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NO DARKER FATE

When Lucas Fowler receives the image of a stranger on his cell phone from an unknown sender, his ordinary life takes a plunge into the bizarre.
He gains new abilities:  superhuman strength, speed, and the ability to shift into an alternate reality called the Blight.  But these powers come at a cost.  Someone is pulling his strings and forcing him to murder other people with abilities like his.  These people call themselves Scions.  They have their own secret society and rules.  
Now they know who he is.
Lucas discovers he isn't the first person coerced into murder and if he can't stop whoever is controlling him, he won't be the last.  But the police are searching for him, the Scions want him dead, and time is running out.









Chapter 1

One year to the day after dying, Lucas decided to go home.  Calling the cab service had been easy, leaving the apartment, not so much.  The waiting cabbie honked his horn for the fourth or fifth time, the sound edged with impatience.  Lucas stared at the locks on his door, willing himself to open the last one, but cold sweat chilled his back and fear cradled every nerve.  How stupid to think he could visit that empty dead place when mustering the courage to go outside proved impossible.
A tire chirped in the parking lot.  Lucas opened the blinds and looked out the window.  The yellow cab screeched out of the apartment complex.  Relief shivered through his limbs but shame replaced the fear.  He sat in his computer chair and let the shame roll over him in a melancholy wave.
He tried to remember what home looked like, that cozy place in Grant Park on the east side of Atlanta.  Tried to remember a happy moment with his parents and sister in that warm place.  His hand went to his neck, feeling for a wound no longer there.  His throat had been crushed, an arm broken in two places and he didn't even have the scar tissue as proof.  The doctors had called his recovery miraculous, but the memories had never healed.  How different things would be if he'd taken ten steps and grabbed his father's gun on the day a maniac, stoned out of his mind, had taken everything from him.
His left pants pocket vibrated.  Adrenaline spiked.  He rocketed back in his computer chair.  The rollers couldn't keep up and the chair flipped.  His head thudded against the hardwood floor.  It took a moment for his senses to return.
Lucas jammed his hand into the pocket and pulled out the culprit, his cell phone.  He never set his phone to vibrate.  A picture had arrived in the inbox from an unknown sender.  His thumb hovered over "Delete".  No telling what sort of virus lurked inside.  A brush of static whispered in his hair and his thumb lowered.  The image pixelated on the screen.
What the hell?  He'd pressed the wrong button.  He examined the image, expecting his phone to lock up as a virus destroyed it.  Instead, it simply displayed the picture of a man walking down a sidewalk with a red brick wall in the background.  
The tiny screen made his eyes struggle for detail so he forwarded it to his computer, displayed it on the monitor.  The photographer had snapped a high-megapixel shot.  Lucas magnified the image.  Though the subject seemed unaware of the photographer, his head was turned in three-quarters profile displaying enough features for a solid identification if Lucas had known him.  Recognition tugged at his mind, but neither name nor recollection accompanied the sliver of familiarity Lucas felt for the man.
The air around the stranger glowed white like a cloud of radiation.  Photoshopped most likely.  The man had curly brown hair, shaggy and past the ears.  An average-sized nose perched above thin lips.  Dark designer jeans, a graphic t-shirt, and black leather shoes adorned his lanky frame.  Maybe he was a celebrity.  Maybe Lucas had seen a picture of this man on the Death Watchers website.
Someone had painted silver graffiti on the brick wall behind the man.  Lucas further magnified the photo and was able to make out the pattern.  It looked like a circle of number eights, or possibly infinity symbols.  He gasped and looked at the silver ring on his thumb.  It too bore a pattern of linked infinity symbols.  But the picture was fuzzy enough that he couldn't determine if the symbols were the same.
Where had the picture been taken?  The bricks behind the man looked cracked and worn, possibly part of a crumbling downtown structure.  Maybe Midtown Atlanta, maybe the Highlands.  He wondered why anyone would send him this.  Must be a mistake, he figured.  Wrong phone number.  He closed the image and disabled the vibration feature on his phone.
Lucas walked into the kitchen, his mind fixated on the symbols.  Maybe he shouldn't have deleted the picture.  He glanced at the ring on his thumb again.  His heart ached at what it might represent.  If the two were connected…
The air pressure in the apartment plummeted.  Lucas's ears verged on popping.  The feeling vanished.  But he sensed something else.  A presence.  He dropped to the gritty vinyl floor and bit back a grunt.  Sweat beaded on his forehead.  Dread constricted his throat.  An unseen intruder displaced the silence.  He crawled to the edge of the kitchen counter.  Poked his head out of the entrance.  The den was empty.  Music thumped from a neighboring apartment.  A car horn honked in the parking lot.  Otherwise, nothing.  He took a deep breath.  Isolation had eroded his sanity.
He pushed himself up and peeked around the corner again.  Still nothing.  He walked around the apartment and concluded he must be going mad.  He returned to the kitchen and made himself a peanut butter sandwich then plopped down in front of the computer to browse the Death Watchers website.  An anonymous member had posted a series of engrossing video documentaries about close encounters with death and near-death experiences.  Lucas had been watching them off and on for the past few weeks.  The current video told the story of a woman who'd survived a violent home intrusion. The rest of her family had not.  It hit so close to home that he had trouble watching it.
Spattered blood, broken bodies, the malevolent face of insanity snapped into his mind.  The sweat-soaked odor of fear, like armpits and shit, crept into his nose.  He almost looked away from the screen, but checked the impulse.  Fear tightened his throat and snaked into his bowels.  These simple chemical responses had trapped him, imprisoned him.  He could visualize a part of his brain maliciously squirting fear potion into his blood.  And no matter how logically he approached it, that cocktail of self-made chemicals trapped him in this apartment.
The desk buzzed.  Flight reflexes coiled Lucas's muscles tight.  Then he realized it was his phone, vibrating again.  How was this possible?  Hadn't he disabled it?  He flipped the phone open.  A text message had arrived.
Look under your desk.
Frost seemed to blanket his limbs.  His breath caught on a knot in his airway.  Pushing his chair back a few feet, he noticed a red leather case on the floor under his desk.  The next few seconds were a blur.  He barely remembered the frantic dive he took over his mattress and into the corner of his bedroom.  Barely remembered impacting the drywall, denting it with his shoulder.  Lucas cowered in the fetal position, for how long he didn't know.  With every bit of certainty in his body, he knew someone had planted a bomb in his apartment.
He checked the clock after a while.  An hour gone and nothing had exploded.  If it had been proximity triggered, he'd already be splattered all over the den.  Come to think of it, if whoever had put it there wanted him dead, he'd be dead whether by bullet or bomb.  To have broken into his apartment and planted the case without him hearing a sound was the mark of a pro.  Or a ghost.  That earlier presence.  Was no place safe or sacred?  Of course not.  He should know that better than anyone.
The red case still sat where the intruder had left it.  Lucas prodded it with a baseball bat a few times then picked it up.  The first thing he noticed was the symbol, a circle of silver infinity signs stitched into the leather.  Identical to the graffiti in the picture.  Identical to his ring.  The lid popped off easily enough.  Inside was a stainless steel cylinder.  He lifted it out, hefted it in his palm, and noted that it was much lighter than it looked.  Altogether it measured about a half-inch in diameter and six inches in length.  One end had a small hole, but the rod felt too dense to be hollow.
He rapped it against the hardwood floor.  A deep thump answered.  His fingers rubbed against an imperfection in the smooth cylinder.  Rotating it, he found another symbol identical to the one on the case.  Had the killer discovered he'd left unfinished business behind and decided to kill Lucas?  Or was this a cruel joke?  Lucas clenched the cylinder in his hand and walked to the front door.  He twisted the two deadbolts, unlatched the chain, slid back a straight bolt, and flicked the lock on the door knob.  Hand on the knob, he hesitated and took a deep breath.
He flung open the door.  "Leave me alone!"  His desperate scream echoed in the empty parking lot.  The stench of new asphalt assaulted his nose.  Nobody answered.  He cocked his arm and launched the cylinder into the woods that bordered the apartment complex.  He slammed the door, relocked everything, and latched the chain.  He propped a chair against the handle to be sure the intruder couldn't return.
Security checks consumed the next hour.  Every last window was still nailed shut.  There was no back door to worry about.  He conducted a painstaking search of every closet and inch of floor space to make sure there wasn't a hidden trap door.  He found a few loose boards, but nothing a person could fit through.  The building was old and the plaster ceiling would keep anyone from getting through from above without a sledgehammer.
Unless the intruder had picked his way through the front door and somehow slipped the chain without him hearing it, the apartment seemed impenetrable.  He slumped into his computer chair and stared out the windows.  It was dark outside.  He jumped up and pulled the blinds, shuddering at the thought of the intruder spying on him from the cover of night.  All at once, exhaustion hit him.  It had been a confusing day.  A frightening day.  Maybe his apartment was haunted.  Maybe he'd finally gone mad.  He idly twisted the silver ring on his right thumb.  His lip curled into a silent snarl for a moment before he realized what he was doing.
He stared at the ring and fought back the memories that came with it.  The memory of where he'd found it.  He shuddered.  It was time to go to bed.
After brushing his teeth, he locked and bolted his bedroom door and flopped onto the mattress on the floor.  His hand felt the reassuring presence of the bat next to him before unconsciousness took hold.
* * * * *
Vivid as real life, the man from the picture stared at Lucas.  But the man remained still, his pose precisely as in the picture.  A lucid dream, Lucas realized.  His hand wrapped around something cool and metallic.  Not his bat.  He lifted the object and recognized the brushed stainless steel surface of the cylinder he had thrown into the woods.  Something tugged at his guts.  Something urged him to get up and walk.  The bedroom door stood unlatched and open.  He stood and noticed he was in his boxers.  Even if he was dreaming, it was a good idea to dress.  It was embarrassing to run around in striped boxers.
After throwing on a t-shirt, jeans, and tennis shoes, he followed the urge toward the front door.  Toward the outside.  It was a dream.  It didn't matter.  Nothing could harm him here.  Besides, this dream seemed calmer than his usual night terrors.  Any dream was better than the one that repeatedly tortured him night after night.  
The desire to leave grew almost unbearable as he dithered at the doorway.  He thought of viruses, slick concrete steps, drunk drivers, strangers with guns and knives.  If he died in his dream he might die in real life.  Better to be safe, even in a dream.
Almost of their own accord, his hands came up and twisted open the locks.  Removed the thick chain.  He was outside and in the parking lot before he tried to take control of his body again.  His body resisted him.
The air pressure swelled.  Pain stabbed into his ears.  He dropped to his knees, hands clamped to head, eyes squeezed shut.  The pain abated as quickly as it had come.  He opened his eyes.  Dim orange light bathed the parking lot.  He looked up, expecting to see the sun, but it wasn't shining overhead.  The light didn't seem to have a source.  The asphalt beneath him was cracked and grayed.  Every car in sight, even the newer models, looked beaten and worn.  Rust snaked along their frames, leaving patches of faded and peeling paint in its wake.  Dry rot had claimed the tires.  Grime and dust coated the windows and chrome.
Lucas stood, twisted toward the apartment building.  Dead vines clung to the crumbling brick.  The paint had lost what little luster it possessed.  It had chipped and curled.  Mottled brown leaves hung from trees.  Damp brown grass rotted in place of the usually well-manicured lawn.  In fact, all the nearby vegetation looked withered and putrid.  A foul, moldy odor assaulted his nostrils.  The air stank like garbage.  He could almost taste it in the air.
He backed away.  The urge to continue his outdoor adventure had vanished.  He wanted to wake up.  To be back in his barren white-walled apartment.  Back to normal.  Agony wrenched his brain.  He clamped his eyes and staggered into a car.  In an instant, his head felt better but an alarm pierced the air.  A car alarm.  The car he had bumped looked fine.  No rust.  No rotted tires.  No filth.  He turned toward his apartment.  Took a step toward home.  But an invisible puppeteer jerked his limbs.  Spun him around.  The urge to resume his previous course overwhelmed everything else.  He had no choice but to follow.
His legs pumped harder, faster.  He crossed an empty highway and felt his muscles tighten against his pants.   His pulse pounded in his ears.  The street beneath flowed past.  He'd had dreams like this before.  He'd always obsessed about super heroes and super powers.  If only this could be real.  A car turned onto the road ahead of him, its tires squealing as the driver rammed the gas.  Lucas zipped past it and turned right onto a side street.
What a thrill.  Everything seemed so vivid.  Even his sense of smell had sharpened.  Though his thoughts were lucid, his body was not under his control.  He didn't care.  All he cared about was reaching his destination, wherever that was.
A steel door loomed before Lucas.  He'd arrived at his destination but didn't remember doing so.  In fact, the last thing he remembered was the road.  Loud music thumped from the other side of the door accompanied by laughing and shouting, like a huge party waited inside.
Pain ratcheted in his head.  The air in front of him seemed to crack with silvery-white streaks.  Streaks of rust raced down the door.  The smooth coat of paint fractured like sun-baked mud.  Brown vines crept up the red-brick wall.  Dust thickened in the air.  Rancid odors invaded his nose.  Silver paint seeped from the pores of the brick to form a pattern:  the infinity circle.  Lucas clenched his teeth against the pain, like a brain freeze he got from eating something cold too fast.  Just as it grew unbearable, it abated.
If this was a dream, why did his head hurt?  Why did it stink?  This was too real, too bizarre to be a dream.
He inspected the symbol for a moment.  He ran his fingers over it and felt the rough texture of the ancient bricks.  His ring clinked against the bricks.  The uncanny resemblance was too great to be a coincidence.  Maybe the answers were on the other side of this metal door.  He opened it.  A low static hum interspersed with squeals of feedback had replaced the thumping music, like a crackling radio grasping at a weak signal.  Lucas took one step inside the night club and choked back a cry.  The interior was filthy.  Dirt encrusted the tiles and the blackened sagging ceiling looked ready to collapse from damp rot.  Rancid fumes, like sour beer and body odor hung in the air.  But that wasn't what frightened him.  It was the man just inside the door.  More precisely, what appeared to be a man.
Bottomless black eye sockets gazed back at Lucas.  The man's toothless mouth gaped, the lips blistered and gray.  His ears, withered nubs, clung to the sides of his head like overgrown warts.  Scraggly hair sprouted from a waxen scalp.  A filmy coat of slime coated his skin.  His ratty clothes clung to the slime as if thrown on without drying after a swim in the stuff.  The man, creature, or whatever it was seemed unaware of Lucas's presence.  He gesticulated and lurched, never finishing one move without convulsing into another.  Moans and grunts emanated from his mouth.  Had the zombie apocalypse arrived while he'd been hiding in his apartment?
Oddly enough, Lucas felt no fear, only disgust.  He looked past the first creature.  A horde of them danced spasmodically on the center floor beneath a dysfunctional disco ball.  Ghastly females clad in rotted fishnet stockings and tiny skirts twisted and vibrated atop tables at either end of the dance floor.  The dancers flailed mottled extremities, a few grinding their nightmarish bodies against one another.  Some of their movements skipped their natural flow, looking like a horror film cut and spliced for a strobe effect.
He backed away.  Time to leave this nightmare but something pressed against his back.  The steel door had shut behind him.  Lucas panicked.  He kicked the door.  It screeched, warped, and fell off its hinges with a clang.
"How in the hell did I do that?" he said.  His eyes widened.  Then he noticed a glow to his left.  One person, his back to Lucas, stood against the bar at the front of the club.  A white nimbus surrounded him.  "It's a dream, stupid," he said aloud to reassure himself that everything was perfectly normal though he had a nagging suspicion that something was very wrong for him to be dreaming this sort of thing.  Maybe his peanut butter was going bad.
Lucas weaved his way through the mob, avoided the disgusting creatures best he could, and reached the man.  He put his hand on the man's shoulder and turned him around.  The man spun and faced him, his arms crooked as if still propped on the bar.
"Who are you?" Lucas asked.
The man stared past Lucas.  Lucas reached forward to prod him when the man blipped back into his original position without transition.  Lucas flinched.  The man grabbed something and turned of his own accord.  It was a glass of soured beer, judging from the odor.  When Lucas saw the man's face again, he staggered back.  It was the man from the picture.  Unlike the others in the club, he looked normal.  His skin was clean, healthy, his sensory organs intact.  His movements seemed more fluid than the monsters in this place.
The man's picture flashed into his head, seeming to burn the image into his retinas.  Lucas burst outside, ran across the street into a dark vacant lot, wanting nothing more than to wake up again.  He pictured the normal world in his mind.  Another ache knifed his brain.  He gritted his teeth.  When he opened his eyes, the world had returned to normal again, at least as normal as any dream world could.  Music blared from the open doors of the night club.  The air was clear of dust.  The buildings looked newer, the asphalt darker and less worn.  The bitter taste of dust faded from his mouth.
The metal cylinder pressed against Lucas's palm.  He didn't remember taking it out.  Someone emerged from the night club.  Lucas walked woodenly across the vacant lot toward the sidewalk that ran in front of the club.  He felt compelled to cross the empty street faster so he sped up.  The person was staggering.  A shadowy figure emerged from the alley behind the man, a blunt object in one hand and face covered in the shadow of a ball cap.  Super speed.  Incredible strength.  It made sense now.  Lucas was here to rescue the man.  He was having a super hero dream after all.
The mugger saw Lucas.  Stopped.  The man from the picture sensed something and spun around.  The mugger fled into the shadows.
Mission accomplished.
Lucas crossed the street and arrived next to the would-be victim.  The man from the picture stopped and looked at Lucas, the red-brick wall forming a perfect backdrop under a dim antiquated streetlamp.
"Thanks, bro, you saved me."  He held out a hand.
Lucas took the hand.  "Time to go on, brother," he said in monotone.  He swung up the stainless cylinder.  His thumb depressed the symbol in one fluid motion as the cylinder reached the man's armpit.
The man's eyes widened for an instant.  "What?"  He slumped.
Lucas caught the body.  Pulled the narrow stiletto blade from the puncture and pressed the symbol again.  The blade retracted.  He lowered the man to the sidewalk and dropped the cylinder into his pocket.  Lucas's movements became automatic and he was reduced to a horrified spectator through his own eyes.  From his pocket, he withdrew three stones resembling nothing more than golf-ball sized bits of gravel.  After arranging the man's body in funeral repose, he placed a stone over each eye and the third over the mouth.
Though nothing seemed to happen, Lucas felt a sense of finality about this.  He backed away and turned for home.  A sharp pain hit his stomach and his muscles went weak.  He felt like he hadn't eaten in days.  Another compulsion gripped him like an iron vice and pulled him into the night.








