen? You have to be careful to stay in control of your
emotions, especially when I am not with you. You almost... harmed yourself with
them. They seem to have a bad effect on you. We should leave them behind
and find the Heart Stone on our own.”


 “We don’t need them, but I need them.” My
words lash out and even sound sharp to my own ears.


He looks as if I’ve slapped him, so I grab his arm and
soften my tone. “They’re part of this. I can’t exclude them. They’re like
family to me. They need to see this through as much as I do.”


He frowns and stares at me for a full minute. He probably
can’t understand my feelings because they aren’t logical. Still, they are real
and firm and I won’t abandon them now, or ever, for that matter.


“This is another one of those times when you are going to be
strong-willed, I assume.” 


When I nod, we continue to the Lamborghini, collect our
duffel bags, and plod our way toward Dent’s apartment.


Walking at a more measured pace now,
I ask him, “How did Vladic know where to look for us?”


He shrugs. “They have the complete file on you we compiled
once we learned you were a Chosen. They know your home address.”


“That part I understand, but how did they know we would be
in Arizona? I mean, we could have gone anywhere. Who even knows we’re here?”


“Only my brother, Jared. No one else.”


“Do you trust him?”


Aaric picks up the pace. “He is my brother.”


That’s not an answer and he knows it.


A few minutes later, Troy lets us in the apartment, a
half-eaten pizza slice in his hand.


“Where’s Dent?” I ask.


Troy mumbles, his mouth full. “He suddenly thought of
another place he had to be. He left the keys and said we should not wait up. We’ll
never see him again.”


“Chicken.”


“What is that noise?” asks Aaric.


“Connor’s in charge of the music.” Troy shrugs. “He says it’s
The Clash.”


“He only listens to British Rock Bands,” I explain.


The apartment looks the same as the last time I was here:
brick fireplace, floor-to-ceiling windows with a view of Old Town, hardwood
floors, and old pictures on the mantel piece.


Barrett sits in a corner with a somber expression on his
face.


Akari and Blake are studying the hide from Roundtree’s house
for clues.


Connor’s slouching in a wingback
chair with one long leg slung over the arm.


“Is there a room where I can have some privacy?” Aaric
flashes his eyes around the apartment and looks anxious. He must be worried about
his brother.


“Sure, there’s a bedroom in the
back.” I walk him to the back bedroom and shut the door as he goes inside. When
I return to the living room, the others have formed a makeshift circle around
the kitchen table, with the hide on top.


“It’s hard to make out any details.” Akari points to the
corner of the painting. “But that looks like the twisted arrows symbol.”


Troy leans close. “Could be. It’s so dark with age, we can’t
be sure.”


“I know what it is.” Connor grins. “It’s the golden arches.
Must be the first McDonalds. Maybe these aliens created the Big Mac!”


“Not funny,” says Blake. “It looks like the Alphian might be
facing some rocks or maybe a cliff face or a cave.” He sighs. “I hope it’s not
a cave. All sorts of dangerous things live in caves.”


“That doesn’t narrow it down much,” says Troy. “We’ve got
red rock formations all over the place. Does it look like Devil’s Peak to you,
Jules?”


Blake smirks as I approach the hide. “Have you made your new
friend comfy? Perhaps gotten him some tea and cookies as he plots to take over
the world?”


Akari rolls her eyes and kicks him under the table.


I ignore him and concentrate on the hide. “It’s not Devil’s
Peak. I climbed that formation and there’s nothing that resembles this picture.
It doesn’t look like a cliff face to me. It’s too dark. Maybe a cave or
something underground.” I sigh and the seriousness of our situation hits me. We
have very little time, and we don’t have enough information to even guess at
the right place. “It could be anywhere. We’ll need the rest of Sicheii’s
collection to make sense of it.”


Blake glances toward the back hallway with a glint in his
eyes. “Well, we can still try Plan A.”


I grab him by his skinny little neck. “We need to speak in
the conference room.”


“I-I didn’t s-see a conference room.”


“It’s this way.” I yank him away from the group, practically
drag him into the bathroom, and slam the door shut. “We’ve got to talk.”


He crosses his arms against his chest. “Okay, start talking
then.”


“I’m sorry I left without telling you, but I had no choice.
I thought they were going to kill you. You’ve seriously got to get over it.
What happened to the guy who said he’d bet on me in New York? I need that Blake
back.”


His eyes pinch together and his face reddens. “I trusted
you. You said you believed in me. Were you lying the whole time?”


“No, Blake, those weren’t empty words. They were all true. I
do trust you. Leaving wasn’t about trusting you. I wanted to protect you and
the others. I didn’t have another option. Like it or not, we can’t go back and
change what I did. We have to get past this, so we can move forward.”


He rubs his face. The redness disappears, and he sits on the
edge of the bathtub. “I’ve never really been part of a team before. Well, once
when I was ten my father made me pick a sport. He said I had to play one. He
didn’t care which one, but I was going to play something.” He shoots me
a crooked grin. “My father’s almost as stubborn as you. It’s impossible to
change his mind when he fixes on something. I decided to play basketball.”


I sit next to him. “Basketball? I don’t see you as a
basketball player.”


He chuckles to himself. “Well, basketball was the obvious
choice. Football and soccer were out. Too easy to get hurt, and basketball is
played inside, so there’s less chance of getting stung by bees or mosquitos
than baseball.”


I smile at him. “Obviously.”


“My dad coached the team. I scored a total of two points the
entire season. I barely played, which was fine with me. I didn’t deserve to
play.” He folds his shoulders downward. “After the season, he never asked me to
play a sport again—not basketball nor baseball nor tennis. He just gave up on
me.”


The sadness on his face is so real, so palpable, that it
breaks my heart. His father probably doesn’t know the harm he did to his son.
He probably thought he was doing him a favor, but now Blake has to carry around
that disappointment with him forever.


“I’m sorry, Blake. He probably just didn’t understand, but
you’re a badass now.” I nudge him in the side. “Just think how awesome you’d be
on the hoops court after we finish this. With the telekinesis, you’d never
miss.”


“Don’t think I haven’t dreamed about playing a little
one-on-one with my father. I wanted to give basketball another try after that
season, but I didn’t have the courage to tell my dad. Heck, my parents talk
about me being the next CEO of Richards Medical Equipment, and I’ve
almost convinced myself that’s what I want. But it’s not. Medical equipment is
boring. I like computer programming, but I can’t bring myself to tell him. It’s
pathetic, but at least I can’t be dropped from that team. My father owns the
company.”


He looks at me sadly, tears not far from the surface. “You
dragged the courage out of me. You found something inside of me that I didn’t
even know existed. The fight in that abandoned industrial building was the
first time I did anything remotely brave, and then again in the Boathouse in
Central Park. Suddenly I was part of team, a really cool team doing something
incredibly important. Then you left and it felt like that basketball team all
over again. Like you didn’t think I was worth having around.”


I grab him by the shoulders. “You’re one of the bravest
people I know. You’ve saved Akari’s life twice now. We never would have
survived the Boathouse without you. You are officially a total, complete,
no-kidding, badass. And you are never going to be CEO of Richards
Medical Equipment. I won’t allow it.”


He grins and just like that, the storm has broken between us.
“You’re damn right I’m a badass.”


“So are we good?”


“We’re good, but are you sure we can trust this... Aaric
fellow? How do you know he’s not playing you? Once he gets his hands on this
Heart Stone, he could turn on you like that.” He snaps his fingers. “And then
in no time, we’re all enlisted in some slave army run by him and his friends
reporting to these enhanced humans. We’ll be goose-stepping our way to Alpha to
fight some crazy war we want no part of.”


I twirl my hair and my voice wavers. “I don’t know,
Blake. The only thing I know for certain is that I’m tired. Tired of all the
lies. My gut tells me that he won’t turn on me. I think he’s being honest when
he says he wants to partner with us. I think we can trust him. I am
sure that we need to find the Heart Stone first, before the Alphians blow up
the planet. After that, we can decide what to do about him. We’ll decide
together.”


He shoots me a mischievous grin. “You’re definitely not
being controlled by them, right?”


“No, I’m my usual stubborn self, uncontrollable and a little
reckless.”


“Okay then, I’ll stop looking for ways to kill him until after
we find the Heart Stone. But if he takes over the world, I want a cushy job.
Maybe ambassador to France or the Cayman Islands.”


I laugh despite the seriousness of our situation. “I’ll see
what I can do.”


He stands and I throw my arms around him. He’s so much more
than he thinks. I wish he could see himself the way he really is, his true
self, but it’s so hard to break free from the self-image we develop when we’re
young.


He sputters. “I... can’t... breathe.”


I squeeze him harder.


He gulps air and bends at the waist.


I slap him on the back and release him. “Cut it out or I’ll
really squeeze the life out of you.”


He laughs. “Well, let’s go solve this mystery. We have a
world to save.”


“After you, Mr. Badass.”


He goose-steps his way out of the bathroom, and I glance
into the mirror before following him. The last time I was in this bathroom, I
had blood on my hands—my grandfather’s blood, the Seeker’s blood whom I killed,
and maybe even some of my own.


I tried to wash my hands clean, but even now it feels like
blood still clings to my fingers.


Who’s blood will I have on them next?


I think about my recurring dream about the graves, and a
shiver runs down my spine.














 


Juliet


We study the hide for another hour, but no one has any new
insights and it becomes obvious we’re just wasting time. We’re not going to
learn anything new from examining it tonight, and everyone looks like they’re exhausted.


We perk up when Aaric leaves the bedroom, but he walks with
quick purposeful strides and barely slows as he tells me he needs some air. He
says he’ll be back in the morning and everything’s fine before he marches out
the front door, but he doesn’t look fine—he seems angry, and that’s probably
not good.


I assume his conversation with Jared
didn’t go well.


When he leaves, we decide on sleeping arrangements. Akari
and I will share the small bedroom. Barrett, Troy, and Blake will sleep in the
master bedroom, which leaves Connor the couch in the living room.


Akari, Blake, and Troy shuffle off to bed, leaving Connor,
Barrett, and me still in the living room. Connor looks half asleep on the
couch. I’d love to talk to him, but his head keeps nodding downward every few
seconds. He’s trying hard to stay awake, but he’s had a long couple of days, so
I can’t blame him for nodding off.


He mumbles something incomprehensible about Stuart and his
romance novels, which triggers a memory. “Connor, do you still have the bag of
stuff we got from Stuart’s apartment? The one with the vial that lit up when I
touched it.”


He tries to say something but only manages a grunt as he
points toward his duffel.


I rifle through it, remove the vial, and sit next to
Barrett. “Do you know what this is? We found it with Stuart’s stuff. We think
it was probably something the real Host owned, but since he died before we
could meet him, we’re not sure what it does.”


The vial heats in my hand, and starts to glow with a soft
amber light. I get the same feeling as the first time I held it—it wants me to
fuse something with it, but what?


Barrett arches both eyebrows. “That vial is exceedingly
rare. I’m surprised he brought one with him. It’s called a message keeper. We
use it to impart secret messages or detailed information to others.”


“How does it work?”


“You shouldn’t be able to activate it. It’s calibrated only
for Alphians, but you are... remarkable. When you concentrate on the vial, the
light will brighten at an increasing intensity. When it reaches a pure white
light, form thoughts in your mind and project them into the liquid in the vial.
You should feel the thoughts leave your body as if they’ve become solid. The
light will sparkle and then go out.”


Sounds like the Fusions. “The recipient just drinks the
fluid and those thoughts sink into his or her mind like facts or experiences
they might have had on their own, right?”


He nods. “Yes. It’s similar to how the Fusions worked that
my father left for you, but a tad simpler. “


I hold the vial out to him. “It’s not mine. You should have
it.”


He shakes his head. “No. I think it is important that you
keep it. You will have more need of it than me.”


A wave of melancholy flows from him that’s so real and deep
I feel it in my bones.


Why is he so sad? “This must
be difficult for you. You’ve come all this way to train us to defeat the Prime
Elector, and then you discover he’s your cousin.”


He smirks. “This was not Plan A as Blake would say,
although it probably would not have mattered in the end. I believe the Creator
has given each of us a soul. It is important to keep it intact no matter the
difficulties of the present circumstances.”


I grin. “You sound like my grandfather. He told me there
were two types of people in the world: those who are rocks and those who are
rivers. He said rocks are true to their inner selves and rivers seek the
easiest paths, always changing with the landscape. He wanted me to be a rock. I’m
trying, but it’s hard.”


“I wish I could have met your grandfather. He sounds like a
wise man.”


I snort with a short burst of laughter. “I love my
grandfather, but he had a wild side. He lived life on the edge, pushing limits
probably further than a wise man would consider.”


“Limits should always be pushed. How else can we advance?
Besides, you seem to be a push the limits type of person yourself.”


“Not always, but I guess I inherited that from my
grandfather. I wish I also inherited his certainty. He always knew the right
thing to do. He never had doubts.”


“And you have doubts?” He stares at me with wide eyes and
even tilts his head to the side a little, the way Troy does when he’s worried
about me. He looks honest and genuine and trustworthy.


I almost forget that he’s not human.


Aaric carries an air of superiority with him wherever he
goes, but Barrett appears more modest, like he considers the differences
between his people and ours as superficial.


He was sent to help us and Blake’s doubts still swirl in my
mind, so I start to talk without thinking things through, which is completely
normal for me. “Do you think I can trust Aaric? Will he turn on me—on us—after
we find the Heart Stone?”


He rubs the fuzz on his almost totally bald head. “What has
he told you of his plans?”


“That he wants to partner with us to bring order to the
universe and help lesser creatures evolve. He says he’s a logician.”


His face turns pensive. “Aaric is primarily governed by
logic, but emotion still affects those governed by logic. Not as much as
Emotionalists, but the two can never be fully divorced. I believe he’s sincere
in his desire to forge a universe in which he can understand and apply logic.
Of course, that universe might not benefit all the creatures who live in it.”


“So you think he wants to partner with us and not enslave
us?”


“A fine question.” He rubs his chin. “The word partnership
has many meanings. You might discover that your definition differs from his.”


He reminds me of Sicheii. My grandfather never answered my
questions plainly, and I doubt that Barrett will either. I bite my lip and try
a different approach. “Tell me more about the Heart Stone. How can something so
small be powerful enough to destroy an entire planet?”


“By itself a Heart Stone has no power. It looks much like a
ruby found on this planet. However, a strong Alphian mind can use it to magnify
his or her power exponentially. All Heart Stones are not alike. The one placed
on Earth must be almost flawless to achieve the energy necessary to vaporize
the planet.”


A chill whips through me. “And you can use it to destroy us?”


He shakes his head. “No, not me. A number of Elders from
Alpha would have to combine their efforts to provide that level of energy to
the stone.”


“What happens if Aaric possesses it? How powerful will he
become?”


He pauses for a second, as if contemplating my question for
the first time. “The combined effect of his formidable energy and the Heart
Stone would make him one of the most powerful beings in the universe. Much is
at stake, but this is your world. I’ll help delay events so you can
determine your own fate, but there’s only so much I can do. Time is not on our
side and, in the end, you must determine what’s right for Earth. You’re the
Alpha among the Chosen. No one can make this decision but you.”


I sink back into the chair. “Great. What would you do
with this Heart Stone if you had it?”


“Me?” He leans back. “I would destroy it. It’s too
powerful for any one person to possess.”


Somehow I think Aaric has other ideas.





When I slip into the small bedroom, Akari is still awake.
She’s slid toward one side of the bed so I can share the other half, and I flop
down next to her. “I thought you’d be asleep.”


She sits up. “Not yet. We haven’t had time to talk much.”


“No, I guess not. Thanks for not hating me.”


She wrinkles her nose. “We’re family now. You’re my sister.
How can I hate my sister when I always wanted one?”


Growing up an only child, I always wanted a sibling, too.
“It’s nice to have a sister.”


“Have you thought about what happens next?” she asks.


“You mean if we find the Heart Stone and save the
world?”


“My grandmother used to say that it made no sense to plan
for what you people call... a dead end. Plan for success and deal with failure
if it happens.”


I blow some loose hair from my face. “I don’t know what
happens next. I can’t see that far. There are too many variables.”


“What about Connor?” Her eyes sparkle with a hint of
mischief. “You should know he was a real ass when you were away. He spent most
of the time drunk. I almost clobbered him. He’s not as strong a person as he
pretends to be.”


I smooth out the sheets on the bed. “I didn’t mean to hurt
him. I think we’re good now.”


“Good?” She grins. “What about Aaric? It seems as if
you have two kareshis—I mean suitors.”


My face heats and my heart races. “Aaric? I’m nothing to
him. He probably thinks I’m a monkey with long hair. He’s not even human.”


“I’m not an expert on these things, but he seems more than
interested to me.” She chuckles. “He’s not my type, but if you like the
all-powerful, godlike, handsome guys, he might be interesting.”


I narrow my eyes. “Your type is more the thin, curly-haired,
slightly broken guy. Right?”


Now it’s her turn to blush. “Maybe. He has potential.”


“Yes he does.” Changing gears I think about Aaric. “There’s
nothing between Aaric and me.” I say it more to convince myself than her. I
really don’t know what there is, if there is something.


We chat for a few more minutes, and if feels good to talk
about silly things like Akari’s first and only boyfriend back home, or my feud
with Tiffany, and our mutual love of pop music. I didn’t have many girl friends
growing up, and she’s truly one of the only people who understands me. Her
smile is contagious and makes me forget about saving the world for a while—but
only for a little bit.


Eventually the conversation slows
and she falls asleep.


I can’t sleep. I try to slow my thoughts and meditate, but
too much energy swirls around me to settle my mind. It doesn’t help that Akari
keeps muttering Japanese phrases in her sleep and flails around in the bed. I
get the sense that she’s thinking about her father, which is weird. I’ve never
been able to read thoughts or emotions from the other Chosen before, but I get
the feeling I could do it now. It’s yet another sign that I’m evolving into
something different, something stronger.


Maybe an abomination.


I slip away from the bed, careful not to wake Akari, and walk
quietly on the balls of my feet into the living room.


Connor is sleeping, his back pressed against the cushions on
the couch. He’s so tall he can’t fully stretch out, so he’s curled at the
waist.


I shouldn’t bother him—he needs rest
and it’s selfish to wake him—but I need to feel human. I need to connect, to be
with him, even if we just have this one night left.


I shimmy my way onto the couch, press my back against his
chest, and enjoy his warmth.


He stirs and loops an arm around my shoulder. “What took you
so long, Blake?”


I elbow him lightly in the stomach. “Blake?”


“Oh, you’re not Blake? Oops! You had better go
because Blake and I have a date.”