Chapter 2
 
Alexia Sciouris groaned as she saw the mob of night club patrons pressing against the police line.  A drunk girl stumbled past, mascara smeared around her bleary eyes.  She wore a skirt that didn't quite reach below her generous bottom.  Alexia veered around the crowd and found a chubby cop guarding an alleyway that led to the back of the club.
"Miss, you can't be here," the cop said flicking a meaty index finger back the way she'd come.  "Please go back."
Alexia flipped open her badge.  "IARE official business."
"Who?"
She pointed to the FBI logo at the bottom.
"Ah, sorry, lady.  I mean, agent.  Follow the alley on around and you'll come out behind the lines."
Alexia flipped the badge closed and slipped it into her pocket.  She didn't blame the cop.  Most FBI agents wore dark suits.  She was wearing jeans and a t-shirt.  Unlike her mother agency, IARE was informal, the agents more independent.  After picking her way past rank dumpsters filled with old alcohol and splats of vomit from overenthusiastic clubbers, she exited the alley on the other side of Club Dementia.  A tall black detective hovered over a team of forensic specialists.  He turned to speak to someone else when his eyes locked onto her.
"Who the hell are you?"
"Alexia Sciouris," she said, pulling out the badge again.  "Special agent with IARE."
"Jesus Christ on a pogo stick.  What in the hell does IARE want with this scene?"
"Preliminary details—"
"Don't mean jack, agent.  Don't the feds have better things to do than to poke around in every bizarre homicide?"
"What do you mean?"
"This is the fourth scene I've had an IARE nut bag show up to.  None of those homicides were tied to religious extremists.  I'm starting to believe it's another FBI snow job designed to give them more say in local investigations."
Alexia had had enough.  "Detective, I really don't care how you feel.  I'm here on federal authority by special commission of the President.  If you don't like it, why don't you find a corner somewhere in this lovely alley and suck your thumb?"
The detective's eyes widened and he took a step back.  After a few seconds he grinned and extended a hand.  "I think I like you better than the other jackass already.  I'm Detective Jefferson Jackson.  Yeah, two last names."
She shook the proffered hand.  He had a firm but not unpleasant grip for such a large man.  "Other jackass?"
"Yeah.  Same guy showed up for several other homicide scenes and really gave the uniforms a hard time."
"Description?"
"Light blond hair, blue eyes, about five foot ten, and pale as the moon.  Name is Victor something-or-other."
"Don't think I know him."
"How many agents are in IARE?"
"Not that many.  I'm surprised I haven't met him."
"If that son of a bitch is an impostor, I'm gonna tear his nuts off."
"I'd like to see the body," Alexia said.
"Yeah, sure."  Jackson took her around the corner of the building.  It was already past three in the morning but the crowd of onlookers hadn't diminished.  "Victim's name is David Young."
A CSI technician asked them to stay back from the body site, so they stood about twenty feet away and observed.  Young's body was lying straight, arms folded over his chest as one would in a coffin.  Besides the unnaturally pale skin and the stones over his eyes and mouth, he could have been sleeping.  Not a drop of blood showed.
"Was he robbed?"
"Nope," Jackson said.  "Nothing touched from what we could tell.  The killer stabbed the victim just below the armpit with a very narrow object.  We determined that from a blood spot on the shirt and a hole.  It was a precision kill.  Pierced the heart.  Might've had some poison on the blade."
"And the stones?"
"Hell if we know.  The sick son of a bitch glued them to the victim."
"Glued?"
"Far as we can tell.  The forensics guys tried to remove one, but it wouldn't budge."  He paused and stared at the body for a moment, seeming to consider something.
Alexia sighed.  "If you have something else to say, just say it.  I won't think you're crazy."
Jackson smiled.  "Have some experience at this, huh?  I was gonna say that the stones were freezing cold.  When I say cold, I don't mean out-of-the-freezer cold.  I mean dry ice cold."
"Did someone touch one bare fingered?"
"Thank God no.  Took the tip off a glove before someone measured the temperature.  It came in at a hundred ten below zero."
"Are they still cold?"
"Not so much."  He pointed to a thermometer with a thin strip of wire touching the stone.  It showed fifteen below zero.
"Maybe it's not glue holding on those stones, then," Alexia said.  "Probably the cold froze the moisture in the skin and bonded them on."
"I'll bet you're right."  He looked at her for a moment.  "Think it's religiously motivated?"
Alexia examined the stones best as she could from the distance.  They resembled ordinary construction gravel.    She shrugged at the detective's question.  "I'll need background on this guy and a lot more information before I can determine that."  She looked at an empty lot across the road.  Several construction trucks were visible, their cabs rising above the crowd.  "Are they using gravel over there?"  She pointed out the site.
"I'll send someone to check."  Jackson walked away and spoke into his radio.
Alexia took out her camera and made detailed pictures of the scene.  While she waited on Jackson, she perched on a foldout chair next to the CSI van and connected to the FBI network.  As she uploaded the pictures and put in a request for the victim's bio, Jackson returned.
"What do you make of this?"  He held out a few bits of gravel, similar to those on the victim's face.
"We need them analyzed to see if they're identical to the stones on Young's body."
"I can tell you right now they sure look the same."  Jackson rolled one in his fingers.  "Now tell me this.  Why would someone pick up the stones across the road, freeze them cold as dry ice, then waltz over and kill this guy?  How could the perp get the stones so damned cold?"
"I don't know.  Premeditation enters the equation unless the gravel came from across the road.  Of course the perpetrator could have taken the gravel some time ago and frozen it."
"Maybe the perp didn't like the construction going on over there.  Maybe the victim worked there and this is a political statement."
Alexia looked at the first of her search results as they came in.  David Young didn't have a criminal record.  Most of the hits came from the Georgia DMV and property tax files.  "According to what I have, Mr. Young was a sales executive for a pharmaceuticals company.  His address is five miles from here."
"No connection to the construction?"
"Not unless it's recent."
There was a commotion in the crowd.  A cop on the line yelled angrily at someone.  He turned and motioned to Jackson.  Jackson took a look and groaned.  Following his gaze, Alexia made out pale blond hair.  Victor, no doubt.  Jackson walked over, his face set in stone.  After a brief conversation, he returned.  Victor was very pale indeed, though not an albino.  His hair was white-blonde and his body short and pudgy.  He breathed heavily as if having just run a hundred-meter dash, although carrying around that super-sized belly on his short legs was probably an exercise in itself.
"Let me see your credentials," Victor said to Alexia, holding a fat sweaty hand out like a child asking for candy at Halloween.
"You first."
"Oh, we've got an attitude in this one," he said as if telling an invisible friend.  He scowled and dug into his laptop case, pulled out an official-looking badge case.  He flipped it open.  Alexia took it without asking and examined the FBI hologram.  It looked authentic.  She typed his name, Victor Drysen, into her laptop and pulled up his profile.  He seemed legit.  She clicked on a link for special attachments and realized why she'd never heard of him before.  He was attached directly to the President's special task force on religious extremism.  Her skin went cold.  This guy had high connections.
"I guess that'll do."  Alexia handed Victor her ID, hoping to head off any further hostility.
He inspected her ID and raised an eyebrow.  "I've heard of you," he said, handing it back.  "The Dover case."
Alexia suppressed a shudder.  "Yes."
"Quite a disaster."  He grunted.  "Most people don't take IARE very seriously, agent.  I'm here to ensure they do."
"I do take it—"
He cut her off with a pudgy hand.  "Judging how pale your face went when you saw my ID, I assume you know how much influence I have in the department."
Alexia's eye twitched.
"A suggestion, Agent Sciouris.  Don't get in my way.  Don't ever, ever question me.  I can have you transferred so quick you won't know what happened or where you are for a week."
"Understood, sir."  Her hands tightened on the base of the laptop.  Her face was burning with a mix of anger and embarrassment.
Victor smiled.  "Now that you know your place in the grand scheme of things, we can move forward and hopefully avoid a repeat of the Dover case."  He held out a hand.  "Your laptop, please."
Alexia gave him the laptop and stalked away.  Jackson followed.
"That little shit," he said.
"More like a big shit.  A big pile of shit.  No wonder he pushes everyone around."
"Does this mean you're off the case?  What's the Dover case?"
"It's the reason I'm in IARE.  Despite what Victor says, we're the joke of the FBI."
"I won't argue with you there," Jackson said with a grin.  "He takes it too seriously, though.  He shows up at any crime scene with strange circumstances and bosses everyone around.  Then he leaves without telling us what the hell he was looking for.  He's like the fat retarded version of that guy from the X-Files."
Victor walked over and returned Alexia's laptop.  "Interesting material.  We may have a keeper here."
"Am I off this assignment then?"
"No.  Despite your shortcomings, I may need an assistant on this one."
Alexia ground her teeth but somehow kept from punching his fat face.  "Where would you like me to start?"
"I'm not a micromanager, Agent Sciouris.  Show some initiative and keep me informed."  He stepped a little closer.  "By that, I mean well informed.  If you're going to question anyone, tell me in advance.  I want daily reports on anything of interest."
"Can I get you coffee while I'm at it?"
A smug grin appeared on his face.  "Not just yet.  In the meantime, I have other avenues to pursue."  He turned and walked away.
Jackson chuckled.  "Hate to be you."
Alexia flicked a lock of black hair from her face and grimaced.  "Me too."
She walked across the street to the construction site and looked around.  Too many people had been through the area so finding the killer's footprints among the others would be impossible.  She gave up and walked back to the scene as a skinny black man loaded a gurney with Young's body into the coroner's van.
"I'm done for now," she said to Jackson.
He promised to keep her informed best he could.
Alexia made for her car a few blocks away and took off for the hotel.  It was almost five a.m. already, but she didn't expect to get much sleep.  Despite Victor's demeaning remarks, this case made her very curious.  After three years of chasing ghosts with IARE, she felt she'd stumbled onto something that really had to do with a religious cult.  The base of her neck tingled.  Any time she got that feeling, it meant something important to her future.  She had first realized the uncanny accuracy of her intuition when she felt the tingle just before getting into a car with some friends after a high school football game.  She'd decided to ride home with her aunt.  An hour later, everyone in that car was dead.  The driver, who'd been drinking, had collided head-on with a semi-truck.
This time, the tingle was stronger than usual.  Something big was brewing.  As she neared downtown, flashing lights from a patrol car caught her eye.  She slowed and rubbernecked, noticed a cop standing outside a butcher shop.  Alexia pulled to a stop and showed her badge to the uniform.  "What you got?"
"Isn't this kind of small-time for the FBI?" he asked.  "Just a break-in."
Alexia smiled.  "I was on my way back from a murder scene."
"Yeah, over on Cheshire, right?  I didn't get in on that action."
Alexia walked to the shop and noticed the shattered window.  Large glass panes covered the storefront.  Metal bars lined the panes.  The bars behind the broken window were bent wide enough for someone to walk through.
"My God."
"That's what I was saying," the cop said.  "I could probably bend one of them bars if I braced the other with my foot, but not four of 'em."
"Got a light?"
The cop handed her his service flashlight.
Refrigerated display cases full of butchered meat surrounded a large open area inside.  The refrigeration units hummed.  A flickering florescent light glowed in the back of the store.  Streaks of blackened blood smeared the walls, the floor.  Raw meat had been flung all over the place.  Alexia shined the light on a piece of filet mignon but didn't see any bite marks.  The intruder had smashed open a couple of cases and ravaged the contents.
A car pulled into the parking lot and a man leapt out.
"My store!  How the hell did they get in?"
"Mr. Parker, I'm the officer who called you," said the cop.
Mr. Parker's jaw dropped when he saw the bent bars.  "Holy Mary, mother of Jesus."  He made the sign of the cross.
"May I have the keys, Mr. Parker?" Alexia asked.  She had the tingle stronger than ever now, like baby spiders with pointy steel legs dancing up her neck.
He handed them over.  Alexia opened the door and played the light around to make sure the place was empty.  "Are there any back ways out?"
"There's a steel door to the back alley."
"Ain't you gonna announce yourself before going in?" the cop asked.
Standard procedure.  Alexia wasn't sure she wanted to announce herself to whomever or whatever had bent the bars.  She entered quietly, careful to step around the bits of raw beef, chicken and pork.  None of the meat looked chewed.  Then she saw a smashed case in the back of the room.  It was a small case.  A few half-eaten heads of lettuce had spilled out of it.  The chomped remains of broccoli and carrots lay in a pile at the base of the unit.  An even larger pile of beets in similar condition lay nearby.  Who in their right mind would break into a butcher store and eat the produce?  A psychotic rabbit?
She shined her flashlight into the back of the store.  The back door lay on the ground in the back alley next to brick fragments.  The center of the thick steel door was bent in the outline of a foot.  Who could have done that?  If the stolen produce had been spinach, she might have believed Popeye.  None of this made sense, but neck tingled like mad.  
She took out her phone and called Detective Jackson.  No sleep tonight.








Chapter 3

Tollee phased out of the Blight in front of Arbiter Martin's estate and brushed the dust off her clothes.  After a quick inspection of her shoes, she rapped on the hard oak door and waited.  The butler, a rail-thin man in his forties, opened the door a moment later.  His eyes wandered over her spandex shorts and tight-fitting tank top.
"He's expecting you."
Tollee was already halfway through the door, careful to step around the chum.  Just the thought of touching him made her queasy.  Martin, as usual, was in his study staring out the window into the dark night.
"Our tool worked rather well, didn't he?" Martin said.
"Yeah.  Makes me sick."  She pulled out a flask of vodka and took a swallow.  "Hasn't the poor guy suffered enough?"
Martin turned away from the window.  His short gray hair had thinned a lot over the past few months and he'd gone from being pudgy to gaunt.  But his blue eyes still sparked with the fire of life.  And maybe a little bit of craziness too.  "I know you don't enjoy how we go about this, my dear factotum, but it's the only way."
"It wouldn't bother me at all if we did it to chum, starting with that butler of yours," Tollee said, pointing back into the hall.  "He's standing around the corner trying to listen in again."
"I know.  He couldn't repeat anything he heard even if he wanted to.  I've taken precautions."
Tollee cringed.  Arbiters could do things to the mind she didn't want to think about.  Then again, how would she know if he'd done something to her?  Maybe he already had.
"Tollee, dear, don't worry.  I trust you," he said.
She tried to act casual.  "Good.  Did you get what you wanted?"
"You'll need to recover the body from the morgue."
"Gross!  You didn't say anything about lugging around dead bodies."  His eyes hardened.  Tollee's skin went cold.  "Fine.  But why couldn't I get the body right away?"
"The stones, child."  Arbiter Martin dropped into a plush leather chair.  "Active stones will kill you."
"How?"
Martin stared into space for nearly a minute.  Tollee got the impression he wasn't all there.  He might even be communicating with someone else.  Another Scion maybe?  Despite his promises to introduce her to others of their kind, she had yet to actually meet another Scion.  Except for David Young.  Poor guy.  She choked up.
"You liked him didn't you, dear?"
Tollee jumped.
"Don't grow attached to our guinea pigs."
She opened her mouth to speak.  Changed her mind.
Martin pointed to the door.  "The stones should be inactive by now.  Get the body."
Tollee shifted into the Blight, took the hallway, and walked past the butler who was hiding around the corner, listening.  He couldn't see her in this alternate reality.  She grimaced at his slimy skin, ragged scalp, and eye pits.  She wondered what would happen if she brought a chum into the Blight.  It might kill him.  She phased back to Normal a few feet behind the butler and cleared her throat.
He yelped and collapsed against the wall, a hand to his heart.
"If I catch you spying on us one more time, I'll give you a real heart attack," she said.
"Oh dear.  I'm sorry, Miss, I am."
She left the blubbering chum behind and motored through the door, trying to contain her rage.  She had to be careful not to break the cardinal rule of Scions:  don't show off in front of chum.  Well, it was something like that.  Arbiter Martin hadn't explained all the rules and regulations the factions abided by.  They probably didn't even apply to her as an independent agent, or whatever she was.
Tollee took a long swig of vodka.  It burned down her throat, through her stomach, and into her blood, charging her energy levels like a battery.  She took out her smart phone, plotted the quickest route to the morgue, and started running.  Within seconds, she blurred to top speed.  She ripped open a scar into the Blight, and vanished inside.








Chapter 4

Lucas rolled over, trying to get comfortable.  His mattress seemed unbearably hard.  He cracked an eyelid.  Saw a hardwood floor and a puddle of reddish drool.  He closed his eye and waited a second.  Opened it again.  Definitely not his mattress.  Pushing himself up, he forced open both eyes and took in his surroundings.  He was on the floor in the den, fully clothed.  The front door hung ajar.  Humid air circulated with the air conditioning.  A mosquito whined in his ear and two flies chased each other around the overhead light.
A dish clattered in the kitchen.  Lucas jumped to his feet, looked for his bat.  The paralysis that usually gripped him when he felt danger hadn't yet taken hold.  At most, he felt confused.  How odd it was not to feel that breath-stealing fear that had claimed him since the night his family was murdered.  He walked into the kitchen.  A stray cat perched on the counter, licking the remains from a can of tuna fish.
The cat saw Lucas.  It bolted past him and out the front door.  Lucas grabbed his flyswatter and closed the front door before sending the invading flies into the next life.  His gums felt sore.  Lucas ran his tongue over his teeth and felt food lodged in between them.  He ran into the bathroom and opened his mouth.  His teeth glistened red.  Strings of raw meat hung between them.  Then he noticed his hands.  Blackened blood encrusted his palms.
Bile caught in his throat.  Raw meat?  He gagged, put a hand over his mouth.  He dry heaved at the smell of old blood on his hands then jerked them away from his face and washed them.  He grabbed dental floss, pulled a long strand and set to work cleaning his teeth.  After dislodging the first bits, he realized they weren't meat at all.  They looked like red beets and other unidentifiable vegetable bits.  He never kept raw vegetables on hand, only canned.  He washed his hands again in hot soapy water but couldn't quite get the red stains off.
What had happened to him last night?  Why was his door open?
The hint of a dream flitted through his mind, but he couldn't get a handle on it or remember what it was about.  A handle.  A silver handle.  Why did he remember that?  He patted down his jeans pockets.  Empty.  Standing at the front door, he looked around the room and spotted something that had rolled across the hardwoods and under his computer table.  He reached for it and pulled out the stainless cylinder.  Rotated it.  Found the strange symbol.
A man's surprised face flashed through his thoughts.  Lucas's thumb on the cylinder.  Stones on the man's eyes.  Running through the streets in a blur.  Smashing through a window.  Raiding a store.  The images repeated, each cycle filling in more horrifying pieces until his dream became a waking nightmare.
Lucas held up the cylinder in a trembling hand.  He held his thumb over the symbol.  Pressed it.  A needle-like blade flicked out.  Around the tip, a bloodstain.  A clear drop of fluid emerged from the needle and perched atop it like a tiny crystal dome.  The cylinder fell from Lucas's nerveless grip and clattered on the floor.  It was a stiletto of some sort.  Or a massive hypodermic needle without a plunger.  Whatever it was, he'd used it to kill someone last night.  The man from the picture.
The floor seemed to fall out from under him.  He collapsed to his knees as the full implications of his supposed dream burned into his mind.  The stones.  What were they for?  Why had he put them on the man's face?  He'd gone insane.  The murder of his family, almost a year of isolation, and countless of cans of mercury-poisoned tuna had taken their toll on his mind.  His fear of death had morphed into a need to kill.  A need to give death another target besides himself.
The cylinder, the picture, and the text messages had probably come from him—from his alternate personality.  Lucas tried to recall any blank spaces of time, any blackouts he might have suffered recently.  None came to mind of course.  How could he remember what his own mind hid from him?  He grabbed the stiletto and took it to the front door.  Paused.  If he threw it into the woods, the police might find it.  He remembered the loose hardwoods he'd found yesterday during his search for an intruder.  One was in his closet.  He pried the board up with a flathead screwdriver and stowed the stiletto underneath, used some wood glue to secure the board.  It wasn't as effective as a nail, but the hardwoods were tongue and groove and weren't nailed in from the top.
That done, he took off his clothes and inspected them.  There were specks of blackened blood on his t-shirt and pants.  The butcher shop.  He remembered flinging meat.  He hadn't eaten any of it, though.  Only the vegetables.  What sort of murderer gorged himself on rabbit food after a kill?  He was even more insane than he could have imagined.  He should turn himself in.
No, that would be the worst solution.  He had to get help.  Psychological help.
Lucas tossed his clothes in the washer and turned the cycle on hot.  That should get out the blood.  He could burn the clothes later.  After brushing his teeth, he hopped in the shower and scrubbed himself.  Regret swelled in him with each returning bit of memory from the night before.  He braced his arm against the side of the shower and leaned under the water.  Tears joined the cascade of water running down his face.  Sobs wracked his body.
Mom and Dad would despise the creature into which their son had degenerated.  He turned off the water and grabbed a towel.  Despite the clinging sorrow, he felt different today.  His irrational fear of everything that lay outside his door was merely a pain in his gut rather than an overwhelming bottomless pit of doom.  Now he was a danger to everything outside.  He was the killer.
Another pain joined his remorse.  Intense hunger.  He called the grocery store that usually delivered to him and called them.
"You're already out of food, Mr. Fowler?" the clerk asked him.
"No.  I want something different this time."
The clerk seemed surprised at the large order of produce, but promised a prompt delivery.  Something important had changed in Lucas last night.  Something had unlocked a hidden part of his mind.  The insane need for veggies was a part of it—a really odd part.
Lucas read the local news online while he waited.  The death of David Young was front page.
Ritual Killing Suspected in Death of a Salesman, read the headline.  They'd included a mini-biography of his victim.
David Young.  Lucas would remember the name.  Honor the memory.  Defeat whatever insane evil had corrupted his mind and redeem himself.  David Young had no family to leave behind.  His parents were deceased, and he'd never married.  In some ways, Young's life had paralleled Lucas's.  Had Lucas's tortured mind told him to kill a reflection of himself?
All that mattered now was redemption.
But how?  He couldn't bring the man back to life.  He was too cowardly to turn himself in.  Perhaps the key was to change his own life and repair the damage to his psyche.  Give more of himself.  Charity work, maybe.
A knock sounded on the door.
Lucas answered.  The young delivery boy jumped back.
"You scared me, Mister.  You ain't never answered the door before.  Looks like you're gonna be making one heck of a salad with all these veggies."
"You ever done any charity work?" Lucas asked.
"Charity?  Nah, that's boring.  Why you askin' me?"
"I want to do something meaningful."
"I ain't but sixteen, mister.  You're askin' the wrong person about meaningful stuff."
Lucas handed the boy a tip.  "You're right.  Thanks."
The boy scampered back to a scooter with baskets strapped on the sides and rattled away.
Lucas dumped the vegetables into the sink and cleaned them.  His hunger swelled until he was ravenous.  Without cooking or peeling, he chomped into the turnips.  He stripped the corn from the cob with his teeth.  Stuffed entire tomatoes into his mouth.  He had to resolve this problem.
Even more so, he needed extra dental floss.