“If you’d rather spoon him....” I shift my weight as if to
get up.


He grabs my shoulder and pulls me toward him. “Never. I’m
never letting you go.”


He slides his hand down my arm and under my T-shirt,
touching my hip and stomach. The callouses from his fingers brush against my
skin and turns my body electric, every nerve ending firing as if his hand is a
torch that scorches my skin.


“You’re hot,” he says.


“Thanks, but for a guy who knows so much poetry, I’d think
you could come up with something a little nicer to say.”


“That’s not what I mean. Although you are a cracking unbelievable
perfect ten. You feel warm, like you have a fever.”


I turn so our faces are inches apart. “It’s nothing. I feel
fine.”


He smiles. “Prove it.”


I lean toward him and press my lips against his. After a few
moments, I pull back. “How’s that?”


His eyes twinkle. “If I die tomorrow, I’d happily go to that
light a blissful man.”


I whisper, “No dying on me.”


He slides his hand up my side and kisses me.


I lose myself in him, running my hands across his chest and
pressing my body against his. I forget where he starts and I end. I don’t care.
I only wish this night could last forever.


I can’t help but think, what if....














 


Juliet


I spin in a lazy circle and kick up dust from the desert
outside of Sicheii’s secret sweat lodge. When I complete the turn, he steps
next to me.


He looks relaxed: his face calm, an emerald-colored linen
shirt blowing in the breeze, his favorite pair of Lucky jeans on his legs, and
deerskin moccasins on his feet. He strolls toward the lodge, which is really a
plain oval-shaped mud and grass hut with a leather hide and wooden gate as the
only door.


My chest tightens as we approach. The last time we were
here, I almost died.


Sicheii smiles at me. “This was my father’s secret sweat
lodge, and his father’s before him. Did I ever tell you the story of my first
vision?” He glances at me expectedly.


He’s told me so many stories, it’s
hard for me to remember them all. He wants me to have remembered this one, but
I don’t. “I don’t think so.”


“I’m sure I must have, but you were never good at listening
to my stories.” He laughs. “I was the same way. My father would lose patience
with me when I was young, but eventually I began to understand them, and now I
can remember all of them as if he were still with me. He always smoked a pipe
when he began a tale.”


He wrinkles his nose. “I hate the smell of pipe smoke. At
least I didn’t subject you to that.”


I grab his thick hand, tears not far from my eyes. He seems
so real, as if he could still be alive. “I’m listening now.”


He takes a deep breath and stops at the hide that operates
as a door to the lodge. “On my thirteenth birthday my father brought me here.
He told me it was time to become a full member of the Tribe. I was ready for my
first vision.


“We fasted for two days. I was so hungry by the end of the
second day I almost ate a few bugs while he wasn’t looking. Once the sun came
up on the third day, he led me into the sweat lodge.”


He walks into the small oval structure and I follow him.


“I wish you had met him,” he says. “His voice used to rumble
like a heavy bolder rolling downhill, but it was a good voice, a kind one.”


I blink and suddenly a young Sicheii and his father are in
the sweat lodge with us. The young Sicheii, hair almost touching his shoulders
and his frame slight, sits cross-legged with sweat coating his body. His father
is positioned opposite him on the other side of a small fire in the center of
the lodge. Sweat glistens off his bare skin. He looks wider than my grandfather,
with a broader chest and stronger arms. His hair falls past his shoulders with gray
streaks running like rivers through a black canyon. Despite the differences,
they are clearly father and son, with the same eyes, posture, and spirit.


“By the start of the second day, I began to worry that the
vision would not come. I never wanted to disappoint my father, but I could not
last much longer in the heat. Luckily, the Wind Spirit took pity on me and sent
me a vision. At least I thought it was from the Wind Spirit. Now I’m not
so sure. Visions are tricky things. You must decide for yourself who sent them
to you. After the vision, I left the lodge on unsteady feet.”


The young Sicheii wobbles out the door with his father
behind him. We follow them, and as we go outside, a red-shouldered hawk circles
above us and cries out.


“So that’s how you knew the hawk was your animal guide,” I
say.


He nods. “Yes, Little Bird, I learned much that day.”


The young Sicheii and his father vanish.


“What was your vision?”


He eyes me, his voice somber. “I have never told anyone what
my vision revealed to me.”


I touch his arm. “Please.”


“I saw a pair of blue eyes specked with crimson, and the
flash of a crystal sword. When the blade plunged into my chest, the pain knifed
through my body.”


I stagger backward. “You saw your own death? Why didn’t you
tell me? You didn’t have to come with me. We could have done something else.”


“And not fulfill my destiny?” He shakes his head and his
white mane shifts on his shoulders. “No, Little Bird, that was my cross to
bear. I gladly went to the spirit world knowing I fulfilled my vision.”


“You knowingly sacrificed yourself for me?”


“Of course. For you and for all our people.”


His image starts to fade and I snatch his arm, as if I can
hold his dissolving form together. “Tell me about the Heart Stone? Do you know
where it is?”


He smiles slyly. “What do you think?”


“We’re out of time. Just tell me this one thing.”


He brushes his hand against my cheek and I feel love flowing
through him.


Then he’s gone.














 


Connor


The smell of coffee wakes me. I reach for Juliet, but of
course she’s gone and in the kitchen.


When I sit up and stretch, a buzzer rings, followed by
Juliet’s father’s voice. “We’re here. Let us in.”


Juliet pads her way from the kitchen to the door and presses
the door release. “Don’t worry, I’ll get it.”


I hold my hands out palm up. “I was just about to spring
into action.”


Juliet opens the door and her mom, dad, Lisa, and Aaric walk
in.


I glance at Aaric and can’t help but wish he had gotten lost,
maybe found himself on a different planet where he could try to steal someone
else’s girl. “Great, the gang’s all here.”


A few moments later, the others stir and join us in the
kitchen. Juliet made a full pot of coffee, and everyone except Barrett and
Aaric grab a mug.


Once we’re all gathered around the kitchen table, Juliet
looks at her mom and says, “Did you think of a place Sicheii could have hidden
the artwork?”


She looks stressed, her lips forming a thin tense line. “My
father didn’t own much besides the gallery. He had the Porsche, and that’s
about it.”


I shake my head. “There’s no way to fit much in the boot of
a Porsche.”


“What about one of the other members of the Order,” says
Troy. “He could have left the art with them.”


Juliet says, “He might have given it to Roundtree, but that’s
a dead end. He never would have trusted anyone else.” She pauses for a second
and then her face lights up. “There’s one other place that Sicheii called his
own. It would be the perfect place to hide stuff.”


She glances at Troy, who smiles and says, “Of course. The
sweat lodge, and that old RV out in the desert.”


Juliet’s mom twirls her hair in the same way Juliet does
when she’s nervous. “It would be just like him to have a secret sweat lodge and
never tell me about it.”


Aaric clears his throat and we all look at him. “At least we
have a place to search, but we have another problem.”


“Besides a bomb that might destroy the world at any second?”
asks Blake. “What could be worse than that?”


“A number of Deltites are forming to oppose us. They are not
happy that I am working with you.” He locks eyes with Juliet. “They know about
the Heart Stone and that we are here looking for it. They will stop at nothing
to secure it for themselves.”


She moves next to him. “Jared’s turned on you, hasn’t he?”


He nods. “Jared and Vladic have teamed up with a number of
other Deltites, and enhanced humans, to kill us.”


Juliet’s father says, “Vladic is the guy who escaped from
the house, but who’s this Jared?”


Aaric hesitates a few moments before answering. “He is my
brother. Apparently, he has made a deal with the old Prime Elector to take
control of the planet.”


“How many do we have to face?” Akari cracks her knuckles.


“I cannot be certain, but more than we can probably handle.”


“Great. What a bloody cock-up.” I say. “How long do we have?”


“They will not attack during the day. They will wait until
darkness when their advanced eyesight gives them the advantage over you. If I
have the Heart Stone before they attack, they will never move against me. I
will be too strong for them, and we will be safe.”


He’ll be too strong for them. How strong will the wanker
be?


I glance at Barrett; his face looks
unworried, yet I sense something in his eyes—a touch of distress maybe. But I
can’t tell if he’s concerned about Aaric getting his hands on the Heart Stone,
or this new imminent threat from the Deltites.


Juliet’s dad puts his mug on the table and rolls his neck. “So
we have one day to find the artwork, figure out the clues, and grab this Heart
Stone. Let’s get cracking.”


The buzzer to the apartment rings and I jump, spilling
coffee on my hand.





Troy opens the door for Frankie and Landon, who stroll
inside. Landon wears a pair of camouflage pants and T-shirt from his days as a
Marine, and Frankie’s black Batman T-shirt stretches tightly against his
massive chest and bulging arms.


I don’t know about these enhanced humans who are teamed up
with the Deltites, but Frankie and Landon are fierce and battle-tested. They
fought with us back at the Boathouse in Central Park. Having them on our side
has to improve our chances.


Landon grins. “What, you weren’t expecting us?”


Juliet hugs Frankie, and Troy fist-bumps Landon.


Juliet steps back and smiles. “You left New Beginnings and
came all the way from New York City? How did you know where to find us?”


Landon winks at Troy. “My cousin might have said something
yesterday.”


Frankie beams a bright smile. “When I said we were family, I
meant it. Family pulls together when we have to. You don’t need to ask for help
from me.”


Landon grins. “Once a marine, always a marine. We never
leave anyone behind. Now... what do we have to do? What’s our mission?”


“It’s going to be dangerous,” says Juliet.


Frankie shrugs. “That’s why we’re here. We didn’t fly in
that tin can all the way across the country just to hang out. Are we going to
fight more of those freaky people from the Boathouse?”


Juliet nods and fills them in. Afterward, she introduces
Frankie to her parents, and then both Frankie and Landon to Aaric and Barrett. “These
two are... let’s say... freaky people, but we can trust them. They want
to help us.”


Frankie studies the two aliens for a long second and nudges
Landon in the ribs. “We could have used these two at the Boathouse, huh.
If Juliet says you guys are good, then you’re good.” He lifts his anvil-sized
fist to both of them to bump. “We’ll gladly take your help in dealing with the
others, but we’re not family yet. You’re going to have to prove yourself first.”














 


Juliet


My stomach rolls when we reach the sweat lodge and Sicheii’s
old, rusted 1970s RV. The lodge looks the same as it did in my vision. It can’t
be a coincidence. My grandfather sent me that vision on purpose, so we could
find the artwork.


Akari grabs Blake’s arm and yanks on it. “Get out of the
car!” she shouts.


“No way! The desert is full of rattlers!”


It’s amazing that Blake can be so brave when we face
Deltites, yet so scared about common dangers. It’s like there are two Blakes: the
confident one who has come to grips about being a Chosen, and the old Blake—the
scared and unsure version—which still pops up when the Chosen one isn’t needed.


Akari braces her feet against the side of the SUV, pulls on
his arms, and grunts.


Blake tumbles out and lands on his stomach. When he looks
up, he sees a scorpion a step away from his face and jumps to his feet faster
than toast pops out of a toaster. “Is that a... scorpion?”


Connor stomps on it. “No. It used to be a scorpion. Now it’s
a disgusting lump of bug guts on the bottom of my trainer.”


Troy jogs to the RV and shouts at us over his shoulder. “I’m
going to check out the old clunker and see if I can find the paintings.”


My parents and Lisa follow after him.


Frankie and Landon step next to me. Frankie cranes his thick
neck backward and looks toward the heavens, his mouth slightly open in
amazement. “Bear, that’s one big sky. I could get used to something like that.”


Landon smirks. “You know there’s no White Castles
around here. You wouldn’t last a week.”


Frankie scowls at him. “You’re kidding? No White Castles?
We’re still in America, right?”


Landon claps him on the back. “Yes, we are in America,
and nope, I’m not joking. Come on, let’s scout out the terrain and see
if we can find some markers, or anything else that looks like a place where
Jake could have hidden some art.”


Frankie is right about the sky. It is amazing. Now that I
see the world with my enhanced vision and these special sunglasses, the sky
looks immeasurably more beautiful than before, the colors countless shades of
blue, green, and purple, all swirling together to create a heavenly hue.


A hawk catches my attention. He circles a few miles away
from us. I zoom in on the bird as if my eyes have become super-powerful
telephoto lenses, and see in incredible detail—each perfectly crafted feather,
the bird’s striking irises, the powerful curve of the talons, one of which is
bent at an unnatural angle. I could get lost in these magnificent details, but
I need to stay focused, so I pull back.


At least I can control this ability now. What happens
when I can’t? Could I get lost in a miniature world of immense complexity,
trapped in detail that overwhelms me, trapped in a mere feather?


A shudder ripples through me.


Luckily, Blake interrupts my thoughts. “Well, that doesn’t
look like much.” He points at the sweat lodge and wrinkles his face. “I’d
rather go to a church.”


“It’s not much to look at, but that sweat lodge was used by
my grandfather and his father before him. It’s made of grass and mud.” I walk
toward it. “My grandfather believed it was a spiritual place where only a thin
veil separates the spirit world from our world. He’d come here to meditate and
open his heart to the spirit world so he could receive visions and guidance.
Sometimes he brought others so that spirits could communicate directly with
them. He dragged me here when my abilities showed themselves, and I was struck
with a fever.”


Akari studies the small oval structure. “I think it’s
beautiful. You can feel the care that was taken with each bit of mud and grass
used to create it.”


“Beautiful is a strong word, but it’s special.” Connor nods
toward Aaric and Barrett, who seem lost in a private discussion. “Those two
look chummy. I wonder what they’re chatting about.”


Aaric looks tense to me, his face tight, his eyes worried. “They’re
cousins. Maybe they’re catching up on family stories?”


“Right.” says Connor. “Whatever it is, I bet it’s about us.”


I shrug. “Unless we find this Heart Stone soon, it won’t
matter.”


Troy bounds out of the RV, his face dejected. “Not good,
Jules. We haven’t found anything.”


The sun burns down on my head and sweat trickles down my
back. It took two hours for us to get here, and it’s dangerously close to
midday already. We need a break.


Connor points at the sweat lodge. “How about we check in the
lodge?”


“There’s nothing inside,” I say. “I can’t imagine where he
could hide paintings.”


Connor grins. “Sounds like the perfect hiding place to me.”
He slips past the piece of leather that hangs in the entranceway.


Blake protests. “I’m not going in there. Who knows what’s
lurking in a place like that?”


Akari rolls her eyes and follows Connor inside.


I’m not too keen on going in after the last time I was here.
It’s on the top of my list of places I never wanted to go back to, but I
summon up my courage and stroll in after them.


A fire pit sits in the center of the oval hut with a hole in
the ceiling directly above it. The only light comes from the chimney, which
does a poor job of brightening the interior. Everything is masked in shadows,
just the way Sicheii would have liked it.


Connor uses a flashlight to illuminate the inside of the mud
and grass structure. The only items in the place are the mattress on one end,
and the wooden stake, which Sicheii used to tie me up the last time we were
here.


“You weren’t kidding.” Connor strolls toward the mattress. “Not
much here except this bed.”


Blake joins us.


I knew he’d come. The brave version
always triumphs in the end.


“Well, it sure does smell in here.” He bats the air in front
of his face.


“It is a sweat lodge.” Akari shoots him a sharp look.
“What did you expect?”


“Exactly this, which is why I should have stayed outside.”


Aaric’s thoughts ring in my mind and startle me. “Juliet, we
have a problem. Barrett is in trouble.”


My heart jumps, and I slip outside while the others are
still talking.


Barrett sits in the dirt, his aura blazing white.


I look for a crystal in his hand
because he looks like Aaric does when he’s linked with someone, but he’s not
holding any.


“What’s he doing?”


Aaric frowns. “I think his father has linked with him, and
it is not going well. Can you see the crimson and black around the edges of his
aura?”


The colors look faint, but they start to creep toward the
center and burn brighter in intensity. “What does it mean?”


“He is in distress. I suspect his father is displeased with
him, and that might prove fatal for both him and us.”


“How can that be? His father must be back on Alpha.”


“The crystals link two brainwaves together. It is possible
for an extraordinarily powerful mind to overwhelm a weaker one and inflict much
pain, even death, when the two are joined. Barrett told me that his father has
spies on Earth, and if he suspects that we are working together, he will take
it out on his son.”


I ball my hands into fists. “He’s going to kill him right
before our eyes? We have to do something!”


Aaric glances at me with wide, soulful eyes. “There is
nothing I can do to break the link. Only one gifted with mind-reading could
intrude on a link. If Barrett loses this struggle to his father, his father
will destroy the planet. We will never find the Heart Stone in time.”


Barrett’s face is strained, sweat beads on his forehead, and
his aura is becoming stormy around the edges, as if rain clouds roll in toward
the center of his soul.














 


Barrett


One moment I’m outside the sweat lodge, and the next I’m
transported to the crystal caverns back home. Not physically, of course, but
mentally, which feels real enough. The caverns are vast structures carved deep
into Alpha’s core. This one, while still large, appears smaller than most.


It takes a few seconds for my eyes to adjust to the dark
surroundings. I’ve been to the caverns a few times with my instructors. Priests
use one of the caves as a holy place, a place they believe links directly to
the Creator.


Clear, jagged crystals line the walls and litter the floor.
The ceilings stretch fifty feet in the air, and are dotted with columns made
from pure Alphian gemstones that stretch downward like jagged teeth. A standing
pool of water sits in the center of the cavern, which reflects the columns from
the ceiling like a mirror. The air feels cool and wet, fresh and old, all at
the same time.


Fire crystals flicker in an uneven ring around the outskirts
of the cave, casting just enough light that I can see my father, who stands at water’s
edge. He’s half a dozen paces away and wears a black robe with a white hood and
arms.


I try hard to keep my thoughts free of snark, but some
impulses are hard to restrain. “Father, how wonderful to see you. You look
well.”


“Somehow I don’t think you are as pleased to see me as you
would like me to believe.”


The hair on my arms prickle; he knows something is wrong.


He lifts his arms from his sides, acting a bit like a
showman. “Do you know where we are?”


I force myself to look at him. It’s hard; all I see is the
monster who killed my mother. “The crystal caverns, I presume.”


“The crystal caverns are my favorite place on Alpha. Have I
mentioned that to you?”


I shake my head, and he continues. “These caverns, these
crystals, are what separates us from the dreck of the universe. Until we learned
how to harness the power from these gems, we were nothing more than another
primitive life form. These tunnels saved us. Do you notice anything odd about
this particular cavern?”


“Since all the crystal caverns are connected to each other
and there’s only one entrance to this one, I presume this is the deepest
cavern.”