Chapter 5

Alexia stared at the profile of the coroner's van.  It had never made it to the morgue last night.  The sides and roof bulged in spots.  One bulge looked remarkably like the outline of a human face.  She shuddered.  Detective Jackson emerged from the other side of the van, grimacing.  His grimace softened when he saw her.  He motioned her over with a curt wave.  She wasn't sure she wanted to see the inside of the van.  A thick puddle of crusted blood had gathered on the ground near the back of the van.  Flies swarmed the gruesome muck.
"I want this guy bad," Jackson said as she closed to within a few feet.
"You think the murderer did this?"
"Who else?  He was probably at the scene with the other clubbers and followed the van when it left."
"No police escort?"
"For a dead body?  Usually that's the least of our concerns."  He ran a hand down his face and squeezed his eyes shut.  "I don't know how strong a stomach you have, but the inside of this van isn't pretty."
"I guessed that already."  Alexia stepped around and looked inside anyway.  Her knees buckled.  A wave of nausea rose in her throat.  She managed to choke it back.
The inside of the white van was coated with chunks of flesh, spattered blood, and God only knew what other bodily fluids.  The heaped remains of the driver resembled spaghetti with a healthy serving of red sauce.  An arm had been wrenched off and laid atop the gurney used to transport the original victim.  Alexia pulled out a handkerchief and pressed it over her nose to cover the stench.  Flies buzzed in and out of the van.
Something about the body bag caught her eye.  It had been split open along the zipper, but the slider which closed the zipper was still at the bottom in the closed position.  The vinyl material had been stretched in places.  The outline of a hand was easily visible.
"Did you notice the deformations on the body bag?" she asked Jackson.
He nodded.  "What do you think?"
"It looks like it was opened from the inside."
"Yeah."
She arched an eyebrow.
"That means I'm not crazy.  I was thinking the same thing."
"Maybe the murderer did that on purpose to throw us off."
Jackson shook his head.  "How'd he get the zipper closed from the inside?"
"It could be done."
"Since it's the only explanation that makes any sense, I'll agree for now.  This guy is one sick son of a bitch.  Why would he want the body now?  Why not take it right after killing the guy?"
"He likes a challenge.  Maybe it's his way of confusing the police."
"It is ritual," said a voice from behind.
Alexia suppressed her flight reflex, but couldn't hide the annoyance in her voice.  "Hello, Victor."
Victor snapped a few shots with his camera.  "How interesting."
"You got a theory?" Jackson asked, his eyes narrowed.
"Use your eyes, detective," Victor said.  "Did you notice the stones are still inside the van?"
Alexia looked closer.  Part of a stone peeked out from under the fold of the body bag.  Using a pencil, she lifted the flap and saw the other stones underneath.
"I'll be damned," Jackson said.  "Maybe he didn't want to collect the body until the stones came loose."
"That's why he didn't take the body immediately," Victor said.
"Why does he need the body at all?"  Alexia pointed to the dents in the van.  "And how strong is the person that could do that?  The driver looks like a rag doll with the stuffing beat out of it."
"The perpetrator is obviously raging insane.  A berserker, perhaps."
The odor from the van overwhelmed the handkerchief.  Alexia walked upwind back to her car and pulled out the laptop.  She jotted down a couple of possible scenarios but neither made much sense.
"I'm disappointed, Alexia," Victor said, jerking her from thought.
"Why?"
"I think this scene warranted a phone call.  I found out about it myself."
"I only got here a little before you did."
"You should have called the moment you found out about this."
"Sorry."
"That won't do.  I suggest you remember my simple rules before you end up reassigned to Anchorage."
Alexia clenched her teeth and set the laptop aside.  "Please, Victor, I'm truly sorry.  Next time I'll call you immediately."
He pursed his lips.  "Good.  It's best you let me decide what's important sooner rather than later.  Consider this your second chance.  A probationary period."
"Yes sir."
"Let me see what you've got on your laptop."
She handed it over.  Victor read her musings, grunted a few times.
"Interesting.  Shows imagination."
"What do you think happened?"
"I'll keep my theories private for the time being.  If you come up with any other ideas, email me the details."  He turned back toward the van.  Paused.  "Oh, and I'd prefer if you send me your reports directly.  I'll relay them to headquarters."
"But Dickinson told me—"
"You let me worry about him.  He knows I'm on the case.  He knows what to expect."
"Yes sir."
Victor strode back to the van and took more photos.  Alexia waited until his back was to her before she slapped the hood of her rental car.  She wanted to scream.  Several minutes later, Jackson walked over, his face clouded.
"That little blond-headed shit is about to meet an early grave."
Alexia nodded.  "Be my guest."
"This whole scene feels like a setup."  Jackson braced his hands on his hips.  "The killer is playing us for fools and Victor is eating it up.  He really thinks the body rose from the dead and escaped."
"Do they have fingerprints yet?"
"They found plenty inside the body bag and in the blood.  Most of them are smeared, so they're trying to find a clean one."
"How strong are those body bags?" Alexia asked.
"You wondering if a man could rip one open from the inside?"  He thought for a moment.  "They're industrial strength, but, yeah, a strong person could do it."
"A man strong enough to fling another human around the back of a van and put dents in it?"
"It's all a setup.  Has to be."  Jackson shook his head and walked back to the van.
Alexia leaned against the rental car and stared at the van for a moment.  Turning to get her laptop, she noticed a teenage girl with spandex running shorts and matching tank top peering at the van.  Somehow the girl had slipped through the tight police cordon.  Alexia walked toward her.
"Miss, you can't be here."
The girl's eyes widened.  She spun and ran down a blind alley.  Alexia sprinted after her.  She rounded the corner a split second after the girl.  A seemingly dismembered leg flashed in the air for a second before vanishing.  Alexia backed away and stared into the alley.  Three buildings made up the dead end.  They blocked the sun and hid most of it in shadow.  She returned to her car, grabbed a flashlight, and walked down the alley.  It was no more than a hundred feet long and ended at the back wall of a three-story building.  No doors.
A leg vanishing into thin air was not something she wanted to explain to anyone else.  Not even Victor.  This case had her tingling in a bad way.  The sensation was so strong now, it was unpleasant.  She tried to filter it out, but the pinpricks waltzed up and down her back shattering her concentration.
"What's down here?"
She jumped.  Turned to Victor.  "I'm looking for signs that the killer might have been hiding down here."
"The evidence points to something entirely different.  They just finished analyzing prints from inside the bag and a print in the blood.  Both belonged to the victim."
"The killer set the scene up to make us believe we've got a zombie on our hands.  Clearly that can't be the case."
"I looked over your notes.  The theory about the same perpetrator setting everything up doesn't hold water.  I find it less plausible than the victim rising from the dead."
"Not to sound impertinent, but are you crazy?"
Victor chuckled.  "I'm not drawing these conclusions with certainty.  I'm hypothesizing."
"Maybe you have to find a supernatural link.  Is that why the President has his own task force?"
"I can't tell you about that, agent.  Suffice it to say that we are looking at things outside the mundane."
"Look, can you reassign me?  Not to Anchorage, of course, but to another case in the area.  I'm not into chasing aliens or ghosts."
"You're an atheist.  That makes you perfect for this role."
"I prefer to think of myself as agnostic."
"Hardly.  You're far too logical to believe in fairy tales."
"Okay, so I'm logical.  How does that make me better for this?"
"You don't want to believe."
"Maybe I do."
"No, I'm quite certain you don't want to believe in anything greater than man.  If the people your parents associated with had allowed them to receive blood transfusions, they might still be alive.  How could God be such an idiot?"
Alexia's stomach went taut.  She felt the color drain out of her face.  "How did you know I said that?"  Her voice was a harsh whisper.  She advanced on Victor.  "How?"  The question came in a sharp scream.
Victor backed away.  "Calm down."
"I never told anyone."
"But you wrote it down."
She slumped back against the wall of the alley for support.  Her diary.  She'd thrown it away along with everything else after applying for the FBI.  She should have burned it.
"I can see that you're reviewing your past.  Specifically the time you applied for the FBI, I'd warrant.  Surely someone as logical as you would realize that every aspect of your life is inspected when you apply for such a sensitive position."
"They pulled it from my garbage?"
"Of course."
"I was angry when I wrote that.  I was an enraged and devastated little girl."
"It molded you, Alexia.  Made you what you are.  I need you to use that part of you to help me, but I need you to open your mind a little as well."
"Transfer me."
"No."
"Please.  I'll even take Anchorage."
Victor laughed.  "It can't be that bad."
"Do you know how deeply personal my diary was?  I wrote everything in that until the year before I applied to the FBI."
"I know.  You described it as a vestige of a former life."
Alexia cringed.  "Bunch of sadistic voyeurs.  Did you get your jollies reading my personal life?"
"I found it deeply intriguing."  Victor looked at his watch.  "We can't argue all day.  I've got appointments to keep.  Look, here's a choice."
"I already told you I want out."
"And I'm offering you that out.  You take this job and perform excellently, or I'll have you fired for misconduct and make sure you never get another job in law enforcement."
Alexia bolted upright.  "You can't do that."
"I can and I will."
"You dirty asshole!"
"Call me in one hour with your decision."  Victor turned and left.
Tears clouded Alexia's vision.  She turned and slammed the brick with the bottoms of her fists.  That bastard would pay for this humiliation.  She stayed for a moment to collect herself and thought of violent ways to end Victor's life.
Jackson nearly collided with her as she left the alley.
"This shit is freaking me out," he said.
"It's supposed to.  That's exactly what the killer wants."
"No, you don't get it.  Every print in there belongs to either the victim, or Wilbur Gates, the van driver.  We didn't find any smudges that might indicate someone with gloves was in there.  All the shoe prints match the same two people.  If the killer did that, he's the slickest son of a bitch ever."
"It looks that way now, but when we find the missing link, we'll see the farce for what it is.  It's all an illusion."
"Christ, I hope so."  Jackson scratched his head.  "Everyone in CSI is crossing their chests over this one."
Alexia was already reconsidering her beliefs.  She'd met a demon, and his name was Victor.








Chapter 6

Tollee phased out of the Blight after using it to translocate to the top of the building at the end of the blind alley.  She went prone on the roof out of sight and listened to the dark-haired woman and blonde man talk for a moment.  She wished she could hear their conversation from within the Blight, but chum were unintelligible in that dusty, decaying version of reality.  The echo in the alley broke the conversation into fragments of gibberish that even her enhanced hearing could not reassemble into words.
Earlier, Tollee had gone to the morgue and waited.  But the van had never arrived.  She'd waited all night.  Finally, two morgue employees had mentioned the crime scene.  This place.  She'd heard and seen enough to know that something really bad had happened in that van.
She couldn't work up the guts to look in the van.  Chum were swarming the scene.  Even if they couldn't see her in the Blight, she'd have to touch them.  She imagined squeezing into a crowd of the disgusting creatures and almost puked in her mouth.
Martin would be totally pissed.  Well, he'd have to deal.  Focusing on the ground outside the alley, Tollee used the Blight to hop to a spot and ended up a few feet from where she'd wanted to go.  She'd never had a real seeker teach her how to use the Blight to translocate in short hops, but her accuracy had improved with practice.  Martin had implanted instructions in her mind but they sucked.
Chum roamed the city streets.  She could almost stomach them in the normal world, but the idea of accidentally bumping into one sent a shudder down her back.  She stayed in the Blight and navigated down empty streets and alleys until she reached the outskirts of the city.  There, she transitioned back to Normal, hopping shortcuts back and forth between it and the Blight to reach Martin's house faster.  For some reason, hopping didn't work from within the Blight.  She had to transition back to Normal first.  Yet another mystery item on a list that her mentor had never explained.
Martin met her at the door, his jaw tight.  He'd obviously read her emotions long distance.  She wasn't sure how much he could see but her mental blocks sprang into full alert.
"Don't bother speaking, child," he said.  "You're practically screaming 'failure' on your face as well as in my mind."
"Someone else intercepted the body."
His eyes bulged.  "What?  Who would do such a thing?"
"Besides us?" Tollee said.
"Clever girl.  Not clever enough by half, apparently."  He stood back and motioned her inside.
Tollee felt the cold wash of air conditioning and sighed.  "Where's that chum butler of yours?"
"He quit.  I don't suppose you'd know what scared the dickens out of him, hmm?"
"No idea."
Martin slumped into his red leather chair.  "Are you quite certain someone else stole the body?"
She described the scene.  The blood, the cops, the confusion.  "I couldn't get close enough to find out what was going on."
"Did you ever think to read reports from within the Blight?  Perhaps the police had written something down."
"It isn't that easy.  Most of the time paper is too yellowed in the Blight and the ink is all smeared.  Electronics like laptops don't work unless you take them inside with you."
"You should have tried, foolish child."  Martin stood and paced for a moment.  "I already have doubts about your commitment to my cause.  Please don't force me to take actions that I'll regret."
Tollee's heart missed a beat.  "I've always been faithful to you, arbiter."
"It isn't your faith I doubt, it's your conviction."
"But the chum—"
"Damn the chum, girl.  They're a part of the world, a part of life.  Use them to your benefit.  Don't let them rule you through fear."
"I'm not afraid of them."
"Your loathing is the same as fear.  Do you loathe rats?"
"No.  They're filthy but—"
"Chum are large rats.  They resemble Scions only in appearance.  You are superior to them all."
"Does this mean I have to touch them?"
"It means you won't let them be an obstacle to your mission.  If you fail once more due to inaction, I won't let you off lightly."
A knot formed in Tollee's throat.  "I'm sorry for disappointing you, sir."
"There, there, daughter."  He stood.  Wiped a tear from her face with his thumb.  Hugged her.  "You know I love you as my very own, but I cannot allow feelings to undermine my research."
"I understand."
Martin dropped back into his chair.  "Have you found another latent Scion for our next try?"
"I have a lead."
"Then follow it up quickly.  It's vital I have a body to continue my research.  The stones should take less than five hours to finish their work."
"I'll have a mark ready for you by tonight."
"Excellent.  Remember, chum are animals.  Harmless, stupid animals."
Tollee shuddered.  Somehow death paled in comparison to the idea of willingly touching chum.  Then again, Arbiter Martin could do worse things than kill her.  What if he took total control of her mind and forced her to live with chum?  He seemed to have total control over Lucas Fowler.  He might be able to do the same to her.
"What if the factions find out what we're doing?  What if they're behind the body snatch?"
"Believe me, that thought has crossed my mind.  It seems doubtful they could have caught on so quickly, though.  Unless someone else already knew David Young was a latent Scion, neither faction would have reason to look into this, much less steal the body."
"If someone found out about the stones, wouldn't that tip them off?"
"So quickly?  Only blind luck would have tipped them off that fast."
"Then why would someone steal the body?  I can't think of a reason."
"Did our tool follow the body?"
"He left a long time before the body did.  I don't think he came back."
"The point is moot now anyway.  Find the next mark so I can activate him."
Tollee left the house and slipped inside the Blight.  Martin couldn't reach her here.  As she felt his probes fall away her hands clenched and opened.  Despite the depressing scenery, she felt safe.  She opened the front door of his house and stepped back inside, leaving the door open.  Within a few seconds, the door was shut again.  That was another aspect of the Blight that puzzled her.  She could pick up a lamp, smash it against the wall.  A few seconds later, the same lamp would be perfectly whole right back where it had started.
Arbiter Martin was standing at the window again, deep in thought.  His glow was brighter than latent Scions.  Several probes like glowing threads emanated from his head, twisting and curling toward other unseen Scions that he'd formed connections to.  One probe would wisp into nothingness and another would replace it as he closed connections and opened new ones.  It gave her a queasy feeling watching him in action.  She wished she had a way to find out where the probes went, but he closed the connections too quickly for her to follow one to its terminus.
Tollee knew he must check up on her a lot.  Fucking voyeur.  How could he threaten her after all she'd done for him?  He couldn't touch her here.  Couldn't intimidate her.  Tollee screamed.  Grabbed Martin and shoved him through the window.  Glass shattered.  Martin fell without uttering a sound and slammed onto the sidewalk two stories below.  Blood spattered and seeped into the cracked concrete.  A shard of glass protruded from Martin's chest.
Giddiness swept through her.  She backed away and waited.  As if by magic, Martin blipped back into being, an unbroken window in front of him.  She walked up and pounded him in the face.  He never once put up his arms or attempted to protect himself.  The force of her blows bloodied him and knocked him over.  Tollee turned and left the house before the Blight reverted.  She had work to do.
An hour later she perched atop a condemned brick building and watched her mark at work in a new building across the street.  The woman glowed like a dying light bulb within the Blight.  Tollee's hands clenched.
Taking a deep breath, she loosened her fists, threw up her mental blocks, and shifted back into Normal.  She felt Martin's probes find and settle into her like strands of a spider web.  She wondered how he always found her so quickly.  It must be because she was attached to him.  Tollee took another deep breath and focused on her mark, the woman in the building.
Questions from Martin pinged her mind.  Rather than risk opening up, she opted for a mundane solution and called him with her cell phone.
"What is it?" Martin asked, impatience edging his words like a razor.
Tollee relayed the details:  location, appearance, and name of the mark.
"Lower your blocks, girl, or I can't very well do anything."
"But—"
"Do it.  Now."
Tollee closed her eyes and calmed herself.  She dropped her mind blocks.  Invisible probes swarmed around her, prickling against her scalp, entering her mind.  She felt physical control abandon her as Martin borrowed her eyes.  He looked over the location, the mark.  The probes abruptly disconnected.  She fled into the Blight, hoping Martin didn't need her for the next part.
The woman sat at a desk.  Glowing, pulsating probes intersected her head.  Her shoulders stiffened.  Her gaze locked straight ahead.  Within seconds her glow brightened perceptibly, as if she'd been upgraded from 40 watts to 75.  Now she was an active Scion, no longer latent.  She relaxed, looked around her office in a daze.  A moment later, she shook her head and bent back over a computer on her desk.
Uncertain if Martin needed her for anything else, Tollee shifted back to Normal and waited.  Once again, she sensed him but he communicated nothing.  She knew the next step anyway.  The tool had to see the mark.
"What are you doing up here?"
Tollee spun.  A man, probably in his early twenties stared back.
"I didn't think anyone else but me knew about this place," he said.
Tollee found her voice.  "I was just leaving."  She looked for the way he'd reached the roof and saw a square slab of plywood had been pushed away from a hole.  The man stood in her way.  She swallowed her queasiness and tried to act nonchalant.
"You can stay if you want.  I like the view.  I even brought something to drink."
"I don't have time."
"Not even for one drink?"
Tollee shifted her vision into the Blight rather than her entire body.  She looked away immediately and flicked her view back into normal.  The man was chum.  Martin's warning echoed in her head.  If she had to overcome her loathing, best to start small.
"What are you drinking?"
He pulled out a bottle of red wine.  "Only the best."
"I'm not that knowledgeable about wines."
"This stuff is two-hundred bucks a bottle.  A cabernet."
"You must be rich."
"Nah, I know how to get into places."
Not only was the man chum, he was a thief.  He pulled a cork remover from his backpack followed by two glasses.
"If you come here alone, why do you have two glasses?"
He shrugged.  "I always have an extra just in case.  Kinda weird, huh?"
She stared at the wine, forcing her unease to settle.  "Fine, just a little."
He poured both glasses half full.  Tollee took the glass from him, keeping her fingers as far from his as possible.  She gagged and looked away.
"You okay?"
"Sorry.  I think I'm getting sick."
"Wine is good for what ails you."
Tollee brought the glass toward her lips.  Her hand trembled.  Her gorge rose again.  The chum was looking at her with undisguised curiosity.  Clenching her teeth so tight they ached, she got the glass to her lips, loosened her jaw, and took a tiny sip.  The wine was bold with a pleasant aftertaste.  It took all her will not to spit it back out.
"Good, right?" the man asked.
"Yes."
"I'm Jason, by the way."
"Tollee."
He held out his hand.  Tollee recoiled and nearly dropped her glass.
"I'm sick.  Probably shouldn't."
His forehead wrinkled.  "Yeah, sure."
She managed one more sip of the wine.  It was good.  But not good enough to disregard the source.  She made her way toward the hole.
"You haven't even finished."
"I'm really late.  Thanks, Jason."
"Okay.  Bye."
The second she dropped down the hole, she phased over into the Blight.  She reached the ground floor, dropped to her knees, and dry heaved.  Her vision darkened with the force of the heaves.  Nothing came out but a trickle of reddish saliva.
"Martin, you bastard."
It took a few minutes to collect herself.  Then she was ready.  Time to set another murder into motion.








Chapter 7

Lucas was filling a garbage bag when he heard the buzz.  His cell phone.  Vibrating.  Again.  He ignored it and finished scraping the remains of his vegetarian meal into the bag.  Usually he left the bag by the door and a kid from a neighboring apartment picked it up for a buck.  Lucas stepped outside and reveled in the air, in the noise from the street nearby, and the people out and about.  The breath-stealing anxiety that had plagued him since the murder of his family didn't manifest as he'd feared it would.
The dumpster was across the parking lot.  He took a deep breath and walked over.  The thirty-gallon garbage bag was packed tight and heavy with the gnawed remains of vegetables.  He heaved it inside the dumpster and turned for his apartment.  It felt so good to be out that he considered taking a walk even in the sweltering afternoon heat.  A slight pang pierced his guts.  Then again, maybe not.  Part of him wasn't ready yet.
He opened the door to his apartment and felt the air pressure drop.  The hairs on his neck stiffened.  Someone was in the apartment.  He rushed inside and grabbed his bat from the corner of the den.  Scouted every room.  Nothing.  Nobody.  Lucas tapped the bat against his palm.  Then again, he'd gone psycho, right?  Crazy people felt all sorts of strange sensations.  Maybe that was why his fear had evaporated.  It definitely had to be why his last few meals had been nothing but vegetables.
Something in the den was different.  He didn't spot it right away, but it gnawed at the edge of his perception like a rat in the wall.  His eyes settled on the cell phone.  It was open.  Lucas picked it up and saw a picture of a woman.  He scrolled down to a picture of a high-rise office building.
"No.  Not again."
He dropped the cell phone on the table and backed away.  It was happening again.  His subconscious was provoking another murder.  How in the world had he managed to get out and take the pictures?  Did he have multiple personalities?  The cell phone seemed to be the key.  He snatched it off the table, cocked his arm back, and dashed it against the floor.  Plastic scattered across the hardwoods.  Lucas scraped up the bits and dropped them in the toilet then flushed it twice.
"Take that you friggin' psycho."
This was insane.  He was insane.  How could he reason with whatever violent personality was taking control?  Pressing hands to his face, he stalked back and forth in the den, deep in thought.  He tried to speak to whatever inner demon lurked but heard no response.
After an hour of fruitless medical research on the internet, Lucas went to the bedroom and dropped onto the mattress, buried his face in a pillow.  He choked back tears.  It might be best for the world if he ended it all.  Medication that did more harm than good seemed to be the common method for treating crazy people and he didn't want to turn into a mindless zombie.
His ears popped.  Goose bumps raced up his back.  It was happening again.  This must be the sign that the other personality had taken control and had done something while his real personality was forced aside and into the subconscious.  But he was still on the bed and his position hadn't changed a bit.  He wondered why his alternate, malignant personality put him right back where he'd started.  Maybe it was trying to hide its nefarious activities.
Lucas checked the clock to see how much time he'd lost, but couldn't remember the exact time he'd come to the room.  From his calculations, it could be between ten and fifteen minutes.  What had he done?  He got up.  The sensation hit him again.  He immediately checked the clock.  The time hadn't changed.  Whatever had happened, his other personality hadn't taken control for more than a split second.  He walked to the den.  A silver device on the computer table caught his eye.
A new cell phone.
An image of the woman from the picture flashed before him, like a still portrait hanging in the air.  An urge to move tugged at his joints.  Lucas ran into the bathroom and locked the door.  He hopped into the bathtub and pulled the shower curtain closed.
The compulsion to get up and move tore at him.  He covered his head with hands.  He rocked back and forth.  Clenched his teeth.  The urge was overwhelming.  Something in his mind screamed.  Go.  Find her.  Find her now!
The outside world faded.  He felt himself moving and opened his eyes.  His arms were not his to control.  His hand tore aside the shower curtain.  His legs pushed him up.  He bolted out the bathroom door.  Darkness swept over his mind.
* * * * *
Lucas looked at unfamiliar surroundings.  He was running down the road, his legs pumping like pistons.  Road signs, parked cars, storefronts blurred past.  Wind swept his hair back, causing his eyes to water.  His right hand clenched something.  The stiletto.  No, an ender.  It was called an ender.  He didn't know how he knew that.  The speed of his run exhilarated and terrified him.  If he fell, the asphalt would skin him to the bone.  He tried to slow his legs but they weren't under his control.  He was a passenger in his own body. 
Pressure stormed into his skull.  The very fabric of the air split into a glowing white line.  The world withered and decayed around him.  Self-control returned to his limbs.  But now he didn't want to stop.  Something drew him on, enticed him, goaded him.  He accelerated.  Dust whipped into his eyes and mouth.  Wherever he was going, he wanted to get there immediately.
A dark line slashed the air before him, ripping reality like a paper bag.  He ran into it and the world was restored to normalcy as if an invisible maintenance crew had vacuumed the dust and applied a generous dose of spit and polish.  His muscle control abandoned him again.  His vision faded for another uncertain length of time and when he came to, he was back in the decayed world, his pulse pounding in his ears.  Each time he saw the decay, he felt in control of himself, but unwilling to stop.  Instead of an unseen force guiding him, it was primal, stoked like a coal fire in a steam engine.  The world faded away again.  When Lucas came to, a construction site loomed ahead.  He was in the normal world again.  New office buildings mingled with skeletal unfinished structures and crumbling buildings destined for demolition.  His momentum decreased gradually until he stopped in front of a condemned building.  The night air was warm, but he was barely sweating or breathing hard.
Bending down, he scooped three rocks off the side of the street with his left hand and dropped them into his jeans pocket.  Something seemed to lift from him and control returned to his legs.  He sensed something or someone just ahead.  His eyes lost focus.  A thin silver line slit the air and swallowed his vision.  The road at his feet cracked and grayed.  The condemned building slumped further and brown vegetation crept up its sides.
Straight ahead, he saw a glow.  Like a moth to flame, it drew him in.  His legs faltered at first then picked up the pace.  The glow grew brighter.  He saw a woman standing outside the building, digging in her purse for something.  Lucas wondered if she was an angel.  Ordinary people didn't glow like that.  But angels didn't exist.  She had to be something else.  She was tall and graceful with long brown hair that framed her face.  She wore a simple black dress that came to her knees.  Even with the dress on, Lucas could see the athletic tone in her body.
He approached the woman.  She looked up.  Her eyes widened, shoulders stiffened.  "You look familiar," she said as Lucas blurred over to her, slid the ender under her arm, and pressed the infinity symbol.
"Time to go on, sister," he said.
She gave a tiny squeak as the needle hit her heart.  Lucas lowered her gently to the ground.  A drop of water splashed on her cheek.  No, not water—tears.  His tears.  Why had he called her sister?  She didn't look like his sister.  But she might be someone's sister.  And he was taking her away from them.
But he didn't have a choice.  He didn't know these people.  Didn't know why he had to kill them.  Either he was crazy or something else controlled him.  And the only way to find out seemed to be to play it until the end.  Or kill himself.
He smoothed the long brown hair from his victim's face and pressed his palm to her cheek.  Such a pretty glowing woman.  If angels existed, she could be one.  He dug the stones from his pocket, placed one on each eye, and the last on the mouth.  Her glow dimmed.  Tiny tendrils of light spiraled from the stones like glowing dust, reaching a height of a few feet before terminating at what seemed to be an invisible barrier in the air.
Sadness overcame Lucas.  Something fluttered in the air and landed next to the woman.  It was a black bird with an orange beak.  Yellow streaks ran diagonally up each side of its head.  It laughed.  Lucas backed away.  His vision withdrew from the silvery line in the air and the cracked sidewalk once again looked whole.  The woman's glow vanished and the strains of light with it.  The bird laughed again, sounding eerily human and insane.
Something shifted inside him and twisted at his guts.  He sensed another presence nearby like static electricity in the air.  Anger and curiosity fought for dominance and his control slipped away.  Consciousness abandoned him and dark instinct took hold.