“Yes, very good. Maybe there is hope for you yet.” He sweeps
his hands out from his sides and spins in a slow circle. “This cavern is where
we discovered the Heart Stones. They were so named, not because of their red
color as some foolishly believe, but because we found them so close to the
heart of Alpha itself.”


“And now you want to use one to destroy Earth. How evolved
of you, Father.”


He rubs his bald head. “Oh, I see that you are disappointed
in me. You think I’m a monster.” His thoughts strengthen and deepen. “Someone
needs to be strong enough to do what must be done. I would trade all the humans
on Earth for one Alphian life. We alone have souls. We alone are superior. They
are no closer to us than bugs we crush beneath our feet. By sacrificing their
planet, I will save countless Alphian lives. Superior lives. Souls.”


He looks so smug, as he preaches to me about the sanctity of
Alphian life, that I want to choke the breath out of him. What a total fraud.
All he cares about is his own life, his own comfortable existence, and the
power he lauds over others.


My eyes turn to slits as my thoughts
spit out from my mind, hot and fast before I can hold them back. “You have no
problem sacrificing lives, do you? You don’t value all Alphian
blood. I’m sure Mother would attest to that if she were alive.”


He stares at me for a long moment.


I’m a fool, letting my emotions get the better of me. I’ve
said too much, and now he knows everything. The Prime Elector is the only
person who could have possibly told me the truth about my mother. If there was
a chance to save Earth, I just squandered it; my temper has doomed the planet.


He ignores my comment and points to the center of the lake. “The
Heart Stones were discovered under that body of water. It took millions of
years for that water to collect this far underground. No one knows how the
combination of that water and the crystals formed Heart Stones. Sure, we have
theories, but the process has never been replicated. Your priests
believe the Creator intervened to make the Heart Stones for us, so we can use
them for divine purposes. On this point, I tend to agree with them.”


He won’t ignore me. I won’t let him. “How could you have
murdered my mother—your wife?” I clench my hands into fists. “Did she mean
nothing to you?”


“It is time for you to come home, Son. Create a portal,
transport yourself to your ship, and leave within the hour. You have failed me.
The consequences will be... harsh, but I will grant you one last chance
to redeem yourself.”


The cavern starts to waver as he begins to release our
connection, but I won’t let him go. Linking crystals work both ways. Once the
link is established, I can hold the connection, so I concentrate and the cavern
solidifies.


One event, one decision, one action... can define an entire
life. This is my moment.


I can flee. The logical thing to do would be to leave, slink
back to my ship. My father is more powerful than I am, but my soul would be
forever torn and that is a fate worse than death, one I cannot abide. I will
not sacrifice the Chosen and Aaric and all of humanity to live my life in
shame. They deserve more; my mother deserves more. I will make a stand and defy
logic—defy my father at last.


I growl. “I’m not going anywhere, Father, and neither
are you.”


He removes his hood from the top of his head. “Where is the
logic in this? You will not defeat me, and even if you did, Earth would still
perish. I alone do not determine its fate. That would be illogical. Once the Alliance
learns of my death, they will detonate the Heart Stone. Your sacrifice will
accomplish nothing.”


“I’m not like you. I’m not going to do the convenient thing,
take the logical action. I’m not your son. I am my mother’s son and will stand
with her.” A sword appears in my hand, solid and cool to the touch. “I would
rather die than live under your control for one moment longer.”


He nods and, for the first time, something resembling
respect gleams in his eyes. “You have made your decision then. Send my regards
to your traitorous mother when you see her in the next life.”


He conjures his two-headed snake, and it slithers toward me.
The firelight dances off its armor plated scales. The two heads fork from one
long body, each fork stretching as long as my arm. I must guess correctly which
of the two heads is venomous.


What did mother always say about father? I remember a
conversation we had a long time ago. I recall her face, her intelligent eyes,
her loving smile, and the laugh always close to her lips.


I was young, upset at my latest run-in with father. I had
just angered him by failing to do something he wanted of me. How I failed him escapes
me now; there were so many ways over the years, and they all mix together. I do
remember how he scowled at me and dismissed me with a flick of his wrist, as if
I were useless, as if he were ashamed of me.


I found my mother in the garden. She took my hand and asked
what was bothering me. I explained to her what had happened—how he was a
mystery, always asking something from me that I never understood.


She cupped her hands and cradled my face in her motherly
way. “Your father is the easiest man alive to understand. He will always do the
most logical thing. Always.”


The image fades as the snake slides toward me. I’m right handed.
Logic dictates that the right head contains the venomous fangs. It’s farther
away from my blade as we face each other, making it harder for me to defend
myself.


The snake stops and coils itself. When it hisses, I bend my
knees, ready for it to attack. It springs forward and flies for my chest.


I leap to my right, away from the
poisonous fangs, slice my sword at the beast, roll off to the side, and jump
back to my feet. The tip of my sword bounced off its armor plated scales,
barely scratching it.


The snake recoils and flings itself at me again. I step to
my right, expecting the creature to fall back to the ground, but it stays
suspended in the air. My father must be using his mind to keep it airborne.


The right head darts for my arm. I spin to the right just
before it catches me, but that leaves an opportunity for the left head to bite
me. It sinks its teeth into my shoulder and clenches its strong jaw on my
flesh.


I scream in pain. My shoulder feels as if it has been
plunged into flames and the skin is melting off. I grab the creature, rip it
off me, and heave it away.


My father mentally catches the snake midair and flings it
back at me.


I barely have time to lift my sword,
but I move just quickly enough to clang the blade off the neck, right below its
right head.


The blow stuns the creature, so it takes a moment to
regroup.


I use the time to jump behind a crystal column that reaches
up to my chest.


The snake lunges forward with one
head on either side of the crystal. I spin to my left and hack at its neck
again. I aim the blade well, and further carve into the wound I had begun with
my last strike. My blade breaks though the armor plates and sinks into muscle.


The left head tires to bite into my side, but the column blocks
its path. I hack at the neck on the right again and again, and a sickening
sulfur smell escapes form the beast. It tries to retreat, but I’m too fast. I
slice into the neck again and the head falls off, but the force of my blow
throws me off balance, and I stagger a step backward.


Without the right head and neck, the column no longer blocks
the snake from me. The creature bolts forward and chomps down on my right arm.


I cry out in pain and try to stab it with my sword, but it
has wrapped itself around my chest, pinning my arms to my side. I can’t lift
them. Sweat coats my body and panic rips through me.


The snake continues to coil its way around my torso,
squeezing the air from my lungs, its fangs now digging into my chest. My entire
body feels as if it has exploded. My vision turns black around the edges.


Just when I’m sure I will pass out, the snake relaxes it’s
grip and air floods back into my lungs.


My father has moved forward and now stands barely a step in
front of me, a sick smile on his face.


Thoughts sputter from my head. “At least your... legacy...
dies with me, Father.”


He chuckles. “Really. You are truly a fool. You will
die as a hero. You came to Earth knowing the risks to lead the Chosen against
the Prime Elector. Very admirable of you. When you were about to defeat him in
glorious battle, he blows up the planet. I’m not sure how, just yet, but I will
come up with something spectacular.”


I struggle against the snake, but it has locked its armored
plates together and has become an immovable vice. “Still, I was your only heir.
Without me, you have no legacy.”


“There is another who has the genetic makeup to provide me
with an heir that I desire. I think you know her. Her name is Cassandra.”


“No! There’s no way her family would let you!”


He smiles. “Your sacrifice is the key. Your heroic death
makes all things possible. I will be the next Leader. The others will feel
sympathy for me, and that will swing the last few votes. Once I am the Leader,
the Arrangers will have no choice but to proclaim our match perfect. No one can
stop me.”


My head pounds.


I’ve given him Cassandra. How could I have failed so
completely?


I concentrate all my energy on my
arms and try to free myself from the snake, but it doesn’t budge. and the truth
of the situation hits me. “You wanted me to fail from the beginning!”


He shrugs. “I realized there was a good chance you would
betray me. I needed to find out for certain where your loyalties lie. Now that
I know, I must say this outcome pleases me. I wouldn’t worry too much about
your precious Cassandra. You will probably see her soon. Once she delivers my
heir, I doubt she will last long. I won’t make the same mistake twice.”


The snake hisses and stretches open its mouth, ready to sink
its fangs into my neck.


“Goodbye, son.”














 


Barrett


I close my eyes and prepare to meet the Creator, expecting
the lethal blow any second. Instead, I sense another’s presence and look up.


Juliet stands next to me, her sword in her hand. Without
hesitating, she chops her blade into the snake, cleaving it in two.


The head flops off and the beast drops from my body. I fall
to the ground, my ribs and lungs aching.


My father has a sword in his hand and speaks aloud. I hear
his voice for the first time, and it’s not what I had expected. It’s not thick
and deep and menacing—it’s high-pitched and calculating.


“What a pleasant surprise—Juliet Wildfire Stone. I am happy
that we shall meet before you die. You were a bit of a mystery to me.”


Juliet glances at me for a second and turns her glare to my
father. “I wouldn’t expect any Father’s Day gifts if I were you.”


“No, I guess not.”


She leaps forward and attacks my father in a blur. She spins
and leaps over columns and crystals.


My father deftly thwarts her strokes, backing up slowly
toward the lake. The chamber fills with the sounds of their swords clashing. As
fast as Juliet moves, my father moves faster. It’s as if she’s fighting a
shadow with his black robe swirling about him. Even though he’s retreating, she
is no match for him. He’s just drawing her in to a place where he’ll finish
her.


“Instead of this pointless fight, you should drop to your
knees and thank me,” he says, his voice calm and easy.


Juliet steps back, panting from her efforts. “Thank you? You’re
going to blow up my planet.”


He smiles. “I created the Fusion that made you what you are.
Otherwise, you would be nothing, just an ordinary human. Now look at you! You
are superior. Except, of course, that you’re an abomination. That was not my
fault. That was your weak grandfather’s doing. If he could have followed
instructions, you would be a simple Alpha—not nearly this powerful, but not
this hideous genetic failure either. Your parents were supposed to be from the
same tribe.” He shrugs. “I guess it doesn’t matter in the end.”


She snarls at him. “My grandfather was a tower of strength
compared to you. You’re nothing but a sniveling, insignificant worm.”


She jumps toward him, fighting with renewed vigor, but it
does her no good. She slashes for my father’s head, but he ducks under her
blade and smashes her with a backhand slap that sends her reeling to the
ground.


She staggers to her feet and lungs forward in a desperate
plunge.


Father sidesteps her and, with his free hand, chops down at
her neck as she passes.


Juliet crashes headfirst into a
column and moans.


Father studies her for a moment, shaking her head. “You see,
Barrett? You’ve wasted your life on inferior beings. They are worthless.”


He’s wrong. Juliet’s heart is stronger and her soul more
powerful than my father’s. He could never compete with her in what matters
most.


My father lifts his sword. In another second he’ll chop into
her neck.


I can’t let that happen; I won’t let
him kill her.


I concentrate on a crystal column above him and yank it free
with my mind. My father notices the falling column just in time and steps back
as it crashes to the ground.


I jump to my feet and fight through the pain, each step
bringing a new round of agony. Sprinting, I reach my father before he’s ready
for me. I take a deep breath, tackle him and splash us both into the lake. The
cold water engulfs us, shooting needles against my skin.


He tries to swim for the surface, but I grab him around the
waist and yank him down. We’re falling now, into the chilly darkness.


He fights me, and I focus everything I have, everything I am,
to drag him lower, and we sink.


He projects in my head. “Let me go! It’s not too late. We
don’t have to die.”


“I guess you were right, Father. I am a perfect genetic
combination between you and Mom. Consider this my final test.”


“No!”


He struggles, but I won’t let him go. My lungs burn and I
see visions. My mother waits for me. She’s smiling, a white light behind her. A
sense of calm settles into my bones. The water is no longer cold.


I am warm.


I look at my father’s eyes and see terror. Whatever vision
he sees is nothing like mine.


His eyes roll backward; his life extinguished.


A glorious crystal palace waits for me and the light burns
brighter.














 


Juliet


I feel as if someone has just forced my mind through a meat
grinder and cranked the handle; the pain is beyond intense. The world bends and
twists. Visions flash before me: a bright light, a woman’s face, a sweet
breeze, and a crystal palace.


I groan and shake my head. The world swims and my stomach
revolts. Connor’s face appears before me and I reach for him, but it shatters
into an infinite number of shards. I try to force it back together, but a
tornado forces its way through my mind and turns everything gray and then
black.


I’m no longer outside the sweat lodge. I’m weightless,
floating in a vast white ocean. There are no markers, no way for me to find my
way back, no way to help the others.


I fight against a growing sense of panic.


Where am I? Will I be lost here forever, never to
see my friends again?


I reach out with my mind and project
a mental grid outward, looking, hoping to see something, anything.


I find one—Aaric. He’s calling my name. It’s no louder than
a whisper but I hear it. It’s real.


“I’ve got you, Juliet. Follow my
voice back. You can do it.”


His voice grows louder, and I push myself in the direction
from which it comes. He keeps repeating the same message, and his voice becomes
stronger and turns into a concrete beacon, a pinpoint of light in the distance.


My heart races as I focus on that one spot until it grows.
Other specks of light join the ocean. I feel Connor, Troy, Akari, Blake, and my
parents. They’re all points of color in the whiteness.


With a burst of willpower, I open my eyes and....


I’m back. The world sharpens into focus.


Aaric squats in front of me, his
hand—soft, strong, and warm—squeezes my arm. His usual confident, slightly
arrogant expression has morphed into one of concern, with newly formed worry
lines webbing from the corners of his eyes.


He saved me. He reached into the void and pulled me back.


I hear his voice in my mind. “Don’t worry, Juliet. I won’t
let you go. I will keep you safe. Trust me.”


“Thank you,” I project back at him.


He winks and the supremely self-assured Aaric returns, and
he sends me another telepathic message. “We are linked together, you and me. We
can do anything, change everything.”


Connor moves beside him, his voice soft. “Are you okay?”


I’m not okay. Linking with Barrett’s brain has changed me,
accelerating my development, pushing me closer to the edge of the abyss. Barrett’s
father called me an abomination, and now I know it’s true, but I can’t tell
Connor—not now, not with everyone watching—so I lie.


“I’m fine, but Barrett....”


He lies next to me, a serene look on his face, his aura
gone.


“He was fighting his father. I think he—”


A burst of light explodes around him, and his aura returns.
He opens his eyes, bolts upright, and gulps air. Panicked and wide-eyed, he
tries to rise to his feet, but he falls back down to the ground.


I sit up and grab his arm to steady him. At first his eyes
skitter around, unfocused and wild, but they eventually calm and lock onto me.


When I know he’s here with me, I say, “I’m sorry Barrett. I—”


He shakes me off. “He got what he deserved.... He—” The
words catch in his throat.


I can tell he’s struggling not to cry, and squeeze his arm
to tell him it’s okay if he does.


He stiffens his upper lip and chases
the tears from his voice. “My father is dead. When he died the link must have
broken. Luckily, I had not joined him in the next life quite yet.”


“So we have more time then,” says Blake.


Akari elbows him in the stomach.


Barrett rises to his feet. “More, but still not enough. My
father talked about an alliance that would detonate the Heart Stone when they
discover that he’s dead.”


The sun looks as if it has moved since I linked with Barrett
and his dad. “How long was I out?”


“Two hours,” says my mom, her face drained of color, her
fingers twirling her hair so rapidly it’s as if she’s attempting to set a new world
record.


“That’s impossible! The fight didn’t last that long.”


Aaric shrugs. “Time moves differently when connected to an
intergalactic link.”


“We were busy while you were away.” Connor grins. “We
can’t just sit around on our arses and wait for you to do everything. I
found a cedar box buried under that mattress in the sweat lodge. Inside we
found six different hides. Come, take a look.”


He helps me to my feet. My legs tremble, and for a second I’m
sure that I’m about to fall, but an invisible hand props me up before I
face-plant on the dirt—Aaric, helping me again with his mind. Even with his
help, my body feels hollow, nothing but a dried out husk, void of energy, life,
or strength.


“They all look like different angles of the same scene,”
says Connor. “Now we just have to determine where it is.”


He’s right. All six depict a tall, white stranger with light
beaming from his eyes. Two Native American men dressed in loincloths stand
behind him. I study all six paintings for a second and then re-assemble them in
my mind. Taking pieces of all six, I form a three-dimensional image of the
scene.


Akari nods at the paintings. “That’s definitely the twisted
arrows symbol. We could barely see it in the first hide, but now it’s clear.”


Blake squints. “The paintings are all dark. From the various
angles it looks like they might be in a cave.” He points to two different
paintings. “Walls seem to hem in the three people on all sides.”


“Not really.” Akari lifts a different hide. “You see this
one? It looks like there’s a gap in the walls. It might be an entrance or
something like that. It seems like a faint light comes from that direction.”


I turn toward my mom. “You’ve lived here the longest. What
do you think?”


She sighs. “I don’t know, Jules. There’s a state park north
of here with caves carved into the side of a steep hill. It’s an old Native
American settlement. But this doesn’t look like any part of the park I’ve ever
been to.”


Troy smiles. “Remember the school trip to Hippie Town?”


“That was in second grade. Who remembers that far back?”


“You got into a fight with Janet Oaktree.”


“Right.” I nod. “She called me a witch and I slugged her,
but I never got to see Hippie Town. After the fight, they made me stay on the
bus.”


“I checked it out,” says Troy. “The town is built on top of
a series of tunnels they used to mine for gold. The original tunnel was really
a series of caves, but when they found gold, the locals expanded the system.
They shoveled so many tunnels, the town above them became structurally unsound,
so the whole place was condemned. Some hippies live there as squatters—mostly
artists and musicians. This looks like it could be one of those tunnels.”


“Those walls look smooth.” Landon points at the collection
of paintings. “Caves would be way rougher and less uniform. Tunnels would be
smooth.”


“Right,” says Blake. “But the paintings are old, dark and
primitive so we can’t trust details like that. Plus, they started mining for
gold in Arizona in the 1770s. The orders were established way earlier than
that.”


“Maybe,” nods Troy. “But the first tunnel was a series of
caves that the locals excavated, and they were definitely dug before the orders
were created.”


Blake waves his arms in frustration. “Well, it could be
either caves or tunnels. We had better pick the right one because we only get
one choice.”


All their faces turn toward me. Somehow this has become my
decision. I close my eyes and examine the mental three-dimensional image I’ve
created of the scene. I rub my hands over the walls as if I’m in the picture
with the characters. I walk along the edges and peer into the light coming from
the entrance. I spot something that glitters. I bend down and brush my hand
against the stone—it’s a fleck of gold.