Chapter 8

Tollee had followed Lucas from his apartment.  His speed was amazing for an executor.  She couldn't keep up, which was unheard of.  Seekers were always faster than executors, or so Martin had told her.  She finally resorted to distance hopping through the Blight, staying ahead of him so she didn't have to run so much.  His eyes and facial expression were unfocused and dull.  Martin must have taken full control of him.
At one point, she'd jumped ahead of him and waited, but he'd never come.  Then she saw him two hundred yards up the street from her already.  Fast as he was, it didn't seem possible he could have covered the distance before her hop took her there.  Then again, her accuracy with hops left something to be desired at times.
The execution of the mark went flawlessly.  Lucas's body flowed with a murderous rhythm that left Tollee breathless.  Disgusted.  She wanted to hate him but she couldn't.  Martin was using him and turning him into this monster.  She had no choice but to help.  Martin owned her.  He was her arbiter and he could make her do anything if she disobeyed.
Lucas stood and stared at the woman.  He was crying.  Another pang of remorse assaulted Tollee.  She viewed the stones through the Blight and marveled at the essence, like glowing smoke as it left the woman's body.  Movement caught her eye.  Lucas was walking away from the scene.  He burst into a run and dashed away.  Since she couldn't touch the body yet, Tollee followed him.  It looked like he was heading home.  He wasn't moving quite as fast as earlier.  He cast his gaze around, searching for something.  A few miles from his apartment, he veered into a parking lot, lowered his shoulder, and smashed through the locked doors of a grocery store.  The wrecked doors rattled and hung loose from their ruined hinges.
What was he doing?
Tollee shifted into the Blight and entered the store.  The odor of foul meat and rot filled her nostrils.  Nothing in the Blight was edible nor would anyone want to eat it.  She tried to breathe through her mouth.  Thumps and crashes sounded from her right.  Following the noises, she entered the produce section.  Moldy heads of lettuce were piled high in one bin.  Slimy cucumbers and withered radishes were neighbors to other blighted vegetables.  The refrigeration systems rattled uselessly.  The air they put out was humid and dank.  Electronics rarely worked right in the Blight unless it was carried in from Normal.  Her cell phone looked fine.  Her clothing looked fine.  The cell phone, of course, had no signal.
The remains of a turnip flew from the other side of a group of tables.  Tollee walked around.  Lucas was there, plowing through the vegetables with crunches and slurps, hardly chewing before gulping it down.  Tollee gagged as he chomped into a moldy potato.  What was wrong with this executor?  Did he have a fetish for vegetables?  Maybe he was vegan.  She watched with curious unease for a minute.  Like other Scions, his nimbus glowed within the Blight.  His glow brightened as he ate.
Lucas stopped.  His head jerked from side to side and his eyes searched wildly.  Tollee held her breath.  What did he sense?  He stood up and stalked around the produce aisles, looking, listening.  He stopped.  The glow in his eyes went dark.  He looked directly at Tollee.  His eyes narrowed and he took a tentative step her way.  He crouched, muscles coiled.  Could he sense her somehow?  Impossible.  Executors couldn't see into the Blight.
Too late, she saw his next move.  Lucas leapt straight for her.  His body slammed her, sent her sprawling.  She tumbled and slid across the floor until a produce stand stopped her.  His body lay on the floor for a second before vanishing and reappearing a few feet from her.  In the normal world he hadn't hit her, but in the Blight, his shadow or whatever it was had.  Tollee screamed, pushed herself up, and ran for the exit, leaving the twisted executor to finish his meal.
Once she was a safe distance from the store she flicked back into Normal and took several deep breaths of clean air.  "Oh my God," she said.  She'd nearly peed in her pants when he'd launched himself at her.  Executors could not see inside the Blight but Lucas had somehow seen her.  She took a few deep breaths to calm herself and checked the time.  The stones would still be active but it would be safer to wait near the woman's body so she could retrieve it.
She Blight hopped her way back to the dead woman.  It was much harder to do in the dark since points of reference were harder to see.  She had to keep the hops short and stay in well-lit areas.  When she arrived, she stopped near a hedge several yards away to survey the situation.  Essence still flowed from the stones in a strong, steady stream.  Tollee switched to Normal and looked for a place to put the body.  Even though it was late and the offices were deserted, there was a chance someone might stumble upon the crime scene.  
She approached the body.  Within a few feet, her energy level plummeted.  She reached for the woman's legs but her knees gave out.  She gasped and scooted away on her butt until her strength seeped back.  Her heart raced, thudded against her ribcage.  Martin hadn't been kidding about the stones.  She could've easily been sucked dry and died right there.  Unless she found a long rope and a way to lasso the body, the stones wouldn't let her get close.
If the stones were so powerful, how had Lucas been able to remain so close to the body earlier?  Executors must have immunity.  That would make sense, considering executors handled and activated stones.  She wondered how they turned ordinary gravel into something that could suck your soul out.
A woman screamed.  Tollee nearly wet herself again.  She'd been so absorbed in her thoughts she'd never heard the front door of the office building open and the after-hours maid come outside.  Thankfully, Tollee was off to the side now, out of sight.  She phased into the Blight and shuddered at the chum's horrified and horrific face.  The maid pulled out a cell phone and dialed.  Most likely emergency services.
"No, no, no!"  Tollee rushed over, grabbed the cell phone and dashed it to pieces on the sidewalk.  Realizing she'd just touched a chum, her gorge rose and she staggered backward.  Within seconds, the cell phone was whole again, and the slimy creature ran back inside the office building to the elevator.
Tollee cursed.  She should've shifted back to Normal, grabbed the cell phone, and shifted back to the Blight behind the woman.  That would've solved the problem or at least delayed it.  Now the police were likely on the way.  She cast about for something, anything she could use to drag the body into a hiding place.  Nothing.
She ran across the road to the construction site, shifted to Normal, and looked in the pickup trucks and toolboxes.  Most were locked.  Finally, she located a chain, but couldn't think how to attach it to the body to move it.  She entertained the notion of taking a long bit of lumber and prodding the body out of sight with it, or using it to drag the body.  A hook dangling from a tool chest caught her eye.  It was a manual cable winch, the type with a handle that ratcheted back and forth.  She grabbed it and ran back to the body.
About ten feet from the body, Tollee could feel the stones pulling at her essence.  She looked at the woman's clothes for something the hook could latch onto but her dress offered nothing.
"Shit, shit, shit."  Tollee paced.  This was ridiculous.  All her speed and power amounted to nothing in this situation.  She wasn't about to risk falling prey to the stones, but she had to do something before the police arrived.  Then what?  Drag the body behind her?  It was looking more and more like she'd screwed this assignment up as well.
Next time—if there was one—she'd bring something with her.  Why couldn't Martin simply have Lucas bring him the damned body in the first place?  He seemed to take control of the guy easily enough.  She called Martin on her phone and explained the situation.
"Child, when I'm forced to take complete control of our tool, it drains me.  After the execution, it takes several hours for me to regain strength enough to even think about taking him over again."
Tollee choked back a snarl.  "How am I supposed to do this?  The police will be here any minute."
"Keep an eye on the body this time.  Follow the morgue van and don't leave it for a moment.  If our tool returns to create mischief, I may be able to dissuade him."
Tollee slapped her phone shut and stared at the body again.  She threw the portable winch toward the construction site and watched it sail a hundred yards over the fence and crash into the window of a pickup.  So damned close.  A siren wailed in the distance.  She cast about for a good vantage point and decided the red brick building across the road would work best.
Something rustled in the bushes.  Tollee spun and looked.  Saw nothing at first.  Then a shadow emerged from behind a tree and approached.  Tollee routed her vision through the Blight.  The shadow glowed with enough intensity to hurt her eyes until they adjusted.  She made out the shadow's face and backed away.
Lucas Fowler sprang out of the darkness, murder in his eyes.