I open my eyes. “Landon’s right. Small bits of gold are
painted into one of the walls.” I point to the original hide. “You can see it
toward the floor by the Alphian’s feet.”


“Hippie Town it is,” says Frankie. “Sounds like my type of
place anyway.”


My father says, “I know Hippie Town. It’s a few hours west
from here.” He glances at the sky, a worried expression on his face. “We’re
running out of time before nightfall.”


“The Deltites will attack when the sun goes down,” says
Aaric. “Things will get complicated if we do not find that Heart Stone before
they show up.”


Even with Aaric’s help, my legs feel like they might give
out on me at any moment.


Troy must sense something’s wrong,
because he wraps an arm around my shoulders and helps support me. He cocks his
head to the side, asking me if I’m okay in his usual silent way. He knows me
better than I know myself. He’s always here to help me.


Landon’s military training kicks in. He starts to talk about
the hostiles and makes plans about weapons and buying us more time.


I ignore him and whisper into Troy’s
ear, “Come with me. I need to go into the sweat lodge.”


He doesn’t question me. We turn away from the others and
head for the grass and mud structure.


Blake calls after us. “Where are you going? We don’t have
time for sightseeing.”


Sicheii stands in front of the door to the sweat lodge. The ghostly
image of him is eerily present. He showed up when I returned from the link, and
has been watching me ever since. He hasn’t said anything yet. He just looks at
me with his all-knowing slate eyes.


It creeps me out a little. I wish he’d say something.


Did he come back with me from the
white void?


I never asked for this destiny—he never gave me a choice. My
time is short, and even now, when I have to will my legs forward, my mind feels
as if it’s on fire. The auras of the others are blindingly bright. I can hear
their hearts thumping as if my ears were pressed against all their chests at
the same time. I fear that I’ve gone insane, and Sicheii’s ghostly image doesn’t
help.


I stumble a little on a rock in the dirt. I’m so tired.
Every fiber of my being hurts. I would curl myself into a ball and hide if they
didn’t need me, but they do. I’m still the Alpha. I won’t desert them now, not
when we are so close to the end.


There’s something I need to do, away from the others, so I
lean heavily on Troy, soaking in his strength like I’ve done so many times
before.


He never hesitates as he half
carries me to the lodge.


We keep walking, and I shout over my shoulder, “I need a
moment. The world will have to wait a few minutes for us to save it, or it can
screw off!”














 


Connor


Juliet and Troy disappear into the sweat lodge and my heart
cracks. My throat stings and my head buzzes.


She looks so weak. She can barely
walk.


I grab Aaric’s shirt. “What’s going on with Juliet? What’s
wrong with her?”


“You should ask her.”


“I’m asking you!”


He knocks my hands from his shirt without moving and shoves
me back a step. “Events have... taken a toll on her. She is... tired.”


I snarl at him. “There’s bloody more to it than that and you
know it. She looks exhausted, and yet the energy radiating from her keeps
increasing. It’s as if she can’t process it all.”


He hesitates for a heartbeat, and then leans closer to me. “Do
you really want to help her?”


My chest tightens and my voice sounds raw. I’m not going to
like what he says. “I’ll do anything.”


He leans next to my ear and whispers so only I can hear. “You
weaken her. Her... feelings for you distract her and siphon off her
energy. I can save her. I can train her to live with her abilities, but you
make everything more difficult. You are killing her.”


The world stops, and my head spins. I’m killing her. It’s
my fault.


He leans toward me and his eyes, only a few inches from
mine, pulse with a crimson light. “Once this is done, you must leave, and let
me save her. There is no other way. She cannot be around you.” He turns and
spins away.


Barrett nods solemnly at me. He must
have heard our conversation.


I meant it when I said I’d do anything to help Juliet. I
just never thought it would be this hard.














 


Juliet


I slouch in the backseat of the SUV and rest my head against
Akari’s shoulder, my eyes closed.


Connor sits up front next to Troy,
who’s driving, and Blake looks out the back passenger window beside Akari.


I’m not sleeping. The light from their auras bothers me even
though I have the sunglasses on, so I keep my eyes shut. Besides, Sicheii’s
ghostly image sits in the back with us, which is totally creepy. He hasn’t said
anything or communicated with me in any way, yet there he is nonetheless,
weirding me out.


Landon, Frankie, and Lisa left the campsite while I was in
the sweat lodge with Troy. They went to find weapons and promised to meet us in
Hippie Town before nightfall.


Mom and Dad ride in dad’s truck, with Aaric and Barrett in
the back. I can’t imagine what they’re talking about. Mom still has a problem
wrapping her mind around the idea that Alpha even exists. Her logical, lawyerly
mind has limits, and this whole situation has stretched it to the breaking
point.


“We’re closing in on Hippie Town,” says Troy. “We should be
there in a few minutes.”


I open my eyes and check to see if Sicheii’s still with us.
Unfortunately he is, and I sit up straight. “Thank God. I can’t stand the smell
from Connor’s jersey. It’s like we’re traveling in a beer can.”


He smirks. “Hey, this is my lucky shirt! If I have to kill
dozens of Deltites and their freaky enhanced humans, I want all the luck I can
get.”


“You’ll probably scare them away with that stench,” jokes
Blake.


Akari laughs and it sounds good coming from her, like she’s
finally tossed her guard away while she’s with us. “You should drink sake. At
least it doesn’t stink so bad. I’m drunk just from the smell.”


“Don’t worry about it,” grumbles Connor, sounding unusually
tense, angry even. “After today you won’t see it again.”


He doesn’t sound like himself, so I playfully hold my nose
and bat the air to lighten the mood. “Seeing is not the problem.”


Troy says, “Maybe we should have a bonfire and free the
jersey’s spirit so it can travel to the sprit world.”


Akari nudges me. “Is that a real thing?”


I shake my head. It’s easy to forget that she comes from a
small fishing village. “Not really, but Connor’s shirt might have a spirit all
to itself.”


Troy turns right off the highway and onto a small local road
that winds up a rock face. The sun hangs low in the horizon, an angry red ball
that looks both dangerous and somber at the same time.


Akari points out my window at an old wooden sign with the
words Welcome to Hippie Town scrawled across it in pastel colors. “Looks
like we’re here.”


We travel for another ten minutes along the twisty road,
until we come to the deserted town. It must have been closed down over twenty
years ago. On the right are various shops, all with plywood covering the
windows and doors. An abandoned brick hotel stands to our left. Next to the
hotel is an empty lot, and after that is a small café that seems to be
functional. The café’s exterior is painted a deep shade of purple with little
yellow flowers. It doesn’t have any windows, but light flickers from inside where
a few customers seem to be mingling.


The town is carved between two steep rock faces. Streets
wind their way up the rocks on both sides. Splashes of color and life dot the
cliffs, mostly pastels and psychedelic designs—houses painted brightly, stores
trying to be noticed.


Troy swerves around a crater-sized pothole and pulls the SUV
to the curb in front of a brick building that seems better maintained than the
rest. The windows are still intact but a metal gate, which is chained shut,
blocks the door. The sign above it reads Tunnel Museum Closed.


We exit the SUV as my dad stops his truck behind us.


Blake surveys both sides of the main street with a turn of
his head. “Not exactly a vacation spot. You had a school trip here?”


“That was nine years ago.” Troy claps him on the shoulder. “The
museum must have closed since then. Budget cuts.”


Dad waves his phone at us. “Landon will be here in ten
minutes.” He’s looking to Landon and his marine training to keep us safe, but
Landon can only do so much here. The Deltites will be too powerful for him, but
I don’t have the heart to explain that to my father.


Akari stretches both of her arms behind her back, and draws her
sword from her pocket. She’s always ready for a fight. “What’s the plan?”


“We are close.” Aaric smiles. “I can feel the energy from
the Heart Stone. Juliet and I should find it. Once in my possession, the
Deltites will not be a problem.”


Blake squints his eyes at him. He suspects a trap. “Why can’t
Barrett and Akari go find it? You two can help us fight off the Deltites until
they have it.”


“Possessing the Heart Stone is not enough.” Aaric shakes his
head, obviously annoyed with Blake’s ignorance. “The alliance on Alpha will
still try to detonate it. Only I can protect us against them and keep us safe.”


“Juliet should go with him,” says Connor, his tone frosty. “This
is her home pitch. Maybe she’ll find some clues or something that her
grandfather left behind.”


He glances at me for the briefest of moments, and I try to
connect with him, but he looks away before I can.


I’m surprised he wants me to go with
Aaric. I thought he’d insist on staying close to try and protect me.


The others turn toward me, trusting me, waiting for my
answer.


I study each of their faces,
memorizing the smallest details: Barrett’s soulful eyes, Akari’s angry scowl
with a hint of mischief behind it, Blake’s curly hair that threatens to frizz
uncontrollably in the hot weather, Troy’s confident gaze, the scar that runs
down Dad’s face, Mom’s beautiful eyes, Connor’s slightly bent nose.


Heroes don’t come in standard sizes and shapes. They’re not
always blond and tall and strong and fearless. Real heroes have flaws and fears
they have to overcome to do what they know to be right. If we succeed, no one
is likely to even know our names. No history book will mention us, and no
movies will be made about us, but I’d stack this group up against any of the
heroes we study in school.


I want to stay here and protect them, shield them from the
storm that’s coming, but Connor’s right. Sicheii is here with me for a reason.
I think he knew where the Heart Stone was located, and who knows what clues he
might have left behind? They’re sure to be riddles, and I’m the best chance we
have to decipher them. I can protect them best by finding the Heart Stone before
it’s too late.


I want to tell them how much I love them, but tears well in
my eyes and my throat closes. I don’t know the words... even if I could
speak them.


A wind gusts, and Troy tilts his head back to drink in the
desert air. “The Wind Spirit is with us.”


My dad places his hand on my arm. “Don’t worry, Love. We won’t
let anyone get past us.”


I’m not worried about myself; they’ll die to protect me.
That’s what’s bothering me, what drives a stake into my heart—my recurring
nightmare.


Is this what it means? They all die, so I can find the
Heart Stone and live?


The energy drains from my body, and
I almost fall to the ground.


Blake grins. “Don’t you have a crystal to find? I’ll protect
the others. I’m a badass, remember.”


Akari chuckles and Connor finally looks at me. I try with
one look to tell him all the things I haven’t had a chance to say. It’s not
good enough. We should have had more time. I wasted the ride here. I should
have been braver and told him how I really feel.


He nods at me, his voice certain and final. “Go with Aaric.
It’s what’s best.”


I step toward him, but he turns his back on me.


Aaric gently pulls on my arm. “We should be going.”


It’s what’s best.


I shoot my parents a last glance.


They’re holding each other, and a single tear traces down my
mother’s cheek.


I can’t wait here any longer.
Another second and I won’t leave, so I steel my nerves and let the desert’s
heat and energy fortify me.


I won’t fail them. My nightmare won’t come true.


I’m the Alpha.


I control my own destiny.














 


Connor


Juliet fades into the museum with Aaric.


Turning my back on her was the most
difficult thing I’ve ever done. Every fiber, every inch of my body wanted to
hold her one last time, but Aaric shot me a glare, and I realized that would
only weaken her. I won’t do that. Not now, not ever.


Once they recover the Heart Stone, I’ll scoot, never to see
her again. I won’t jeopardize her safety just because my heart will break.
Orphans don’t get happy endings. We’re supposed to clean up after the drunks at
the pubs.


Juliet was always too good for me.
Sooner or later she would have noticed on her own anyway.


Troy steps next to me. “That was cold.”


“She has too much on her mind to worry about me. A mushy
goodbye would do her no good.”


Akari shakes head. “You’re an idiot.”


“No kidding.” I kick a rock and look away, so they don’t see
these stupid tears that have begun to form in the corners of my eyes. I shove
aside my doubts—Aaric has to be best for her. I can’t save her. Only he
can save her, and that’s all that counts.


My attention is drawn to a black Jeep that races towards us
and skids to a stop in front of our SUV.


Frankie bolts out of the car and slams the door shut with a
thud. “Never again, Bear. I’m never letting you drive me anywhere ever again.”


“Don’t be a baby,” says Landon. “We got here fine.”


“You practically killed us a dozen times! I’d rather face an
entire gang of those freaky people then drive with you again.”


Landon points to the now darkening sky. “Good. It looks like
you’ll get your wish.” He opens the Jeep’s boot. “We grabbed a few things that
should help. I’ve got a bow and some arrows for myself, and swords for you
guys.”


Troy and Juliet’s parents snatch old-looking swords.


Frankie grabs two hand axes for
himself.


Landon also grabs a short, two-foot sword with a scabbard
that he slings over his shoulder. “These are all old, but Lisa swore they’re
still functional. I’ve checked the blades and they’re sharp.”


Blake looks in the Jeep. “Speaking of Lisa, where is she?”


Landon shrugs. “We thought it best if she went to that
national park Juliet’s mom mentioned. If this is the wrong spot, she might find
something important in those caves. Besides, she’s not going to be much help in
a fight.”


Frankie scans the area. “Where’s Juliet and the other freaky
guy?”


Troy waves at the museum. “They went inside to find the
Heart Stone.”


Frankie nods. “All right then. Let’s hope she makes quick
work of it. We’ll batten down the hatches until she comes back.”


Akari points at the bow. “I’m not sure that will be much
help. The Deltites can create force fields to stop the arrows before they can
do any good.”


Landon’s mouth drops open as he looks miserably at an arrow
from the quiver.


Barrett looks between the bow and Akari and grins. “Only if
they see them coming. Our eyesight is much more sensitive to light than yours.
That’s why they’re waiting until nightfall before they attack. Generally, it
would give them the advantage in the dark. But if they don’t see the arrows
coming, they won’t be able to use telekinesis to stop them.”


I understand what he’s getting at, and a spark of hope
lights inside me. “Since they’re more sensitive to light than us, they’ll have
problems adjusting from a bright light back to darkness. If Akari creates a
fireball, it will temporary blind them for a few seconds. Landon can use that
time to shoot arrows.”


Barrett nods. “That should work, but only once or twice.
After that, they will know what’s going on and shield themselves from the
arrows anyway.”


Landon grins. “I’ll be able to take down a few of them, at
least. That’ll give them something to worry about and slow them down a bit.”


“Maybe they’re not even coming?” Blake looks down the street
toward the highway. “We only have Aaric’s word on it, and so far we haven’t
seen any signs of them.”


I glance in the direction he’s looking and feel energy
rolling toward us. It’s gathering in intensity like a wave. “They’re coming,
and they’ll be here soon.”


“We need to make this area more defensible.” Landon points
down the main street. “They’ll come from that direction. It’s the only way in.
Since they have numbers, we need to narrow this street to create a funnel, to
limit their advantage. We can use the cars to set up blockades, but that’s only
marginally useful.”


Barrett grins. “I can help.”


He runs halfway down the street and
places both hands to the ground. A few seconds later a thunderclap rips through
the air and the brick buildings on both sides of the street topple onto the
road. 


The café just down the road empties, and the few customers
scramble away. The debris effectively blocks most of the street. 


Frankie taps Landon on the chest. “I’m happy he’s on our
team.”


Juliet’s father frowns. “If he can do that, I wonder what they
can do.”


“No need to worry about that now. We’ll find out soon
enough.” Landon tosses me a bag with large steel spikes in it. “Spread these
farther down the street. They’ll get flat tires. We don’t need them driving
through here.” He points to the museum. “I’ll set up on that roof. When they
get past the debris, Akari should create the fireballs. Make them as big and
bright as possible. I’ll get two valleys off. After that I’ll come down and
join you guys for the hand-to-hand fun.”


I glance at the other Chosen and peer into their faces.


Akari’s eyes sparkle like diamonds. She’s ready for this.
She’s always ready.


Troy, who I think of as a Chosen
even though he’s not, reflects a quiet sense of confidence; the confidence of
someone who believes in fate and destiny, as if he’s seen the end of the movie
and knows that everything will work out.


I wish I shared those beliefs with him, but I’ve never been
a spiritual guy, and I’ve got a touchy relationship with destiny. Mine has
always been, and will always be, complete and utter crap.


Finally, I glance at Blake.


A steely determination has settled into
his eyes. He’s probably the bravest among us. He has the most fears, and yet he
still manages to pull up his pants and get the job done.


He creates a gust of wind and smiles at Akari. “We’ll hold
them until Juliet gets the Heart Stone. We have abilities of our own.”


She locks her eyes onto his and leans into him. Their lips
collide, and he looks as if ready to hit the ground from shock. She pulls him
even closer and heat bubbles from them.


When they separate, his face looks
as red as the streak in Akari’s hair. He opens his mouth to say something, but
gratefully he’s lost the ability to speak.


Akari beams a broad smile. “You do have abilities,
after all.”


Frankie laughs and turns toward Landon. “Don’t look at me,
Bear. I ain’t kissing you.”


I shake my head and chuckle; Blake was probably the only
person who didn’t see that coming.


I sprint down the street with the
bag of spikes in my hand. The energy from the Deltites feels like it’s
cresting, as if it’s forming a tidal wave that’s headed straight for us.


I just hope we’re strong enough to hold our own against it.














 


Juliet


We race inside the abandoned museum. Only the skeleton of
the structure remains: a ticket booth to the right, a turnstile blocking our
path, and a few old photographs on the walls that show what the tunnels looked
like when they were fully operational.


We jump over the turnstile and stand in front of a map of
the tunnel system. A small “you are here” arrow indicates where we are.


The system looks like an elaborate maze with tunnels
branching out in all directions. My stomach churns. “There are miles of
tunnels. We could be stuck down here for days.”


“We have an hour at most.”


“Great.” Think, Juliet. “We’ve got to eliminate a few
of these branches. We want the original cave system. The scene from the
paintings was at the end of that series of caves.”


Aaric points to the north and south sections of the map. “We
do not need to concern ourselves with these. They are called the Northern
and Southern Extensions, which means they must have been built at some
point after the tunnels were already operating.”


I point to the entrance to the system that’s right in front
of us. “We start here, but there’s still four choices. Each one flows in a different
direction.”


The door leading to the tunnels is made from heavy steel,
yet when he waves his hand, as if shooing away a fly, it crashes open. The air
smells musty; dim lights flicker on. We must have triggered a motion detector
that started the emergency lights.


The floor is made of packed dirt. Four different entrances
to the tunnel system spread out before us. Wooden boards block each of them
with red Keep Out signs. There has to be some clue, some reason to pick
one of the tunnels over the others.


Aaric studies the entrance in front of us. It’s carved out
of red rock. The flickering bulbs offer just enough light to make out the
outline. He points to the left side of the opening. “Look at this. A figure is
carved into the rock.”


I squint, dust off the rock and find the rough outline of a
bear. I sense my grandfather’s hand in this. “Animals have specific meanings to
Native Americans. Each animal will mean something different. A bear means
healing, courage and power. Let’s see if he left a different animal at each
entrance.”


The Sicheii ghost looks at me for the first time, and I see
a hint of a smile.


Aaric goes right and I go left. He finds a buffalo, and I
find a hawk and a swan. We meet back at the entrance with the bear.


“So which is the right tunnel?” he asks.


“A buffalo means sacredness and great strength. I think we
can eliminate the buffalo and the bear. The hawk was Sicheii’s animal spirit
guide and means messenger or visionary power, and the swan means love.”


I glance at Sicheii’s ghost, but he gives me no indication
as to which is the right tunnel. Even with everything at stake, he still wants
me to figure out his riddles on my own.


“Okay, I’m assuming these clues were
left for me. The swan was our secret code that meant he had a message for me.
It must be the swan.”


Aaric rips off the wooden boards and we plunge down the
tunnel. The emergency lights don’t reach down this far, so we pull out our
crystal swords, which pulse with our energy.


Once again I’m forced to push ahead into the darkness without
knowing if I’m going the right way.


A rumble from above vibrates the tunnels and dust showers
our heads.


The Deltites must be close.














 


Connor


We’ve set up the pickup truck and the SUV to create a
barrier on the main street, just after the bricks and other debris from the
buildings that Barrett pulled onto the road. By parking the cars this way, we’ve
created a narrow passage to force the Deltites through, which will limit their
numbers advantage. I’m not sure how well the plan will hold up, but at least it’s
a plan. Just having one gives us more confidence.


The jeep idles in front of the other two vehicles. We have a
separate plan for that one.


Time moves slowly as we peer through the space between the
cars, waiting as the last few shafts of daylight sink below the horizon. The
silence is too much, too heavy. My heartbeats sound like a snare drum.


I need to interrupt the quiet before it swallows us, so I
grin at Blake and say, “Looks like we might have a few minutes before they get
here, so if you guys want to go back to snogging, that’s fine with me.” I make
obnoxious kissing sounds at Akari and Blake just to rile them up and break the
tension.


“Well, if there’s time.” Blake leans toward Akari.


She kicks him in the shin. “Really? That moment
passed.”


She scowls at him, but I can tell it’s
all good fun because her eyes widen and sparkle. Their personalities are almost
completely opposite from each other, but somehow they work together.


Frankie laughs so hard he bends at the waist. He points at
me and practically guffaws the words from his mouth. “You’re just jealous.
Besides, it’s good to know what you’re fighting for.”


Frankie has the type of laugh that grabs you by the throat
and yanks you along, so I have no choice but to join him. Heck, if we’re going
to die anyway, we might as well have one last laugh.


“They’re here,” announces Barrett in a flat, seemingly bored
tone, as if he’s a news anchor.


The laughter dies in my throat and we go back to our silent
vigil, staring into the night.


A few seconds later we hear a loud
popping sound like a shotgun blast, and a car crashes into a pole. Then other
cars skid to avoid the first and more tires pop, followed by metal crunching
into metal.


“At least the spikes worked,” says Juliet’s father.


Only Barrett knows what’s going on beyond the rubble. His
eyes are closed and he’s using his mind to fix on our enemies. When he opens
them, he says, “They are forming in mass behind the bricks. Now would be a good
time.”


“Send her off, Troy!” I shout.


Troy shoots me a thumbs-up sign. He scoots into the jeep,
wedges a brick on the accelerator, shifts it into drive, and jumps back out.
The jeep races straight at the opening in the rubble.


Akari squints and sets the end of the rag that’s hanging
from the gas tank on fire. The car speeds up and, when it passes the narrow
opening in the street, explodes. The blast shakes the SUV in front of me, and a
second later another car explodes, and then a third.


Screams echo into the night.


I whoop and so do the others. It might be childish, but it
feels good to fight back. Maybe they are superior. Maybe they are stronger,
faster, smarter, with crazy abilities we know nothing about, but at least we
surprised the buggers. We won’t go down without a fight. We’ll make a stand for
our planet, for Juliet. They can piss off.


My excitement doesn’t last long. A weird clattering noise
wafts toward us as if a million little feet wear tiny tap shoes and dance on
the street.


“What in bloody hell is that?” I say.


Barrett raises both eyebrows. “Scorpions. Apparently one of
them can control the insects.”


Blake looks as if he might pee his trousers. “Did he say
scorpions?”














 


Juliet


We plunge deeper into the tunnels, burrowing farther
underground. The air turns staler and the rats increase in number. The pathway
started wide and tall, but it narrows and shrinks as we advance into the
darkness. No longer wide enough for us to walk side-by-side, and too low for
Aaric to stand upright, he has to stoop behind me as we race as fast as we can
in the darkness, the only light coming from our swords.


We arrive at a “T” in the tunnel,
leaving us with two choices, neither obvious.


“Search for another clue,” I say.


We find two carvings in the stone: a
simple figure of a rock for one path, and three wavy lines that represent a
river for the other.


I smile because this time I know for certain which way is
correct—one small island of certainty in an ocean of choices. “The rock is
strong by its nature and doesn’t bend to events, while the river seeks the path
of least resistance, always changing, always adapting.”


Aaric turns toward the path marked by the wavy lines. “We
should follow the river. The river is more logical than the rock.”


I pull on his shirt and twist him around. “More logical, but
less true to itself. We follow the path marked by the rock.”


“Are you sure? It makes no sense.”


I scowl at him. He doesn’t get it, and in the dim light, he
reminds me of Barrett’s father and that sends a shiver through me. Barrett’s
father would have sacrificed his only son because it made sense; it was the
logical thing for him to do, the easiest path. Sicheii would never have done
such a thing. He would have found another way.


I sigh. “Some things are more
important than logic. Sometimes you have to stand against the storm because you
can, because you are strong enough to do it.”


When did I start to sound like Sicheii, talking in
riddles?


He shrugs. He’s not persuaded, but there’s no time to start
an argument.


We resume our trek, but it’s hard for me to pay attention to
the tunnel. I keep imagining what’s going on above us, if everyone is still
safe, if they’ve started to fight yet. The anxiety builds in my chest with each
step, to the point where I can barely breathe.


The tunnel suddenly widens and
stretches to fifty feet in height. We’ve reached another junction. This time we
have three possible choices. The path that shoots to the left has a slanted
rectangle carved next to it, and the one on the right has a primitive-looking
dog. The center tunnel is unmarked.


I point to the slanted triangle. “That’s the symbol for the
Great Wind Spirit. My grandfather thought she created the Order of the Twisted
Arrows. The dog has to represent Coyote, the dark spirit. Sicheii believed the
two were fighting over the future of humans on Earth.”


Aaric points to the left. “Sounds like we should take the
Wind Spirit path.”


My heart thumps. My first guess would be that he’s right,
that we should follow the Wind Spirit, but a little voice in my head cautions me.


Aaric cocks his head. “Did you hear that?”


“No.” His hearing is way more sensitive than mine.


“Sounds like some sort of explosions.”


My throat tightens as a grapefruit-sized lump blocks most of
the airway, and I force dark thoughts from my mind. They might still be fine.
Explosions don’t necessarily mean they’re hurt.


The Sicheii ghost looks at me and shrugs. If he were solid,
I’d grab him by the neck and ring the answer out of him.


I wave at the three paths, my words spoken quickly to match
my racing heart. “Nothing with my grandfather is easy. He appeared in a vision
where he told me that the Wind Spirit wasn’t all good, and neither was Coyote
all bad. He said that I had a choice to make, that I had to forge my own path.”


“Vision?” Aaric smirks. “Once someone passes to the next
life there is no coming back.”


“Maybe for ordinary people, but you don’t know my
grandfather.” I glance at his ghost, who glares at Aaric. “If I have to make my
own choice and neither of the spirits are totally correct, then maybe we should
go down the center path.”


Aaric shrugs. “The choice is yours. You are best suited to
understand your grandfather’s wishes. He does not sound like a logical man.” He
makes it sound like an insult.


I ignore it and peer down all three
paths, hoping to see a clue, anything that might be helpful, but see only
shadows and darkness.


Sicheii always said the Wind Spirit was benevolent, but he
told me not to fully trust her. My head tells me to take the Wind Spirit
tunnel, yet my heart pulls me to the unmarked path.


I can’t turn my back on my heart—not now—so I race down the
middle path with Aaric a step behind. I move as fast as I can, but the tunnel
shrinks to nothing more than a small shaft. I have to stoop and squeeze
forward, which means that Aaric is on hands and knees behind me.


“It looks like we chose the wrong path,” he says. “Maybe we
should retrace our steps?”


I picked the wrong way, wasting time while my friends and
family are fighting the Deltites.


I’m about to turn back when a breeze
brushes against my face. “Wait a second.” A few more feet and the shaft opens
into a large chamber—a cave.


I can’t help but smile as we enter the cavern. Even from the
grave, Sicheii is teaching me lessons. I can’t give up too easily.


Aaric follows me and swings his sword in a circle, casting
light to the edges of the cave. “There is no sign of the Heart Stone, and there
are no other paths. We must have gone the wrong way.”


Rocks crash behind us. He has to jump from the small
passageway or be crushed. Boulders block the small tunnel we took to the cave.


The path has totally collapsed. Tons of rocks have closed
off the way out—the only way out.














 


Connor


All the amusement vanishes from Frankie’s voice. “Those bugs’ll
be on us in a minute. They’ll make pin cushions out of us if we don’t do
something.”


I grab Blake by the shoulders. “You have to stop them.”


“Me? God, I hate the desert. Didn’t I say it’s too
dangerous with the killer bugs and snakes? Didn’t I say deserts suck? No one
ever listens to me.”


“Yes, you were right. We should have gone to Hawaii. Now you’ve
got to create a serious blast of wind and blow those nasty things back at the
Deltites.”


“Right.” He shakes my hands free of his shoulders. “A big, badass
blast of wind.”


The swarm starts to clear the opening in the rubble, and it looks
like a wave. The clattering grows louder.


I’ve never heard anything that sounded more evil. “Now would
be a good time, mate.”


The scorpions head straight for us, and will reach us in a
few seconds.


He lifts his arms out to his sides and air swirls around
him. It intensifies as he thrusts his hands forward. A hurricane blast rips
some of the scorpions from the ground and sends them flying backward.


Still, half the bugs manage to keep
coming—more than enough to swarm over us.


He’s sweating buckets.


Akari elbows him in the side, her voice confident. “Just do
it, already. We all know you can.”


He concentrates harder this time, the wind stronger. Not
only do the scorpions disappear, but much of the bricks and debris in the
street follow them—an unintended result.


He lowers his hands and beams a bright smile. “I hope they
stung the lot of them.”


“I wouldn’t count on it,” says Troy as he points into the
darkness. “That looks like trouble.”


A half-dozen creatures appear, as if they’ve walked through
a bloody portal from hell. Each one glows with a reddish ambient light. They
look to be the size of giant Mastiffs and resemble canines, yet they’re no
ordinary dogs. Some have two heads. One has three legs. They’re all sharp edges
and lean muscle and angry snouts.


“Those would be hellhounds,” says Barrett. “Pretty much the
nastiest creatures in the known universe.”


“Good thing I hate dogs,” says Frankie. “I’m more of a cat
person.”


“Those things aren’t dogs,” says Ayden. “They’re demons.”


“I’m not a demon type of guy either,” says Frankie. “Cats,
on the other hand, are really nice.”


The hellhounds dart toward us all at once. They move like a
pack of panthers—graceful, swift, and powerful—hunters surging toward their
prey, which just happens to be us. Even the three-legged one moves incredibly
fast.


I grab Troy and yell, “Stay in teams of two!”


A heartbeat later, the first demon is on us, and Barrett
slices into it with a smooth stroke. Frankie is by his side and intercepts the
next beast when it leaps for Barrett’s throat. He hacks with both axes and
brings the creature down in a flurry of blood and cries, some of his own blood mixing
with the beast’s.


A hellhound the size of small horse gallops straight for
Troy. The demon’s body looks gaunt like a Greyhound, only five times larger,
and the head resembles an extra-large Doberman, with two extremely strong and
pointy rows of teeth. A long, nasty trail of foam slathers from its snout.


Troy brandishes his sword at the thing and the monster
slows.


“Sit!” he shouts.


I manage a chuckle. “Seriously.”


The hound from hell hesitates for a second, which makes me
think that maybe his ridiculous command worked, but the beast had just been
gathering itself on its haunches. It launches itself forward.


Troy ducks and rolls out of the way
a second before the monster would have ripped open his chest with those massive
jaws.


I nick the hellhound’s back with the tip of my blade, which
only serves to draw his attention. It lands on the ground, spins to face me,
rears on its hind legs, and slashes its front paws at me like a horse.


My competitive juices start to flow as adrenaline pumps
through my veins. “Come on, you bugger. Let’s have it out!”


The monster doesn’t need any encouragement from me. It jumps
straight for my throat.


I don’t have time to lift my sword so I grab its neck with
my left hand to keep those teeth from my flesh. The demon snarls and snaps at
me, and I smell rotten meat. It digs sharp nails from its front paws into my
shoulder and my skin burns. The animal’s fury brings its teeth ever closer to
my neck, and disgusting drool splatters against my face. I drop my sword and
use my second hand to hold off the inevitable.


Even with both my hands on its neck,
it still inches closer.


Just as I’m thinking I really don’t want to die as this
hellhound’s lunch, Troy slices into the creature’s neck with his sword.


The demon’s eyes roll backward, I
yank off the head with one massive heave, and the apparition explodes in a
burst of light.


Troy spins and a three-foot tall beast leaps at him. He
blocks the teeth with his forearm and screams in pain. 


I snatch up my sword and slice the demon in two.


Breathing heavy, I spin and survey the rest of us.


Blood flows down Ayden’s face, but he’s chopping at a
monster and dispatches it with an explosion of light.


Barrett whirls and slices into another demon.


Frankie’s shirt is ripped and stained with blood, but he’s
smiling.


Akari must have torched one because it burns and then bursts
like a firecracker.


Blake limps badly and holds one off
with his sword, swinging wildly at it.


I move toward him to help, but Akari’s faster. She slices
the animal in half.


That’s the last of the hellhounds.
We’ve survived the onslaught, although clearly worse for the effort.


I don’t know what they’ll throw at us next, but we need to
go on the offense, so I glance at Akari. “Start operation Blind the Wankers!”


She smiles and faces down the street. A fireball the size of
a small SUV erupts on the other side of the rubble, followed by a greenish
light. A Deltite must be shielding her energy from them, but that’s okay; we
didn’t expect her fireball to damage them.


A few twangs sound from the roof of the museum, and the
whistle of arrows soar through the air. At least one scores as someone screams.


Akari creates a second eruption a
few seconds later, and that one’s followed by another series of twangs and
whistles, and another scream.


“Take that!” shouts Blake. “This is our planet.”


Before those words die into the night, an intense chill
freezes the air and something hard smashes by my feet. I look up and the night
is filled with icicles the shape and size of daggers, and they explode all
around us.


Barrett points to the museum. “Meet me at the entrance! Form
a semi-circle!” He’s the first to reach the doorway and creates a force field
above him that deflects the ice daggers.


Summer and Ayden dive next to him,
and Troy, Frankie, and I jump under the shield a moment later.


Akari loops her arm under Blake’s shoulders and helps him
limp under the protection.


Landon appears out of nowhere and
slips under the shield right before an icicle the shape and size of a spear
would have skewered him right through the middle.


The chill disappears.


“What’s next?” huffs Frankie.


The SUV and the truck start to rock and lift off the ground.
Other bits of metal join them. Pipes are pulled from buildings, poles are uprooted
from the ground, and other pieces, sharp and deadly, join the rest to create a
swarm.


“Looks like one of them can control metal,” Barrett explains
in a voice that is way too calm for the moment. “My shield won’t stop all that
from crushing us, and Blake’s wind won’t do the trick either.”


Akari points at the gathering mass. “Fire won’t work. Time
for you to step up, Connor.”


No kidding. I’ve never done anything like this
before. In the past, I’ve always touched the object before liquefying it. That’s
not an option now... unless I want to be shredded like a block of cheese.


I summon all the energy I can find and thrust my hands out,
projecting, imagining liquefying the gathering storm. The objects around the
edges turn and start to rain down, but that’s not enough. I’ve barely dented
the mass of metal.


The storm stops gathering in front of us, ready to explode
at any second.


My time has run out. I don’t think I
can stop it.


Then I think of Juliet. I don’t know if she’s helping me
somehow, but suddenly I feel electric, more powerful than ever before.


The swarm surges toward us.


My body shakes with the effort, and just
when it seems we’ll be crushed, liquid splashes against us instead of sharp,
jagged metal. A wave soaks us, but that’s a whole lot better than the
alternative.


“Nice job,” says Troy. “I never had any doubts.”


“Brilliant.” I bend at the waist, feeling drained from the
effort. “That makes one of us.”


Frankie points into the night. “It’s about time! Looks like they’ve
summoned up the nerve to fight us.”


Shapes glide toward us from the darkness, the moon shedding
just enough light to see their outlines in the darkness. Six Deltites drift toward
us like shadows, and each of them pulls a crystal sword from under their robes.
The light from their blades flickers against their faces, adding some detail to
their features. All but one wears full-length black robes that swirl about
them. Two step in front of the others, including the one wearing the robe with
a splash of white for the hood.


I recognize them both: the devil with the white hood is
Vladic, who escaped from the house yesterday, and the other is the Deltite from
New York—the one who took Juliet—Aaric’s brother.


Vladic waves his sword at us. “Look at you. Cowering
together as the inferior species you are. All we want is Aaric and Juliet. You
can scurry away like rats, and we will let you live out your miserable lives.”


I glance at the others. I’d gladly trade my life for Juliet’s,
and I know they would too. No cracks form in our armor. No one even considers
abandoning her. We’ll make a stand—for her, for humanity, for ourselves.


I shout, “You’ll never get her in time. They’ll have the
Heart Stone soon. You’re too late!”


Vladic laughs as if he knows an inside joke. “The Heart
Stone won’t save any of you. Even if Aaric finds it, he is not strong enough to
wield its power. It will consume him. Only multiple Alphians can control a
Heart Stone this powerful, and he is alone. You will all die here tonight for
nothing. But don’t worry. We will make Aaric and this Juliet Wildfire Stone pay
for their traitorous ways. Their screams will ring throughout history.”