Chapter 9

The shrill ring of the hotel phone tore Alexia from sleep and sent her into panic mode.  It took a few seconds to recognize the source of the noise.  She answered.
"Victor here.  We've got another."
"Stones again?"
"Stones."
"Who?"
"Maria Wood.  A lawyer."  Victor gave her the address.  "I want you here now."
Alexia splashed water on her face and banded her hair into a ponytail.  She reached the scene within an hour of Victor's call.  He checked his watch when he saw her.
"What took you so long?"
"Construction crews."
"You should have taken a detour.  You do know how to use a GPS, agent?"
She bit back a scathing retort.  "I'm sorry."
"Well stop standing around and get to work, Sciouris."
They walked to the scene.  A group of cops Alexia didn't recognize was scouring the area.  Alexia pulled out her cell and dialed the number Jackson had given her.  He answered on the fourth ring, sounding hoarse and tired.
"We got another one, right?" he asked after she identified herself.
"It's out of your jurisdiction, but I thought you should know."
"Is Bill Wilkerson in charge out there?"
"I'll find out and call you back."
Alexia walked to a group of deputies.  A couple of them looked around with nervous expressions.  One couldn't take his eyes off the body.  "Who's in charge?" Alexia asked.
They pointed to an older man with a belly shaped from years of beer drinking, heavy eating, and little activity.  The sort of person she stereotypically expected to be in charge of other cops.  She walked over and introduced herself, offered her hand.  He didn't take it right away but looked her over, eyes narrowed.  Bringing up the FBI usually had that effect on local police.  Unfortunately, she had to mention the mother agency since telling them she was with IARE raised more questioning eyebrows than anything else.  At least most local cops didn't know what being in IARE meant although most law enforcement organizations had the crap jobs for those who pissed off the brass.
Wilkerson finally took her hand and gave it a token shake.  "This a federal matter then?"
"Not yet."
"I see."  He reached into his police cruiser and grabbed a pack of cigarettes from the dashboard.  He pulled one for himself, offered another to Alexia.
"No thanks."
After taking a long drag and an equally long stare at the body, he cut his eyes to her.  "I heard about the murder in Atlanta.  We looking at the same perp?"
"I believe so, yes."
"Who's the OIC down there?"
"Detective Jefferson Jackson."
"Yep."  He said it like he already knew it to be the case.
So far, the only thing the deputies seemed to have done to the scene was tape it up.  A Hispanic woman was sitting on the tail-end of an ambulance pressing an oxygen mask firmly against her face.  Victor said something to her.  She took off the mask and rambled in Spanish for a few seconds before pressing the mask to her face again.
"She an eye witness?"
Wilkerson shrugged.  "Found the body.  Didn't see it happen."
"That's it?"
"That's all we can understand until the translator gets here."
The radio in the police cruiser burped out a garbled message which Wilkerson ignored.  A moment later, he grabbed the receiver out and held it to his mouth.  "When Detective Jackson gets here, let him through."
"He's coming?"
"If he knows about it, he's coming.  Persistent son of a bitch."  He chuckled.
Alexia remembered that she'd forgotten to call Jackson back and tell him that Wilkerson was the one in charge.  She stepped a few feet away and called him.
"I was pretty sure it'd be him," Jackson said.  "I'm ten minutes away."
Alexia hung up and returned to Wilkerson, relayed Jackson's whereabouts.
"Soon as he gets here, I'm transferring authority," Wilkerson said.
"Just like that?  I was under the impression that local departments fight tooth and nail for their territory."
"We have a regional agreement that allows for this sort of thing.  Besides, if he screws up, he takes the heat."
"Right," Alexia said and resisted the urge to voice a cynical observation.
Victor walked over.  "We need CSI to finish this site ASAP.  I'll want a police escort on the body."
Wilkerson raised an eyebrow.  "What the hell for?"
Victor told him about the coroner's van massacre in Atlanta.  Wilkerson's face paled beneath his ruddy complexion.
"Didn't hear about that."
"We kept it quiet for the time being, so I'd appreciate it not getting around."
"Crazy damned serial killers," Wilkerson said, flicking his cigarette butt into the bushes.
Jackson arrived several minutes later and spoke briefly with Wilkerson.  Half an hour later, the Atlanta CSI crew pulled in.  Wilkerson's deputies stayed on site to secure the scene even though the office park remained devoid of civilians at such a late hour.  The crime scene crew processed the body.  They estimated the death had taken place around eight p.m., nearly four hours ago.
  Alexia stayed well out of the way for the most part since the CSI people snarled at anyone who got near the body, but joined Jackson as two men from the Atlanta coroner's office loaded the body on a gurney.
"Whose men are going to stay with the van?" Alexia asked.
"I got some uniforms from Atlanta to come up."
"I want to be in the escort."
Jackson shrugged.
The gurney passed by them and a wall of dizziness crashed into Alexia.  She stumbled backward and fell butt-first on the grass.
"Christ, Sciouris, you okay?" Jackson asked, bending over to help her up.
She felt so weak, so disoriented, that it took her a moment to look up at him and answer.  "Must be a lack of sleep hitting me."
"Maybe you ought to head back to your hotel."
She already felt better.  In fact, a hundred percent better.  "No, that's okay.  Whatever zapped me is gone now."
Victor walked over, laptop in hand.  "Same M.O., same everything," he said.  "We have a very dangerous force at work here."
"You mean lunatic," Jackson said.
"I hardly expect you to grasp the larger picture, Detective."  Victor positioned himself between Alexia and Jackson.  "Alexia, I took a cab here, so I'll ride with you."
She sucked in a deep breath.  "I'm following the van to the Atlanta morgue.  I might be a while."
"I know."  He glanced at the van as two men loaded the gurney.  "Let's go to your car."
Jackson snorted.  "Stay behind me, if you don't mind."
"We're trained special agents, Detective," Victor said, placing emphasis on the last word.
Jackson opened his mouth then clamped it shut.  Alexia felt relieved.  No telling what Victor could do to make life miserable for the man, and she kind of liked him.  When she and Victor climbed into the rental car, he held up his hand.
"Let him go ahead of us."
Alexia's jaw tensed.  "Playing games?"
"No, just reminding him of the pecking order."
"I don't see why you have to make such a big deal out of little things."
Victor's eyebrows angled down.  "Miss Sciouris, the little things amount to a large whole after a while.  Assert your dominance often and early."
"Politics 101?"
"Survival 101.  If you'd spent any time in Washington, you might have a better understanding."
"Not being an ass goes a long way in my book," Alexia said, regretting it the moment the words left her lips.
"Tsk, tsk, Miss Sciouris.  There's a difference between being difficult and asserting authority.  Learn from me and you'll see the subtle difference."
Subtle as a sledgehammer, Alexia thought.
The coroner's van got caught in the same construction zone that had delayed Alexia earlier.  Even with Jackson flashing his lights, it took them twenty minutes to get through the one-lane bottleneck.  The number of cars on the road at the late hour wasn't bad, but it didn't take many to choke it up.  Every time Alexia had been to Atlanta, construction clogged up the roadways somewhere.  She'd heard someone bragging about the quality of the roads in the metro area thanks to the regular maintenance.  Alexia wondered what good it did to have nice roads if they were snarled by construction crews half the time.
At a quarter to two, they reached the morgue.  The van backed up to the loading dock in the rear and two men got out.  They unlocked and entered the steel door to the left of the elevated platform.  Alexia parked next to Jackson after he took a spot next to the back door.  Victor wasted no time.  He got out and went to the same steel door the men had entered, tugged on it.
"Those idiots," Victor said.  "Door locked behind them."  He pounded on it with his palm.
"I'm going in the front way," Jackson said.  "Security will let us in."
Alexia followed him, leaving Victor pounding on the back door.  When they reached the front, Jackson tapped on the glass door.  A stocky security guard showed up and opened it after Jackson flashed his badge.
"What the hell, a local bigwig die or something?" the guard asked.  "Don't usually see cops at the morgue this hour."
"Ongoing investigation," Jackson said as he led Alexia past the front desk and down a hall with green walls.
Alexia breathed through her mouth before the odor of formaldehyde overwhelmed her senses.  Underneath that an even more unpleasant odor lurked.  Decades of death and decay saturated the building with a musty scent that morgues shared despite efforts to keep it at bay.
An inhuman scream pierced the air.  Alexia and Jackson pressed against opposite walls, guns drawn automatically.  Another scream followed, but this was from a different source.  A man.
Jackson plowed through the swing-door and into the examination cell. Empty stainless steel tables lined the center of the concrete room.  A metal door at the back presumably led to the loading dock area.  Jackson moved for the door.  Something pounded into it, leaving a large dent.  He stopped, his mouth dropping open.  Another man's scream chilled Alexia's heart.  Jackson raced for the back door.  Alexia followed.  Something on the other side exploded and crackled.  The florescent lights in the room flickered like strobes.  Alexia's hip caught the corner of a table.  Her gun fell from her grasp and skidded across the floor.  Jackson vanished through the door.
Alexia dodged between tables to grab her gun, disoriented by the flickering lights.  Another loud pop echoed.  Pitch black swallowed the room.  Jackson shouted a command from somewhere on the other side of the door.  Shots exploded.  Then silence.  Alexia patted the concrete floor with her hands, feeling for the gun.  A high-pitched wail rent the air.  Her blood iced over.  Her extra sense pulsed like electrodes down her neck.
The back door slammed open.  Metal shrieked.  Something whipped through the air and clanged against a wall.
Footsteps pounded from the door Alexia had entered through.  Light danced across the room as the security guard from the front entered at a full run, flashlight in hand.  Alexia looked in the direction of the light and bit back a shriek.  Maria Wood's pale, blood-spattered face squinted in the light.  The woman held up a red-streaked hand to shield the light.
"See?  Feel?"  Wood sniffed the air.  "Smell," she said with certainty, her voice croaking and hoarse.
"Holy hell in a hand basket," the security guard said.  He fired his weapon but dropped his flashlight.  The flashlight slammed into the floor and went out.  Muzzle flashes lit the room.  Bullets pinged off the concrete.  One sang past Alexia.  She ducked and tried to roll in the direction of one of the tables but banged her head on the leg.
Wood screamed.
"Oh Christ, please no," The guard said.
"Feel.  Feel.  Feel," the woman said, dragging the vowels in a ragged voice.
A short cry from the guard was interrupted by a loud thud and vibration on the table next to Alexia.  She stifled her own cry and curled into a ball.
"Hear it," the woman said again.  Something hit the table hard enough to make the metal screech.
Warm liquid splashed on Alexia.  She didn't need to see it to know what it was.  The rusty odor of blood overwhelmed the formaldehyde.  The woman spoke in low monotone, too low for Alexia to make out.  The air overhead whooshed and a grisly crunch sounded from the back of the room.  
Whatever Maria Wood had become was alone with Alexia.








Chapter 10

Tollee didn't know how long she'd been running.  How many times she'd the Blight-hopped to pull away from the murderous lunatic breathing down her neck.  She glanced back.  Lucas hadn't slowed.  Not a bit.  His legs pumped so fast they were a blur.  His eyes were empty.  Dead.  How could he outrun her?  Executors were not faster than seekers, damn it.  In this case, it didn't matter what she thought.  Lucas was having no problem keeping up with her and gaining.  If it weren't for her ability to Blight hop distances, he'd have already caught her.
A fire hydrant stood about a hundred yards ahead.  She fixed on it.  Opened a scar into the Blight and ended up next to the hydrant.  She slid back into Normal.  Looked left.  Spotted a statue in the center of a park and hopped another good distance through the Blight to it.  Back to Normal again.  Up ahead, ground lights illuminated a three-story building.  She spotted the gray cube of an air conditioning unit atop it.  Blight hopped.  She ended up five feet in the air over the gray air conditioner but managed to land lightly on her feet.
This time, she stayed in the Blight and crept to the edge of the roof.  She had to have lost him this time.  Her mind was spinning.  Oxygen debt was building up to critical levels and lactic acid burned in her quadriceps.  She'd never felt this way, not since Martin had activated her latent seeker abilities.  Back then after a brief adjustment period, her leg muscles had hardened and increased in density.  Endurance had ceased to be an issue.  But this crazed Scion was pushing her harder and faster than she'd ever attempted.
A clap of thunder sounded in the streets below and echoed between the canyons formed by streets and tall buildings.  Tollee looked up.  No clouds.  No chance of rain.  Maybe the noise hadn't been thunder.  Probably a car backfiring.  A thug shooting a hapless victim.  Tollee scanned the streets, looking for Lucas' bright glow.  Had it been the darkness that made him seem so bright earlier or was his glow really on par with Martin's?
After several minutes of waiting, it seemed Lucas must have lost her trail.  Tollee stretched her legs and massaged them.  The pain receded somewhat.  She took in a lungful of the dusty, nasty air then coughed and spat.  The air in the Blight never felt like it had enough oxygen.  Whatever the nasty air consisted of couldn't be healthy.  Confident that Lucas wouldn't find her, she shifted back into Normal.  The atmosphere was crystal clear and wonderful.  Even the haziest, hottest day of summer felt spring fresh compared to the Blight.
 Another crack of thunder rumbled through the streets below, this time close enough for the air to vibrate.  Tollee peered over the edge of the building but the streets were empty.  The hairs on her neck raised and her ears popped.  She spun.  Lucas stood on the opposite side of the roof, face expressionless, eyes vacant.  Martin's meddling must have damaged Lucas's mind.  Shredded the higher functions and turned him into a mindless monster.  It was happening again, just like before.
Lucas advanced.  Tollee spotted the roof of the neighboring building and Blight-hopped to it.  She stayed in the Blight and watched Lucas.  His head twisted, looked straight at her.  His eyes were black holes in his glowing head.
"How are you doing that?" Tollee screamed.  His eyes should be glowing with the rest of his body unless they were looking into the Blight.  Executors couldn't do that.
Her wonderment shattered into fear as Lucas blurred toward her and leapt the gulf between buildings.  He landed hard on both feet.  The roofing material spider-webbed into cracks beneath them.  One of his pants legs tore over the thigh as his leg muscles bulged from the exertion.  Tollee screamed.  She backed away and tripped against the low ledge of the roof, tumbled backward into free-fall.  Frantic, she reached her hands toward the building.  Caught a ledge.  She lost her grip again and fell.  Her feet hit the next ledge down.  Somehow she balanced her tiptoes on the ledge.  She was only two stories up.  Not enough to break her legs if she jumped, but it wouldn't feel good.
She dropped herself to the next ledge and then to the ground.  She looked up.  Lucas stared back at her with his dark eyes.  Tollee slipped back to Normal and ran.  Direction didn't matter.  Just run as fast as possible.  Martin's presence grew stronger in her mind.  She sent out a mental plea for help, then abandoned that and called him on her cell phone.
"What did you do to him?  He's a raving lunatic."
"I don't know what's happened," Martin said.
"Take control of him.  Kill him.  Do something, please!"
"I can't get a handle on him, child.  His mind goes from one state to another so fast I can't latch on."
She closed the phone and turned a corner.  A bum yelled at her from a stack of newspapers on the ground.  A nearby street light flickered.  Rats scattered from a foul-smelling dumpster.  She neared the end of the alley and turned.  Right into a dead end.  A steel door guarded the entrance to the next building.  She tugged on it.  Rattled it.  She smashed her fists against it and dented it.  No good.  She ran the opposite way.
The street lamp on the sidewalk filled the alley with dim light.  A shadow appeared in the gloom.  Tollee whimpered.  She was tired.  So tired.  Lucas approached.  Where he stepped, the pavement grayed.  Cracks vaulted up the alley walls.  Dead vines crept into the crumbling bricks.  Dust and smog muddied the air.  As he moved, the decay from the Blight followed him and the structures behind him healed.
The sound of wings flapping filled the air, like a thousand birds taking flight all at once.  Odd laughter echoed down the alley but it wasn't coming from Lucas.  A black bird fluttered out of nowhere and landed on Lucas's shoulder.
"Tollee," it said, stretching the vowels into obscene mocking lengths.  It laughed, high pitched like a child.
Tollee shuddered and backed into the brick wall.  The bird said her name again.
"What do you want from me?" Tollee shrieked.  "What's happening?"
Lucas closed to within a few feet.  His breathing was easy even after the long tortuous chase.  The bird on his shoulder cocked its head.  It had an orange beak and streaks of yellow on the sides.  It was a myna bird.  Tollee had seen them before, a year ago when Martin's first experiment had failed.  But they'd never spoken to her.
"Tollee?" the bird said, this time more as a question than a statement.
"What are you?" she asked.
Lucas flashed toward her, the last few feet melting into nothing.  He snatched her arm up.  She felt the ender press against her armpit.  A tear trickled down her cheek.
"Time to go on, sister," Lucas said.  He froze.  His eyes widened and he drew in a sharp breath.  Then he collapsed.
The myna bird laughed and took wing, vanishing into the corona of the street lamp.  Tollee's knees gave out.  Tears cascaded down her face.  Her phone rang.  It was Martin.
"I was able to stop him, for now.  Run."
She pushed herself up and ran.