I glance at Aaric’s brother, hoping to find doubt in his
eyes, but his face is a plastic mask that tells me nothing.


Vladic has to be wrong. Juliet
still has a chance. I’ll die to give it to her. “Thanks for the chin wag. I
will so enjoy killing you.”


“Have it your way then.” Vladic sounds bored, as if talking
to a bunch of clueless kids.


It only makes me more furious.


Frankie must feel the same way. “They don’t look so tough,”
he growls. “They wouldn’t last one night in the Bronx. Whoever kills the most
of these things wins. I get credit for two of those damn dogs.”


Akari steps forward and points her sword at Vladic. “Only
six. You had better get some reinforcements.”


I can’t help but grin. She’s the smallest of us, but she’s
definitely the toughest. There’s no way I’d want to fight her.


Vladic’s eyes turn to slits and his face into a
blood-chilling scowl. “Your blood is not fit for our swords.” 


Dozens of other bodies move from the darkness, carrying
ordinary swords. These aren’t Deltites. These are the enhanced humans.


“Kill them!” he orders.


The Deltites stay put as the enhanced humans race toward us.


So much for us humans being on the same team.


We’ll never defeat this many, but they’ll have to pry this
sword from my cold dead body to get past me.














 


Juliet


Aaric dusts rock fragments from his shirt and shakes debris
from his hair. “There are tons of rubble there. Even with the Heart Stone we
could not clear it out of the way. We will need a new way out.”


“It can’t be a coincidence that the tunnel collapsed just
when we reached the cave.” I study the chamber and instantly recognize it as
the one drawn on the hides. My mental image matches up perfectly with this
space, and hope reignites in my chest.


“We’re in the right place.” I brush my hand against one of
the walls. “Look, these are the gold flecks from the first hide we found in
Roundtree’s apartment.”


“Okay, if we are in the correct cave, the Alphian in the
picture stood here.” He moves toward the center. “The beams from his eyes were
directed at that wall over there.” He points to the wall directly in front of
himself.


I rush to the spot where’s he’s pointing, wipe the dust away
from the wall with my hands, and find a series of unfamiliar etchings. “What
are these?”


He smiles. “Those are Alphian words. It reads, ‘Only pure
blood chosen to lead may pass through.’” He wipes away more dirt underneath
these strange words and reveals a symbol. “These three interlocking circles
represent the three moons of Alpha. It is our emblem for the home planet.”


My heart races. We’re so close. The Heart Stone has to be
locked behind this wall, held secret for centuries. Maybe I can still save the
others and prevent my nightmare from coming true.


“The third Book of Wisdom was hidden on Devil’s Peak,” I say.
“I had to cut myself and smear my blood against the stone before I could access
the vial. This has to be the same.”


I slice my thumb on the edge of my
sword and reach over to the wall, but he grabs my hand.


“Hold on a second. If we make a mistake this cave will
surely collapse, and we will be crushed.”


I pull my hand free. We don’t have time for a lengthy
logical debate while the others could be dying above us. “It says we need to
use Chosen blood. I am the Alpha. It has to mean me.”


Aaric shoots me one of his arrogant I-know-everything
grins. “That is not exactly what it says. Remember, Barrett’s father etched
these words. He had no faith in you Chosen. The whole point of the Heart Stone
is to destroy the planet when you fail. He did not want you to possess it. He
would leave this test so only he or someone close to him could pass.”


“Great,” I mutter. “He’s not here and we have to do
something.”


“He probably never expected to return, and Barrett certainly
was not born yet.” He grins. “Still, he could have calibrated the lock to open
for someone in his bloodline.” His eyes narrow as he considers it for a moment.
“Yes, that is what he would have done, and since my blood flows from the Clan
of Aarvlic just like his, the rock should open with my blood.”


I’m not sure he’s right, but I have to admit it sounds
logical. Barrett’s father was a logician like him, so he’s the best one to
decide what to do here.


He slices his palm on the edge of his blade and presses it
against the three circles. At first nothing happens, but then we hear a
cracking sound.


I look up, expecting to see the cave’s
ceiling start to collapse, but it holds as a door-sized portion of the stone
wall swings away from us.


The opening reveals another cave, this one smaller, with a
new tunnel that must operate as an exit on the far side. A stone pedestal
stands in the center of the chamber, and atop it lies a perfectly round crimson
crystal the size of my palm. It looks like a blood-red diamond, and starts to
glow as we step toward it.


Aaric reaches the pedestal first and pauses.


“Grab it.” I say. “There’s still time to save the others.
You can use it to chase away the Deltites!”


He glances at me and shakes his head. “I cannot control the
power of this Heart Stone on my own. It is too strong. It will overwhelm me.”


My heart plummets off a cliff. I’m totally confused. “Isn’t
that the point of all this? We have no choice. We have to use it or everyone
will die!”


“We can only use it together. Our combined strength
can control it. If we join forces we can reshape the future, our future. With
this crystal, you do not have to worry about being an abomination. I can use
its power to keep you safe. We are linked. You know it to be true. Together we
can rule over humanity and the rest of the universe. No one could stop us.”


I feel the connection between us now more than ever. “It’s
that potion we both drank together at your compound, right? That fused us
somehow.”


He nods. “It was the only way to keep you safe. Our fates
are now intertwined. There is no going back. We must seize the crystal together.
We can rule together as partners.”


What have I done?














 


Connor


It’s hard to stand your ground when a horde of armed super-humans
race toward you with the sole intent of skewering you. Either you want to run away,
or rush forward to meet them halfway, to show them you’re less afraid than you
really are.


Landon shouts for us to stay in formation.


Troy is on my left and Frankie crouches on my right.


The first of these enhanced humans reaches me, sword held
over his head, ready to chop me down and cleave a hole into my skull.


I lift my blade to meet the chop,
stopping him cold and slicing down into his shoulder. My blade grows slick with
fresh blood, and I kick the attacker in the chest with a front kick that sends
him flailing back into the assailant behind him.


Before I can take a breath, a beefy bloke thrusts his sword
toward my stomach.


I sidestep him, pin his arm to my side, and bring down a
vicious chop to the back of his neck, accompanied by the snapping of bone. He’s
down by my feet, and he’s not coming to for a long time, if ever.


It feels wrong hurting these blokes.
They’re humans, after all, but if it comes down to them or us....


I scan those around me, but all I see are swords and body
parts. None of the attackers stand out.


Troy blocks a sideswipe by someone on his left, which leaves
his right side unprotected. A flash of steel darts toward him as a heavily
muscled guy tries to gut him.


I move faster, block the attack, and
sink my blade deep into his thick chest.


Frankie’s a machine next to me, swinging both axes as if
they’re extensions of his arms, splattering blood everywhere in torrents. He’s
unleashed his own demon. The sweet Frankie, the one who wants to do good, will
have to wait.


Ayden curses from the end of our formation toward the museum
wall as he barely ducks under a swipe that would have otherwise taken off his
head.


Juliet’s mom falters back a step. She’s in trouble; the man
in front of her sports a bloodthirsty sneer.


Frankie heaves one of his axes at the guy, which plunges
deep into his chest. 


I barely have time to flick the point of a sword away from
my left side and slice upward. My blade scores across a young guy’s bicep and
he drops his weapon. Before I can press him, a thin woman stabs at my right
side. I twist, but the point rips against my stomach, drawing blood. I’m so
flushed with adrenaline that it doesn’t hurt, and I recover quickly enough to
slice into her leg.


She goes down and Troy knocks her
out with a kick to the head.


Left with one axe, Frankie swipes at a short, stout person’s
head. The guy ducks under, continues forward and collides with Frankie’s chest.
Frankie grabs him and flips him over his shoulder, which is quite a feat even
for Frankie. The stout guy lands with a thud, but now he’s behind us, and that’s
dangerous.


Frankie turns to finish him off, chopping into him with his
axe, but the blade must have lodged into bone because he can’t wrench it free.


A new taller attacker leaps toward him.


I move to cover, but am forced to
parry another sword blow. I can’t get to Frankie.


The tall guy stabs his sword into Frankie’s back.


I grab the arm of the person I’m
facing and fling him back into the horde. The moment of separation is enough
for me to take down Frankie’s attacker, but the damage has already been done.


Frankie twists with the tip of the blade still protruding
through his back and out his chest. “Damn, I only got three.” He laughs. “At
least I won’t have to drive with Bear again.”


“Hang in there,” I encourage him, but we both know it’s too
late.


The wave of fighters is slowing. I face an athletic guy who
hesitates before lunging at me. When our swords collide I kick him back with a
roundhouse. It staggers him two steps backward but he maintains his balance and
is still focused on me.


I risk a quick glance back at Frankie, but he’s gone. I
stare at his unblinking eyes and his still hands. It’s not fair. He didn’t
deserve this fate.


Out of the corner of my eye, I notice Akari. She’s stepped
up her game to a new level, whirling and doling out death and punishment in a
fountain of blood. She’s not staying in position, though. It looks like she’s
trying to fight her way toward Vladic. She spins, but one of the dying
attackers at her feet trips her up by grabbing her boots.


She hits the ground hard and her sword skitters away from
her. Flat on her stomach, she’s vulnerable as a barrel-chested man grins and
readies himself to finish her.


Blake screams her name and leaps in front of her, but he
slips on a smattering of blood. He tries to block the lunge by Barrel Chest,
but can’t raise his sword in time. The blade plunges deep into Blake’s chest.


“No!” I cry, and try to fight toward him. The man facing me
blocks my path, so I knock him clear with a left hook.


Akari snags her sword, jumps back on her feet, and leaps
toward Barrel Chest. Her sword sings through the air and frees his head from
his thick neck in one lightning-fast strike. Before the head hits the ground,
she stoops toward Blake, and suddenly a ten-foot wall of flames separate us
from the horde. The heat scorches the air.


Blake spits blood. “That stings.” His eyes grow wide when he
sees the hilt of the sword protruding from his chest. “A little help...
Barrett.”


Barrett pulls the blade free and Blake clutches the wound
with his hand. Blood seeps through his fingers and onto his golf shirt—too much
blood.


Akari is bent on her knees, cupping his head in her hands,
tears flooding down her face.


Blake looks at his hand and smirks. “This won’t kill me, but
the damn thing will probably give me an infection. Staten infections are—”


Akari reaches down and kisses him gently on the lips. When
she pulls back, she says, “I’m so sorry.”


Blake smiles. “Sorry for what?”


He coughs up blood and she gasps.


“I wouldn’t change things....” His voice sounds distant and
his eyes wander as if coming in and out of focus. “I’d trade an entire lifetime
of being... the old Blake... for... one kiss.”


The flames crack and start to turn to ice.


Landon squats next to Frankie, his face ashen.


Blood runs down Ayden’s head like a river, and Summer’s arm
looks broken.


Blood trickles from Troy’s swollen
nose, and he limps from a gash on the knee.


We’re dying.


A cold fury rips through my body.
This isn’t right. No one should have messed with our DNA. Earth shouldn’t be a
plaything for bloody Alphians and Deltites to fight over.


My parents shouldn’t have died.


Frankie shouldn’t have died.


Blake shouldn’t die.


None of us should die.


We don’t deserve this.


Vladic laughs from the other side of the flames. “You stand
no chance. You can’t hide. You’re inferior. Worthless.”


You’re mine, you bloody wanker.


Before the flames completely freeze
I leap forward and toward the sound of his voice.


A dozen swordsmen stand between Vladic and me, but I don’t
care.


He’s going to pay.














 


Juliet


I should have known there would be another test, another
obstacle to overcome. Aaric wants me to be his partner—a word that might mean
something different to him than it does to me.


He should have told me about this before now. I don’t have
time to think on what his proposal means. My friends could be dying, and this
is my only chance to save them, so I swallow my doubts and do what comes
naturally—dive ahead recklessly without reading the fine print.


“What do we do?”


He nods. “We seize the Heart Stone at the same time. It will
increase our own strength and generate an immense sense of power. We have to
fight it—control it—before the power destroys us.”


He inches his hand toward the stone and locks his eyes onto
mine.


I place my hand on top of his. All
my trials have led to this one moment. If he’s wrong and we fail, everyone I
love will perish, and it will all be my fault.


He stares at me, eyes electric, waiting for a signal.


I nod... and we touch the Heart Stone together.


The glow from the stone intensifies
into a brilliant red flare that burns my eyes. The crystal heats against my
palm until it feels like an open flame—pain knifes into my hand and up my arm.
I can’t pull away even if I wanted to; the heat has seared my hand onto the
crystal.


A gust of power and energy blows through me, threatening to
rip me apart, a hurricane so intense it steals my breath away.


“Fight it,” Aaric urges me. “Mold the energy. We can do
this, Juliet.”


We’re together on a different plane, beyond physical and into
the spiritual. He’s forcing his will against the energy from the crystal,
trying to control it, but he’s not strong enough to rein it in on his own, and is
losing the battle.


I feel like a balloon that’s stretching too far. Any second
I might pop, but I focus and start to help him.


We slowly beat back the growing
power that threatens to destroy us. Our combined efforts start to work, and the
pressure levels.


He sounds more excited than I’ve ever heard him before. “Yes!
Mold the energy. Control it!”


The energy from the Heart Stone begins to feel solid, like
putty in my hands. It still floods my body, but now I can keep it from
shattering me.


He’s doing the same.


Suddenly the pressure stops, and energy pulses with my
heartbeat. “This is amazing! I’ve never felt like this before. I can do
anything.”


Aaric laughs, his eyes wild and glimmering in the red light.
“This must be how the Creator feels. How about we teach Vladic and my brother a
lesson?”


“It will take too long for us to climb out that tunnel.”


He grins at me. “Why climb? Project your mind forward and
follow me.”


Aaric separates his spirit from his physical body and
creates an avatar that hovers near the tunnel entrance, waiting for me. It
looks just like the real him, only it pulses with energy and takes on a ghost-like
appearance.


I concentrate on releasing my sprit like he just did, and
feel my mind peal free from my body. It’s weird. I’m a ghost—a terrifying ghost
capable of anything.


“Come on.” He rockets down the tunnel and I follow a
heartbeat behind at a terrific speed.


“Look out!” I warn him. Rocks block the end of the tunnel.


He chuckles. “Those rocks cannot hold us.” He increases
speed and blasts through the stone like a missile.


We’ve smashed through a cliff and hover above the town. All
eyes turn toward us. We’ve crashed the party, and the Deltites look scared.


I zoom toward Connor. A circle of enhanced humans surrounds
him, and my breath catches in my throat. He’s hurt, his good luck jersey
tattered, with blood soaking his shoulder side.


They’ve almost killed him.


I gather power from the Heart Stone, focus on Connor, and
create an energy ring around him.


Connor’s the center of a tornado.
Energy flows around him and smashes into his opponents, tossing them fifty feet
in all directions.


He’s hurt but alive, and I can breathe again. He won’t die
here. It won’t be like in my nightmares.


He lowers his sword, and looks confused. “Juliet... what?”


Explanations will have to wait. Aaric has transformed
himself into a much larger shape than his physical form as he soars above
Vladic and the other Deltites. His voice is deep and dark. “You dare defy me!”


Vladic drops his sword and lifts both hands upward in
submission. “It’s impossible for you to control the Heart Stone alone. I don’t
understand—”


I swoop next to Aaric and expand my image to match his—three
times our normal size. “He’s not alone.”


Vladic’s eyes turn wide. “You’re just... I didn’t mean—”


“To betray me.” Aaric lifts him with his mind and the air
crackles with electricity. “You may start to grovel now.” He grins, like a
vengeful god capable of doing whatever he wants.


Vladic pleads with him. “I’m valuable. You can use me. I’ll
be loyal to you.”


Aaric laughs, but he doesn’t sound like his normal self. He
sounds all-powerful and totally frightening. “I never liked you. You smell like
fish.”


Vladic simply explodes, and just like that he’s gone
forever.


Aaric ended him with a burst of
power from his mind. He didn’t even hesitate.


The enhanced humans and the other Deltities run in panic.


All but Jared, who sinks to his
knees. “I should have stepped aside and not have doubted you, Brother.”


Aaric lifts him twenty feet in the air and stretches his
limbs outward until he screams. “You deserve to die.”


The air starts to crackle again.


He’s going to kill him.


If he kills Jared, the power from the Heart Stone will
overtake him. He’ll pass an invisible barrier that will change him forever. 


I dart between the two brothers. “He’s your brother. Don’t
do this. You can’t take this back.”


“Why show him mercy when he came to kill us?”


I touch his arm. “Because this is not you, and I’m asking
you to.”


He sneers at his brother and pulls his limbs a touch wider,
which brings a new round of screams. Then he looks at me, and I reach past the
anger and find the goodness buried within.


“Spare him for me,” I say.


“Consider it a gift then,” he says, and throws Jared away
like a rag doll. “Next time I see him, he dies.”


I hear Akari weeping, and turn to look upon my family and
friends. Something’s wrong.


Landon stands over Frankie.


I search for Frankie’s aura, but there’s
none. He’s gone, and my heart sinks. I’m too late for him. He was too good to
die here trying to protect me. He had more kids to save.


Then I notice Akari crumpled next to Blake. I race toward
them and return to my normal size. Someone’s swung a sledgehammer into my
stomach, and I fall to the ground.


Blake’s aura is almost
extinguished—just a shadow remains.


Akari stares at me—pain, hurt, and love all churning on the
stormy surface of her face, her usual tough facade shattered. She’s broken.


“Help him,” she squeaks.


How?


Blake lies still, blood pooled at
his chest—only the slightest whisper of life remains.


I have to do something.


I flood his body with my energy,
pushing into his mind until I feel his aura. I shake from the effort. So little
of his aura is left, it’s like trying to grab a cloud. I use every ounce of my
energy, and the power of the Heart Stone, until his aura increases in strength.
Thoughts whip through me—Blake’s thoughts. I see his parents’ faces, Akari’s
lips and her mischievous smile, and a weird flood of scorpions.


I dive deeper, adding my soul to his. It feels as if I’m
ripping off part of me to fuse with him and make him stronger. I don’t know if
it will work, but it’s all I can do, and I have to try something. I use my aura
as a bandage to gather up his weak one.


Aaric’s thoughts project in my mind. “Do not do this,
Juliet. It is too dangerous. You are killing yourself!”


I don’t care. I won’t let him die. I feed him my energy, my
soul, as if I’m blowing on the embers of a fire. Each gust causes me blinding
pain, which only makes me try harder.


Slowly, his aura increases in strength, and mine drains.
Nothing’s left of me, but his aura lights and starts to burn on its own.


I will myself to do more, but the world fades to black.














 


Juliet


The sun sits high in a cloudless sky and a soft wind
caresses my face.


Sicheii’s hair billows in the wind,
his eyes sparkling, and his grin confident as ever.


It takes a moment before our surroundings come into focus.
We’re on the bank of a wide, lazy river. Cliffs made from red rocks edge both
sides.


“Where are we?” I ask.


Sicheii bends his head back and drinks in the desert air. “You
know this place. Why don’t you tell me?”


I spin in a circle and see a familiar rock formation in the
near distance. I smile at the lesson he teaches me, one I’ve already learned.


“That’s Devil’s Peak. It looks the same as it did when I
last saw it.” I turn and point at the water. “Which means that’s Slippery
River, but it doesn’t look like the Slippery River I know. This must be a long
time ago. The rock formation is the same, but the river has changed much. It
was wider and stronger back then. Now it’s narrower and has less depth. It’s
changed over time, and not for the better.”


His grin turns into a full-faced smile.


“Yes, Sicheii, I’ve learned your lesson.” I kick a rock
toward the river. “How come you didn’t point the way in the tunnels. If you
had, maybe I could have saved Frankie or reached them before Blake—” My heart
jumps. “Did Blake die? Did I save him?”


He shrugs. “I don’t know what happened to his spirit.”


I narrow my eyes. “Why didn’t you help me?”


“Who carved those symbols into the rock?”


“You did.”


“And who taught you enough so you’d understand what they
meant?”


“You did. Still, you could have made it easier.”


He shrugs. “Easier, but not better.”


Part of me wants to choke him and the other part wants to
hug him. With Sicheii I always seem to feel both conflicting emotions at the
same time. “You know I love you, right?”


He nods. “As I do you.”


“But sometimes you make me crazy.”


He chuckles. “As you do to me.”


I laugh along with him. Every story has two sides. I’ve
never thought about our relationship from his perspective. I’ve certainly
shaded the truth between us, and can be as stubborn as he is. We’re really not
that different.


He holds two glazed donuts in his hands and offers one to
me.


“Where did they come from?”


He shrugs one shoulder. “I thought how much I wanted one,
like when you were little, and it appeared. Sometimes the universe works that
way. It’s a shame your mother always denied you sugar. She got that from your
grandmother. She tried to curtail my sweets, but it never worked.”


He takes a healthy bite into the donut, and I join him. It
tastes like summer, like youth, like innocence and love.


“Have I died?” I ask. “Are we in the spirit world?”


Sicheii takes another bite of his pastry. “You don’t have to
die to be in the spirit world. Sometimes you can visit. Besides, life on Earth
is only one of many lives we live. Your spirit life is always longer and more
important.”


He hasn’t answered my question, but pressing him won’t help,
so I change the subject. “Aaric tells me there’s no spirit world after we die.
He doesn’t believe in visions.”


Sicheii finishes his donut and strolls toward the water. “It
is hard for some to believe what they cannot see. Unfortunately, those people
are usually limited, with the worst sight. You can see with both your eyes and
your heart. Your heart is most reliable. Aaric uses his mind to avoid looking
with his heart.”


We reach the water’s edge and he sits, legs crisscrossed.


I join him. “We’ve saved Mother Earth from the Alphians who
wanted to blow her up. And we’ve driven off the Deltites. I should feel good, yet
I don’t. I can’t shake this hollow feeling.”


“You have done much, Little Bird, but we don’t celebrate a
harvest half collected. You haven’t chosen yet. You need to choose. After all,
you are the Chosen.”


I always thought the name meant I was chosen to be special.
Now it has another meaning.


I skip a rock along the water. “How can I know what to do
now? Aaric has the Heart Stone. His power has no bounds. He can save me.
Together, we can do good. Or maybe we can do a lot of damage.” I skip another
rock. “I can’t see the future. What should I do?”


His gaze pierces through me as if he’s seeing into my heart.
“There’s a difference between not seeing and refusing to look, Little Bird. To
choose wisely, you must seek the truth first.”


He’s trying to tell me that I need to know what Aaric means
by partnering together. I haven’t probed him on it, probably because the
idea scares me, yet I need to see that future to understand and know what to do
next.


“Do you want to go back?” he asks me.


“I can’t leave the job half finished, but I don’t want to
leave you just yet. Can we sit here by the river a little longer?”


“Sure.” He hands me another donut.





Aaric hovers over me, watching me, his lips forming a thin
line. “What were you thinking?”


“I was thinking that I could save Blake. I’m fine. Thanks
for asking.”


“That was extraordinarily dangerous. Another few seconds and
you would have died. Risking your life for one of them.” He shakes his
head. “Your life is too valuable. You are meant to rule with me.”


“He’s my friend.” I say no more about it because that should
be enough. “Did it work? Is he okay?”


He shrugs. “I do not know. You were so weak, I had to bring
you back here to your physical body.”


When I stand and stretch, I get dizzy. I have to lean
against the stone before I fall.


“We need to be careful until we get used to the Heart Stone’s
power. Over time our own abilities will grow, and with that so will our
strength. Eventually, we might even be able to handle its power on our own.” He
steps toward the pedestal. The crimson light from the crystal dances across his
face. “It is magnificent! When I first thought there might be a Heart Stone on
the planet, I could not possibly have imagined this much power. It is so much
more than I dreamed it would be.”


When he first thought there might be a Heart Stone....
How long has he known about it?


Blood starts to rush to my head. “So
you knew the Alphians had planted a Heart Stone on Earth before I told you?”


He turns to face me. “There were rumors from Alpha. Barrett’s
mother warned us, but we could not be certain. I calculated the probability at
85.6 percent.”


Things start to make more sense to me. “So you didn’t come
here to partner with humans. You came for the crystal.”


He frowns. “The two are the same. With the Heart Stone we
can lead humans to conquer the rest of the universe.”


The two are not the same, and this is the first I’ve heard
anything about conquering the rest of the universe. It’s time to learn—learn
more about him, more about what he wants. “That’s why you were so interested in
me from the start. You thought I could help you find the Heart Stone.”


“Of course, I deduced that you were the most likely person
to know where it was.” He grabs my arm. “But that was only at first. Once I saw
your eyes, when we connected while you were at the Boathouse, I felt something
else. I knew our destinies were linked.”


I pull my arm from his as I remember a hushed conversation
between him and Jared back in England. Another piece of the puzzle falls in
place. “So that’s why Jared turned on you. He thought you were going to control
the Heart Stone together. He wasn’t happy when I showed up and suddenly replaced
him.”


“He misunderstood his role in events. He would never have
been powerful enough to control the Heart Stone with me.” He grabs my hands and
I feel his warmth and strength flowing toward me. “You must feel the pull of
the Stone as do I. It is calling us even now. There is no limit to what we can
accomplish with it.”


He’s right; I do sense it, and I want to feel that power and
energy again. I want it to flood through my veins and make me unstoppable. I
imagine it’s the same yearning an addict has when he’s hooked on a powerful
drug. A voice in my mind says that it’s okay, that the crystal is good. It will
make me powerful, strong, invincible.


I shake my head, but the voice still coaxes and encourages
me. Demanding. It’s not my voice, but I’ve heard it before. It’s Coyote.
He’s real, or at least what he represents is real, and a part of him has always
lived inside me, as he does in everyone.


Aaric squeezes my hand and his eyes blaze with a fire and
intensity I haven’t seen before. “You are special. Together we will accomplish
wonders no others have done before us.” His eyes are wide and sincere, his
voice honest. His hair falls like sunrays against his shoulders. He does look
like a god or an angel.


It’s easy to believe he’s good, that
he’ll fix the universe. The potion that joined us has made our connection
strong, but it’s not real. It’s just a byproduct of our brains being linked.
Still, it feels real and pulls me anyway. It’s hard to sort reality from
illusion.


My snow-white Husky returns and rubs against my legs. I pull
my hands away from Aaric’s and run it through her soft fur. 


She broke the trance. Free to think on my own, doubts swirl
back into my mind.


He bends to pet the dog, but she growls at him and he steps
backward. “Strange. She was defeated back at the Compound. I have never heard
of an apparition appearing after it has been defeated.”


I smile at him, and for the first time I understand. “The Husky
was never my creation. She’s the Wind Spirit in animal form. She’s here to
offer her strength to bolster mine.”


He smirks. “There must be a more logical explanation.
Perhaps the power of the Heart Stone has changed things.”


“No, logic has nothing to do with it.” I take a deep breath
and reach out to his mind. It’s easy, the connection already so strong. I push
through until I’m inside his thoughts.


“What are you doing?” he asks.


“Have you ever played the What If game?”














 


Connor


Blake opens his eyes and bolts upright.


“Are you okay?” asks Troy.


“I don’t know. I felt Juliet with me somehow. She saved me.”
He smirks. “It’s strange, but I have a really strong desire to kiss Connor
right now.”


We all laugh and temporarily forget about the blood, the
pain, and Frankie.


He makes snogging sounds at me, and I’m laughing so hard
tears fall down my face. “You get those bloody lips away from me.”


When the laughter fades, Landon operates as a medic,
wrapping a bandage around Ayden’s head, making a sling for Summer’s arm,
getting another bandage for Troy’s thigh. He tosses Akari a handful of plastic
restraints.


She sorts through the enhanced
humans to determine who’s dead and who’s injured. In typical Akari style—she
kicks each and sees who responds.


Ayden steps toward me. “What about Juliet?”


I feel like a slug, but this is my chance to escape. I can
slip out now and be gone by the time she returns. She’ll never see me again. I
won’t weaken her. Aaric can keep her safe. She can live a long productive life
with that nob.


I glance at my jersey as if I’ve just noticed that it’s
shredded. “I can’t believe my lucky shirt is ruined. I’ll grab a new one from
one of these guys and then we can find Juliet.”


I amble away from the others and pause when I reach a large
chunk of a building that’s in the middle of the road. I turn to look at the
Chosen one last time. I’ve never had good friends before, and it hurts to leave
them.


Troy stares at me. He knows something is wrong, but once I
run, they will never catch me.


I ready myself to bolt when my heart stops, and everything
changes.














 


Juliet


Aaric’s thoughts are neatly filed away in his mind like a
database. I avoid his childhood memories, or any memories for that matter, and
search his dreams, his desires for the future.


He connects with me telepathically and sounds young, which
shouldn’t surprise me because he is young, probably around the same age as
myself. It’s just that I don’t think of him that way.


Now his self-confidence seems to
have been stripped away. “What are you doing, Juliet? I do not like it.”


“I need to know, Aaric. I need to see the future.”


“It is impossible to see the future. We can only predict
what we think will happen.”


“That’s right. I need to know what you predict will happen.”
I dig deeper, shifting through different strands of his thoughts as if I were a
super computer.


“Those are my thoughts. You have no right to them.”


He throws up walls to block me, but
I’m faster than he is, and he’s unwittingly given me a roadmap to the exact location
I need to go. His logical mind seeks to protect the same thoughts I’m after, so
that’s where the walls appear more numerous.


Finally, I reach the future, and he’s intensified his
efforts to stop me. I’m constantly dancing to avoid the obstacles he’s throwing
at me. If one of them hits me, I’m sure it will expel me from his mind, and he’ll
never let me back in.


“Stop!” he shouts.


Unlike his memories, these thoughts appear as images,
disjointed and fractured. They stretch out before me like a stepping stone path
across a river. I hop to each one and they offer me glimpses of his future.


We stand on a vast stage in front of
hundreds of thousands of soldiers, a map of the universe has red planets and purple
planets—the red for Alpha-controlled and the purple for those controlled by
Deltites. The purple sweeps toward Alpha itself.


Aaric sits in the largest throne chair at a counsel meeting.


I concentrate back on Earth, leap to another set of
thoughts, and images whip through my mind. There are organizational charts with
Deltites in charge of swaths of the globe, enhanced humans as their top
lieutenants. I see giant testing centers, three classifications, vast ghettos, and
impressive major city centers.


His orderly vision is logical. Strife, poverty, and illness are
largely confined to ghettos for those classified as least worthy, so the human
army could be most efficient, most deadly. The human faces have no joy in them,
no love, no spirit—only order, logic, and duty.


My heart breaks, and right before I lose my connection, one
last thought appears before me. It’s protected by a towering wall with barbed
wire on top—one last image for me to see. This one must be his deepest, most
closely held secret.


I soar above the wall.


It’s Aaric and me. We’re alone in a shower of rose petals,
and he kisses me. It’s passionate and sweet and contradicts everything I’ve
learned about his plans for Earth. It makes me cry.


The wall crashes in on me and I’m thrown back to the cave.
We’re both breathing heavily from our mental gymnastics.


“So did you find what you were looking for?” he asks in a
quiet voice that simmers just under the surface.


He wants us to be together in a way that we’ll never be. I
love Connor, not him. I touch his hand. “Aaric, I don’t feel that way about—”


He pulls his hand from mine. “It is not important. Not now.
Over time you will change your mind. I can wait. We can remake the universe
first, and the rest will follow.”


I’ll never change my feelings, but other images from his
mind, more important ones about his plans for Earth, are more pressing. “Why do
we need testing centers and ghettos? I thought you wanted to free us and
partner with us.”


“Yes. We will free humans of all these false choices they
face. The testing centers are necessary. That way we can divide resources
between those who are most able and those who are not. The valuable humans will
become leaders and help organize our army, to bring order to the other lesser
planets. It is logical. Together we will make it a reality.”


The Husky rubs her fur against my legs.


It is logical, but it’s also wrong. “Humans
shouldn’t be divided into a caste system based upon... genetics. We have hearts
and souls, and each person is unique.”


He grabs my arm and his grip hurts. “Your confusion is
understandable. This is all new to you. The Alphian DNA has only started to
improve your cognitive abilities. Over time you will become more logical and
think clearly. You will realize this is the only way forward. It will be best
for humankind and the rest of the universe. We will lead them, and they will
follow us.”


I yank my arm back. “Best for mankind? Maybe for those who
are judged to be valuable, but what about those in the bottom castes?
Life won’t be better for them.”


“They will contribute as they are capable. We cannot waste
resources on those who are not worthy of them. Eventually, they will be thinned
when we do not need them anymore. This is our way.” He shrugs. “Even you
pointed out the inequities in your society. Resources will be divided by
ability, which is more logical than your current system.”


“Even as unjust as our system is, there’s still a chance for
people to improve their lives.”


His expression turns hard. “You need not concern yourself
with these details. I will handle them.”


Some partnership.


His face reflects certainty and logic. He believes this
future is best. He’s not evil.


I wish he were. My decision would be so much easier if he
were evil, someone to despise.


He doesn’t want to hurt people for the
sake of causing pain. He thirsts for power, and sees it as his right to rule,
as someone who is most capable. Still, he is capable and someone
has to be in charge.


I’ve been tossed like a grain of sand in a sandstorm from
the moment I first learned my role as a Chosen. Most of my choices have been
made out of necessity, such as saving my mom and defeating Gagarin back in New
York. He would have killed millions with his brainwashing scheme. To turn my
back and run would have been cowardly.


Things are different now—I’ve been given a real choice. I
can succumb to Aaric’s vision and live a long life ruling over humanity and
most of the universe. Earth would become orderly in a cold, calculating
way. Ability decided by some genetic test will determine everyone’s fate, and
once designated they will be locked into that role.


Or I can be strong... a rock.


I glance at the Husky. The Wind Spirit won’t help me decide.
Sicheii won’t help me either.


I’m on my own.


Aaric gazes at the Heart Stone. He sees a glorious future in
that light. He sees me. He wants to love me.


I can still feel that imagined
future kiss as if it is a whisper in the wind.


I think of my dad and the tough life he’s led. I think of
Connor. Where would the test rank them, or the other Chosen? My minds spins,
and I think about the Native Americans from back home. They face so much
prejudice it suffocates them, and then my mind spins again and it settles on
Stuart, his curly red beard and funny way of talking.


He was an Ugly. He lived with Alphians as a servant, to do
their bidding, because they judged him as less worthy. He sacrificed himself
for us because he said we were better than them.


I reach into my heart and know what must be done.


Aaric must sense my internal debate because he steps between
the Heart Stone and me. “What are you thinking? This is our dream, how we
can change the future. Everything is before us.”


The Heart Stone is within reach, just a few feet away. I
steel my nerves as a faint breeze and the smell of Sicheii’s cologne.


“This is not my dream.” I lunge for the crystal.


He grabs me with his mind, my fingers inches away from the
Heart Stone.


“Let me go!” I struggle against his energy, but he’s too
strong.


“I thought I could trust you!”


I push against him, but it’s futile. He’ll never let me near
the crystal again. He’ll find someone else to live out his future.


My head starts to pound, my heart races, and I’m losing
control.


“This is pointless. You will kill yourself.”


He’s right, but I can’t back down now. I won’t live in the
future he wants. I glance at the Husky, who’s staring at me. She knows I’ve
made my choice. She saved me once. Now I need her again.


She bites him on the leg.


The distraction, the moment of pain, is all I need. I grab
the Heart Stone, and the power and energy floods through me.


Coyote is with me, and he howls at me one last time.


He’s still tempting me, but I am
stronger than him; I am the Alpha. “I can’t let you rule Earth.”


Aaric looks sad. “I am the superior one. I should decide our
future. I am most capable.”


“Life is more than order and logic. We need freedom and love
and the ability to choose our own destiny. Everyone is most capable. We
need the Wind Spirit to breath life into all of us.”


“But we are meant to change the universe together. That is
our destiny.”


“We have, just not in the way you thought.”


The power grows, and this time I don’t try to control it. I
feed into it, making it stronger, more powerful. My body melts away and is
replaced by pure energy and spirit.


Aaric whispers, “Juliet, I am scared. I do not want to die.”


“This life is only a short one. You will find another,
longer one on the other side of the light.”


He glances at me, tears welling in his eyes. “I gave up
everything for you. We could have been amazing together.”


All I can do is shake my head at him. Words mean nothing
now.


He looks over my shoulder and beyond me, his voice hopeful. “I
see a light and a crystal palace. It is... it is beautiful.”


“Go. It’s where you belong.”


He looks at me one last time, and actually grins before
disappearing into the light.


I think of my friends and family, and they’re with me. Their
spirits circle me: Akari, Blake, Troy, Mom, Dad, and Connor.


I focus on Connor and send him one last message.


I thought it would hurt, but there’s no pain. All I see is
light, and then Sicheii, Frankie, and the Husky are beside me


Sicheii takes my hand in his.


Holding his hand always makes me
feel better, stronger.


Frankie grins and his eyes twinkle. “You didn’t think I
would leave you alone, did you? Welcome home, sister.”


I smile and walk into the light.














 


Connor


A scorching blast of air rips from the cave from which Aaric
and Juliet’s image had come. It burns against my skin and disappears as fast as
it came.


My knees buckle. I’m left with a picture of Juliet’s face,
and a deep sadness fills me. My heart’s been torn from my chest. I’m gutted.


She’s gone.


Juliet’s mom screams into the darkness, anguish filling her
voice. “Juliet!”


Blake is on his knees, and Akari stabs her sword into the
ground.


Troy bends his head back, arms loose at his sides, and
closes his eyes.


They all felt it too. Whatever happened, she reached out and
touched us all.


I trudge back to the others. “I’m going into the cave to find
out what the bloody hell is going on.”


 Troy steps next to me, the cut on his leg healed. “I’ll go
with you. Juliet would want us to go together.”


I glance at the others and notice that all their injuries
have been healed. The other Chosen, Barrett, and Landon nod at me.


Juliet’s mom and dad are lost in so
much grief they don’t look up.


Troy and I march to the cave in silence. The climb is easy
and we find the entrance without effort. The rock feels warm to the touch,
holding on to some residual heat from the strange blast.


We head down the tunnel with the only sounds those of our
trainers and our breathing. The tunnel is deep with branching paths, but we are
drawn down particular tunnels as if someone or something is guiding us. More
than a mile later we find ourselves in a small, familiar cave. 


I use my sword like a torch and
swing it in an arc, until spotting a smaller, hidden chamber.


Aaric’s body lies on the floor. He dead.


There’s no Juliet.


“She must have been here,” I say.


Troy shines the light from his phone on a stone pedestal, where
a crimson-colored crystal sits. It’s cracked down the center and blackened, as
if scorched by an incredible heat.


“She was here,” says Troy. “Now she’s in the spirit world.
If you close your eyes and listen with your heart, you can feel her. The
separation between the two worlds is thin here.”


I do as he says, and he’s right: she’s gone. She’s traveled
to another realm.


When I open my eyes, Troy lifts his hand toward me palm up.
He’s holding a paper swan and a vial with a potion inside. “Juliet wanted you
to have this.”


I clench my fists. This isn’t fair. She was supposed to live
a long life.


I turn my frustration on Troy. “You
knew she was going to die and you didn’t stop her!”


He shakes his head, and when I look closely, I see tears
glisten in his eyes. I’m a real wanker. He loved Juliet too.


“I’m sorry, Troy. I just don’t understand... why.”


“Her responsibility was a heavy one. She decided our fate.”
He gestures his hand towards me. “We will see her again. Her spirit is too
strong to perish. You will be with her again—maybe not in this life, but in the
next. That is more important.”


I stare at the swan and the glass vial, frozen. Part of me
wants to rip up the note and smash the glass, but I have questions, and maybe,
just maybe, they contain some answers.


I take both from Troy.


“She made the note when you were in the sweat lodge
together?” I ask.


Troy nods. “I’ll wait for you outside the cave.”


He leaves and I unfold the swan.





Dear Connor,


I’m happy you didn’t rip up the note. I know you’re angry,
but don’t be. My fate was always a short one.


There are so many things I wish I had told you. You brought
love into my life that I never knew existed. It was short, but it burned bright
enough to last me forever. I will be the light in your darkness, the voice you
follow when you only hear doubts.


And don’t smash the vial, you wanker! Drink it. Play the
What If game with me one last time.


Your love now and always,


Juliet





I stare at the vial and the top disappears. I press it to my
lips and tilt it upward. The cold liquid tastes like roses.


My lips and mouth tingle.





I’m sitting on a beach.


Juliet rests next to me, a smile on
her lips, her hair blowing in a light breeze.


I touch her hand and my fingers wrap around hers. “How could
this be? You’re gone.”


She touches her finger to my lips. “This is what would have
happened if we’d run away to Fiji.”


I laugh, and she joins me. I lean toward her and our lips
meet. I taste her goodness, her essence—her soul.


“How much time do we have?”


She smiles a broad grin. “You’d be surprised. I’ve gotten
really good at the What If game.”


She lifts a lit candle and holds it out to me. “Did I ever
tell you about the Crane dance?”





What feels like a lifetime later, I’m back in the cave with
Troy standing at the entrance.


I join him. “How much time has passed?”


He shrugs. “About five minutes. Why? What happened?”


“A lifetime.”














 


Connor


I’m sitting underneath a soapberry tree, on a ledge carved
into a cliff. Slippery River stretches below us, and Devil’s Peak is just on the
other side of the river.


Blake and Akari hold hands, while
Troy and I sit opposite them in the shade.


Three days have passed since we fended off the Deltites and
Juliet left us. Barrett has returned to his ship. He has a girl to find and a
mess to fix at home, although he did promise to return.


Akari tosses a stone into the canyon, and we watch it plunk
into the river below us. “I miss Juliet. There must have been another way.”


Blake squeezes her hand. “If there were, she would have
found it.”


Troy smiles. “She is the most determined person I’ve ever
met. She also has a nasty temper—almost as bad as you, Akari. I can’t tell you
how many fights she got into when we were younger.”


Troy still refers to Juliet in the present tense. Everyone
notices it, yet no one corrects him.


“I remember the first time we met,” says Blake. “She
practically beat up both Akari and Connor at the same time.”


I wink at Akari. “Good thing she stopped us from fighting. I
was about to open up a can of whoop-ass on you.”


She grins. “Right. We can try it again if you’d like.”


“I’ll pass, but you should have seen how angry Juliet got
when her hair was full of sand. It took her all day to wash it out.”


The others look at me strangely. I forgot that memory was
from Juliet’s What If game. I tried to explain what happened when I took
the potion, but they don’t get it. Who can blame them? It’s one of those things
you have to experience to understand.


“You should have seen her after she curled her hair.” Troy
laughs. “What a train wreck. She refused to leave her house until she could
straighten it again.”


We sit in silence for a long moment after that, until Blake
sighs, an uncertain look scribbled onto his face. “Well, what do we do now?
Juliet defeated the Prime Elector and destroyed the Heart Stone. If Stuart was
right, the Deltites will look to one of the other targets to take over, and the
Alphians will be forced to fight them. With any luck, there’s nothing more for
us to do.”


“You can go back to your posh life if you want, but I’m not
finished.” My face flushes with anger. “Those wankers are still on our planet.
They want to enslave us. They did this to Juliet. She’d still be with us if it
weren’t for them. I won’t stop until I kill every single one of them.”


Akari nods. “Connor has a point. We can’t let the Deltites
take over. Juliet would have died in vain.”


I wince when she says died. I’ll never say Juliet
died because she’s still with me; she’s still with all of us. I feel her in the
way the wind brushes my hair or when I smell roses for no particular reason.
Sometimes I taste her lips before I go to sleep.


A breeze swirls around us, and I know she’s here now.


Troy tilts his head backward and smiles. He knows it too.


Blake grins. “Badass Deltite hunters—I could get used to
that.”


---THE END---
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Every child of Eden fears the Red Death. All those afflicted
with the plague die young, their souls stripped away as punishment for ancient
sins long forgotten. For centuries, Guardians have protected Eden from the Red
Death by killing outsiders who stray too close. They must keep Eden a secret if
they are to survive.


Seventeen-year-old Aaliss is a highly-trained and dedicated
Guardian, but when her rather odd thirteen-year-old brother discovers a cure to
the plague, her world is turned upside down. The discovery is a miracle, yet
miracles are dangerous in Eden.


The corrupt, all-powerful High Priest brands Aaliss and her
brother Wilky as traitors, forcing them to run. They seek refuge in the last
place Aaliss thought she’d ever go—beyond the boundaries of Eden, and into the
land of the Soulless. Here they must navigate a medieval world filled with witches,
magic, and warrior kingdoms run by Elders who are only a few years older than
her.


Aaliss yearns to return home to Eden, but she must protect
Wilky at all costs. And when her heart tugs her deeper into the world of the
Soulless, she questions everything she once believed, everything the Priests
had taught her about those who live outside Eden—they are forever cursed,
savage, soulless.


Has her soul been taken? Will she and Wilky fall victim to
the Red Death, or might they die sooner in the center of a battle that
threatens to tear apart the Soulless world? Or... might Aaliss finally find,
against all odds, what her heart has yearned for all along?
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1 – Wind Catcher
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Wind Catcher:


Lies. Betrayal. Destiny. A choice that changes
everything.


My name is Juliet Wildfire Stone, and I am special. I see
visions and hear voices, and I have no idea what they mean.


When someone murders medicine men in my sleepy Arizona town,
I can’t help but worry my crazy grandfather is involved. He’s a medicine man
and more than a just a little eccentric. He likes to tell me stories about the
Great Wind Spirit and Coyote, but none of it makes any sense. I thought I knew
the truth, but in order to clear his name I dive into his alien world and
uncover an ancient secret society formed over two hundred years ago to keep me
safe—me! And I can’t help but to start to wonder whether there’s some truth to
those old stories my grandfather has been telling me.


I just want to be an average sixteen-year-old girl, but
apparently I’ve never been average. Could never be average. I didn’t know it
before, but I’m a Chosen, and those voices I’ve been hearing... well, they’re
not just “voices.” I’ve started to develop abilities, but they might not be
enough. A powerful entity called a Seeker is hunting me and he’s close—really
close.


I thought I knew the answers but truth is, I don’t. Betrayed
by those I love, I must choose to run or risk everything in order to fulfill my
destiny. I hope I make the right choice. Don’t you?


~~~


Brink of Dawn:


They walk among us as if they are gods.


Only the Chosen know what they are.


Only the Chosen know to fear them.


And only the Chosen can defeat them.


My name is Juliet Wildfire Stone, and I barely escaped my
sleepy Arizona town alive. A Seeker almost murdered me. Lucky for me, I killed
him first. I thought that was my test—that was my destiny—but it seems as
though fate isn’t done with me yet.


I’m a Chosen, a human-alien hybrid. There are three others
like me, each with different abilities. I have to find them, and all I have to
go on is a weird symbol, and a location—New York City. Hopefully my best friend
Troy and I can figure out the rest once we get there.


An alien race is plotting to enslave the world, and only the
Chosen can stop them. We’ll have to kill their leader before he kills us. We’ll
all be tested, our flaws exposed. Each one of us will learn what, or who, we
really care about, and we’ll have to decide whether to fulfill our destiny...
or run.


Those helping us have told me I’m the Alpha and only I can
lead the others, but how can I trust these people I’ve never met? I don’t know
much about my powers or my potential, buy I do know one thing—I’ll do anything
to stop these aliens. I will not give up. Even if I die trying.


~~~


Scorched Souls:


Survival is not enough.


Alliances will be formed.


Loyalties tested.


A choice made.


My name is Juliet Wildfire Stone and I’m not just a Chosen,
I’m the Alpha… and the fate of Earth rests in my hands.


When I finally met the Prime Elector, he wasn’t anything
like I expected. He was supposed to be our mortal enemy, a monster I needed to
destroy to fulfill my destiny, yet he was nothing like that—he’s young,
brilliant, and looks like an angel.


Caught in the middle of a conflict between two ancient foes,
which threatens to rip Earth apart, I must do what is right at all costs. To
choose my fate, and Earth’s future, I will need to navigate a new path, form
unlikely alliances, and solve ancient mysteries forgotten for centuries.


Yet I cannot do it alone. Will the other Chosen follow me?
Do I have the strength to make the right choice, or will the people of Earth be
enslaved for all time?
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When her 19-year-old son Jack miraculously recovers from a
serious head trauma, Maggie is sure her luck has changed. But when she’s
abducted by a shadow from her past - a phantom with dangerous sapphire eyes -
it’s up to Jack and his younger brother Tom to unravel the mystery and save
their mom from a deadly psychological battle.


The brothers seek help from their colorful great aunt, who
exposes them to a world of nefarious family secrets, explosive government
conspiracies, and a series of horrific murders. Together they must navigate a
dark underworld full of political subterfuge and class warfare.


Yet as they search for their mother, Jack changes—he’s raked
by skull splitting headaches and weird visions. How exactly did he recover from
his coma, and how does this tie into the psychopath who’s abducted their
mother?


Will Jack and Tom save Maggie before Cooper reaches his
shatter point? Does Jack have enough time left?
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For lovers of dystopian science fiction, this series
is suitable for readers 13 and older:





THE SEEKERS


By David Litwack


Book 1 – The Children of Darkness


Book 2 – The Stuff of Stars


Book 3 – The Light of Reason


This dystopian sci-fi series offers a post-apocalyptic
look at the battle between religion and reason, offering not just extraordinary
settings and circumstances, but memorable characters. For more information on
these books, please visit the Evolved
Publishing website.
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THE CHILDREN OF DARKNESS:


“But what are we without dreams?”


~~~


A thousand years ago the Darkness came—a terrible time of
violence, fear, and social collapse when technology ran rampant. But the vicars
of the Temple of Light brought peace, ushering in an era of blessed simplicity.
For ten centuries they have kept the madness at bay with “temple magic,” and by
eliminating forever the rush of progress that nearly caused the destruction of everything.


Childhood friends, Orah and Nathaniel, have always lived in
the tiny village of Little Pond, longing for more from life but unwilling to
challenge the rigid status quo. When their friend Thomas returns from the
Temple after his “teaching”—the secret coming-of-age ritual that binds young
men and women eternally to the Light—they barely recognize the broken and
brooding young man the boy has become. Then when Orah is summoned as well,
Nathaniel follows in a foolhardy attempt to save her.


In the prisons of Temple City, they discover a terrible
secret that launches the three on a journey to find the forbidden keep, placing
their lives in jeopardy, for a truth from the past awaits that threatens the
foundation of the Temple. If they reveal that truth, they might once again
release the potential of their people.


Yet they would also incur the Temple’s wrath as it is
written: “If there comes among you a prophet saying, ‘Let us return to the
darkness,’ you shall stone him, because he has sought to thrust you away from
the Light.”


~~~


Praise for The Children of Darkness:


“A tightly executed first fantasy installment that champions
the exploratory spirit.” – Kirkus Reviews


“The plot unfolds easily, swiftly, and never lets the
readers' attention wane.... After reading this one, it will be a real hardship
to have to wait to see what happens next.” – Feathered Quill Book Reviews


“The quality of its intelligence, imagination, and prose
raises The Children of Darkness to the level of literature.” – Awesome
Indies


“...a fantastic tale of a world that seeks a utopian
existence, well ordered, safe and fair for everyone... also an adventure, a
coming-of-age story of three young people as they become the seekers, travelers
in search of a hidden treasure—in this case, a treasure of knowledge and
answers. A tale of futuristic probabilities... on a par with Huxley's Brave
New World.” – Emily-Jane Hills Orford, Readers’ Favorite Book Awards


~~~


THE STUFF OF STARS:


“But what are we without dreams?”


~~~


Against all odds, Orah and Nathaniel have found the keep and
revealed the truth about the darkness, initiating what they hope will be a new
age of enlightenment. Yet the people are more set in their ways than
anticipated, and a faction of vicars whispers in their ears, urging a return to
traditional ways.


Desperate to keep their movement alive, Orah and Nathaniel
cross the ocean to seek the living descendants of the keepmasters’ kin. Those
they find on the distant shore are both more and less advanced than expected.


The seekers, caught between the two sides, face the
challenge of bringing them together to make a better world. The prize: a chance
to bring home miracles, and a more promising future for their people.


If they fail this time, they risk not a stoning, but losing
themselves in the twilight of a never-ending dream.


~~~


THE LIGHT OF REASON:


“But what are we without dreams?”


~~~


Orah and Nathaniel return home with miracles from across the
sea, hoping to bring a better life for their people. Instead, they find the
world they left in chaos.


A new grand vicar, known as the usurper, has taken over the
keep and is using its knowledge to reinforce his hold on power.


Despite their good intentions, the seekers find themselves
leading an army, and for the first time in a millennium, their world
experiences the horror of war.


But the keepmasters’ science is no match for the dreamers,
leaving Orah and Nathaniel their cruelest choice—face bloody defeat and the
death of their enlightenment, or use the genius of the dreamers to tread the
slippery slope back to the darkness.
















 


For lovers of young adult fantasy, suitable for
readers 13 and older:





HEIR OF THUNDER


The Stormbourne Chronicles – Book One


By Karissa Laurel


Grab this first book in the Stormbourne Chronicles
series of young adult fantasies, and discover an extraordinary new world, epic
adventure, and memorable characters. For more information on these books,
please visit the Evolved
Publishing website.


~~~


The Lord of Thunder’s sudden death leaves his daughter,
Evelyn Stormbourne, unprepared to rule Inselgrau in his place. Weeks before
Evie’s ascension to the throne, revolutionaries attack and destroy her home.
She conceals her identity and escapes under the protection of her father’s
young horse master, Gideon Faust. Together they flee Inselgrau and set sail for
the Continent, but they’re separated when a brutal storm washes Evie overboard.


In her efforts to reunite with her protector and reach
allies on the Continent, Evie befriends a band of nomads who roam the world in
airships fueled by lightning. She also confronts a cabal of dark Magicians
plotting to use her powers to create a new divine being, and she clashes with
an ancient family who insists her birthright belongs to them.


If she’s to prevail and defeat her enemies, Evie must claim
her heritage, embrace her dominion over the sky, and define what it means to be
Heir of Thunder.
















 


For lovers of cyberpunk sci-fi, this young adult
adventure is suitable for readers 13 and older:





THE JAKKATTU VECTOR


Jakkattu – Book 1


By P.K. Tyler


This series of cyberpunk sci-fi adventures offers a look
at what happens when humans and aliens collide, and humans become... something
more. For more information on these books, please visit the Evolved Publishing
website.


~~~


They came as saviors to a deteriorating Earth.


Julip Torne questions whether there is more to life beyond
the barren dirt, acidic seas, and toxstorms her people work and die in. Living
in poverty on the withering Greenland Human Reservation, she wonders if the
alien Mezna goddesses are truly as holy as the temple preaches.


Meanwhile, Jakkattu prisoner Sabaal suffers constant torture
and heinous medical experiments as Mezna-priest captors seek to unlock the key
to her genetic makeup. She escapes captivity but ends up alone on the hostile
alien planet of Earth. If she is to survive, she must work with the same
Mezna-human hybrids she’s loathed her entire life.


When humans and Mezna collide, will Sabaal turn out to be
the genetic vector the Mezna have been searching for all along, or will she
spark the flame that sets a revolution ablaze?
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