Chapter 11

Something licked Lucas.  It meowed.  He rolled over and stared up at the brick walls, at the filthy calico cat that was rubbing its face against his outstretched hand.  A street lamp at the end of the brick walls flickered then steadied.  His head radiated heat like an oven.  His legs ached and he felt incredibly tired.  That didn't bother him so much.  What did bother him was that he didn't know where in the hell he was.  He didn't remember coming to this horrible smelling alley.
The cat purred and meowed again.  Lucas pushed himself up and limped to the mouth of the alley. Looked both ways.  He was downtown somewhere.  Music roared from a bar down the street.  Several people stood outside smoking and talking.
Wings flapped overhead followed by an eerie laugh, like a possessed child.
Memories flooded back.  The dead woman.  The teenage girl.  The chase all over the city.  He hadn't been in control when he'd killed the woman, or when he'd chased the girl, but something had been different during the chase.  Lucas vividly remembered running to the office building and killing the woman, but the chase was cloudy.  It was as if some primal instinct, some need to hunt had kicked in and taken over.  Another force had tried taking over during that time, but his basic urge had taken precedence.
And what was that desolate place with the dust and rotten stink?  He'd seen it, smelled it, felt it, even tasted it.  But it wasn't part of this place, not in the usual sense.  For now, Lucas wanted to go home, to sleep.  He was starving.  The music from the bar stopped and an amplified voice echoed down the street.  Maybe a drink would help.  He rarely drank, but this seemed a good time to start drinking.  Heavily.
Lucas swept through the cloud of cigarette smoke outside the bar and into a hot humid room filled with twenty-somethings, alcohol, and the smell of sweat and unrequited lust.  A live band was leaving the stage and canned music took over.  The desire to drink abandoned Lucas.  Food and sleep sounded better.  He wished he could remember how he'd run so fast.  Even if he knew, he might be unable to considering how tired his legs were.
Sharp pain jabbed into his head.  It was time to go home.  Lucas searched his pockets.  No cell phone.  His wallet, thankfully, was there.  A rip in his jeans ran down the center of the left thigh.  He felt a little embarrassed and glanced around.  Most of the other males were wearing jeans.  Some of them looked filthy and torn, like they'd been working construction all day.  He looked at the grunge on his t-shirt and his jeans.  Apparently, his clothes fit right in.
Lucas approached the bartender and asked him for a phone to call a cab.
"There's a pay phone outside, buddy.  Use it."
"I just need a cab."
The bartender poured a drink for another patron and waved Lucas off.  "Pay phone."
The pain in Lucas's head turned to tingling.  A white line seemed to form in the air as it had before.  His vision was sucked inside.
Decay withered, cracked, and crumbled the room before his eyes.  The dancing, laughing people morphed into waxen, mottled golems.  Their eyes shriveled into the sockets, leaving blackened, moist pits.  Their lips and tongues shrank back from their teeth and vanished.  Their teeth cracked, grayed, and powdered to dust.  Even their ears seemed to shrivel away to nothing until their sensory apparatus consisted of little more than blackened warts or dark holes.
This was just like the night club.  Apparently, though he wasn't entirely inside this alternate dimension since the voices and noise still sounded normal.  Instead, he was seeing the normal world filtered through a twisted looking glass.  What had triggered it?  
A glow reflected off the door.  It came from a person, a real human.  He looked normal except for the dim white nimbus around him.  Lucas's vision receded outside the thin vertical line in the air.  The white line zipped shut like a healing wound and vanished.  Everyone looked normal again, like the dark-haired man who'd just entered.
Lucas walked up to him and grabbed his shirt sleeve.  "What are you?  Why do you look normal?"
The man turned, his jaw tight.  "What the hell are you talking about?  Let me go."
A large man wearing a black t-shirt approached.  "What's wrong?"
"That's what I'm trying to find out," Lucas said.  "Why does everyone look like a freak except him?  What makes him so special?"
"Who you calling a freak?" the bouncer asked.
"Everyone except him."
The dark-haired man jerked his sleeve free and backed away.  "Dude, you high or something?"
"Get the fuck outta here," the bouncer said, grabbing at Lucas's shirt.
Somehow, Lucas felt it coming.  The bouncer was slow.  Lucas dodged, grabbed the man's meaty wrist.  He twisted it behind the bouncer's back.  Shoved the man back where he'd come from.  The bouncer bounced off the brick wall.  His head thudded on the floor.  Another big guy came from behind.  Lucas already knew he was there.  He turned and delivered a punch to the man's gut.  The big guy's body plowed through a row of drunken patrons and came to a rest against a table.  Beer bottles and cocktail glasses rained down from atop the table, shattering on the concrete floor.
"Jesus Christ, you're a lunatic," the dark-haired man yelled.  He turned tail and fled.
This set the rest of the herd in motion.  People thundered out of the bar yelling and screaming like a nuke was about to go off.  Soon the bar was empty of everyone but Lucas, two unconscious bouncers, and the bartender.
The bartender gave Lucas a fearful look.  "You still need the phone?"  He lifted the receiver off the hook.
Lucas slammed a fist atop the bar.  The granite top shattered.  Glasses bounced and fell.  Blood roared through his body and into his muscles.  Every pulse felt like wasted energy, a racecar revving its motor at the starting line.  It took all his will not to pick up the bartender and toss him across the room.
"A little politeness goes a long way," he said through clenched teeth.  He left the bar and got his bearings.  Then he ran for home, his legs a blur beneath him.  Cool night air whistled in his ears.  His veins pumped with excitement.  This was thrilling like nothing else he'd ever done.  It was different now.  He was in control.  Whatever insane instincts he had would be worth keeping if only for this speed.  He could be a superhero.  Nobody could run this fast.
Except the girl.
That thought dulled his enthusiasm.  Someone else like him existed.  He had to find and ask her what she knew about their condition.  Was she insane like him?  Did she kill people too?
Lucas sped through downtown.  An uneasy feeling built in him, swelling the closer he got to the center of town.  He needed to turn east, away from downtown if he wanted to go home, but something pulled at him.  The uneasy feeling abruptly turned to stomach-churning nausea.  Lucas fought back his gorge as it rose in his throat.  He slowed for a moment and collected himself.  The feeling lodged in his midsection, tugging him south.
That direction might lead him to answers.  It might lead him to death.  Wherever it led, he needed to go there.  Lucas took a deep breath and faced the black sickness.








Chapter 12

Alexia hadn't moved for what seemed an eternity.  Occasional ragged breathing from the creature that had been Maria Wood punctuated the stillness.  Every so often it would talk in single-word sentences.  Sometimes she laughed hysterically.  Then she'd howl or groan.  By now, Alexia realized the creature wasn't making statements, it was asking questions.  Feel?  See?  Hear?  It seemed to wonder why.  Alexia wondered the same thing.  Maria Wood was dead.  She should be long past sensing anything at all.
But the gibbering murderous woman prowling feet away in the pitch black put that notion to rest.
A chunk of something spattered on Alexia's cheek and dribbled over her lips.  She could feel the hairs still attached to it.  She desperately fought back a retch.  Whatever Wood had done to the security guard must be similar to what had happened to Wilbur, the first van driver.  This incident made sense of his murder without actually making any sense at all.  Since when did dead people rise up and go on maniacal killing sprees?  Aside from a horde of bad zombie movies and books it had never happened.  But unless she was dreaming, it was happening now.
Alexia might have believed Wood wasn't really dead in the first place and that she simply woken up.  It had happened before.  But Wood was a petite woman, not muscular at all.  She might have been capable of picking up a fifty-pound weight and granny-tossing it a foot.  Even in the dark, Alexia knew that Wood had picked up a guard weighing at least five times that and flung him like a rag doll on a Bugs Bunny cartoon.
By now, Alexia's eyes had adjusted to the dark.  Emergency lights cast a very dim glow in the hallway.  If she wanted to escape, that was the direction to go.  First, she needed her gun to stand a prayer of killing or re-killing the creature.  The problem was she needed to get the gun and rush down the dimly-lit hall to stand a chance of shooting the thing.  Wood might be as fast as she was strong.
On the other hand, Alexia could simply curl up and hope the creature went away.  Perhaps by some miracle help would arrive in the form of the U.S. military.  Maybe a tank.
"Smell.  Smell?"  Bare feet slapped against the concrete floor.  Ragged breathing drew closer.  Wood snuffled like a pig rooting the dirt.
The stainless steel table to Alexia's left dinged like something had walked into it.
"Bad feel.  Hard bad."  The legs of the table creaked and groaned.  Metal screeched.  Air whooshed and the table slammed into the back of the room.  Wood padded closer.
Alexia decided that curling up and waiting was a bad idea.  She held her breath.  Patted the floor with her hands.  Wood sniffed.  She sounded only a few feet away.  Alexia's bladder felt like it might let go any minute.  She slid her hands along the floor.  One made contact with metal.  It wasn't her gun; it was a bolt in the floor that had held down the table.  Then her other hand pushed something.  The gun at last.
"Hear it!" Wood said in a screech.
Alexia grabbed the gun and rolled right.  Wood landed what seemed inches away with a thud.  Alexia's legs were jelly.  She might have screamed.  She might have soiled her pants.  She was too scared to figure it out.  Time blurred.  She crashed through the door and into the lit hallway.  Wood's inhuman scream shattered the air behind her.  The door to the reception area was propped open.  Alexia sped through it.  She stopped and looked for escape.  All the cars were parked in the back.  She'd have to run for it.
Pain tore into her scalp.  Wood's fingers gripped her hair.  She pulled Alexia, bending her over backward until their eyes hovered inches apart.  Wood's hot rank breath hit Alexia in the face.  Wood's eyes rolled in her head.  Her tongue flicked over dry and cracked lips.
"You see?  See me?  Feel me?"
Alexia squeaked something incomprehensible.
"Long time no feel.  No see."  Wood's words rasped through her throat.
Alexia tried to say something but Wood spun and dragged her toward the front doors.  She smashed through them.  Leapt outside.  Alexia's bones rattled as she thudded against the pavement.  Her scalp went numb with pain.
Wood dropped her.  Her toes scrunched and scraped against the asphalt.  She groaned in pleasure and her eyelids drooped.  Alexia realized her gun was still clenched in her hand.  She rolled over to her knees.  Stood up.  Backed away.
Wood's eyes snapped open.  "Feel you.  Feel and see.  Open you.  Open and see you."
She lunged.  Alexia screamed and fell back.  She fired the gun.  Wood's body blurred toward her.  Something pounded past Alexia.  Slammed into Wood.  The woman grunted, fell, and skidded backward.  The man who'd hit her stumbled, regained his footing.  Wood leapt to her feet.  Dark blood oozed from scrapes and asphalt rash.  She looked at the man with wide eyes.  Charged him.  The man coiled.  Alexia could see his leg muscles bulge against his jeans.  He crouched like a defensive linebacker.  The creature slammed into him and bounced back like it had hit a wall.  The man's feet slid back a few inches but he held his ground.
Wood swung at him, fingers arched like talons.  A swipe caught the man on the side of the head and he tumbled sideways.  She leapt on him, screaming and slapping like a woman in a cat fight.  The man grunted.  His legs came up under her chest and bent.  They sprang out.  Wood flew backward, sailing through the air like a rag doll.  She smashed into the chain link fence surrounding the parking lot, bounced off, and face-planted into the ground.
The man jumped to his feet and charged her.  Wood screamed, turned and fled, vanishing into the dark.  Alexia's savior bent over, hands on knees, and sucked for breath.
"Who are you?" Alexia asked.  She steadied her gun on him.  "Let me see some identification."
He shook his head, averted his face, and kept silent.
"I will shoot you."
"That would be really mean," he said in a gruff voice.  Without looking back, he vaulted away with incredible speed until the night claimed him.
The gun tumbled from Alexia's hands and she dropped to her knees.
"Jesus Christ!  What the hell just happened?" Victor said coming from behind a concrete planter.
Alexia almost threw up.  Then she remembered Jackson.  She ran inside, down the dim corridor, and into the pitch black examination room.  Her foot found the guard's flashlight first.  She picked it up and tried the power button.  It didn't work.  She felt the lens and discovered the cap holding it on had jarred loose enough for the light bulb to lose contact.  After twisting it, the light came on.
Victor yelped like a frightened child.  Alexia stared at the grisly sight.  The security guard's torso lay across the toppled table Alexia had been hiding near before Wood had torn it from its anchors and flung it aside.  His entrails spread along the table.  Gobs of blood and flesh were spattered on the ceiling and walls.  Puddles had formed underneath.  Brains spilled from his ruptured skull and oozed on the floor.
This was worse than the van.  The driver had hardly been identifiable.  In this case, the guard's face was a mask of agony barely attached to a body that might have been hit by a train and dragged for miles.  She directed the light away and ran for the back door.
Ragged metal hinges hung where the door once had.  Streaks of blood ran up and down the concrete floor, starting at the open doors of the coroner's van.  One man from the coroner's office lay facedown where the door had been.  Alexia followed the blood and found the van driver's body crushed against the electrical breaker box.  Seared flesh and boiled blood perfumed the air.  Victor cursed and gagged.  The sounds of vomit splashing on the floor followed seconds later.
"Jackson," she yelled.  She repeated herself.  The only answer was Victor's heaving.
Alexia played the flashlight up and down the short rectangular bay.  She ran to the van and looked inside.  A dark hump lay in the back.  A lump in her throat quickly turned to tears.  She gingerly touched him.  Jackson groaned.  She pulled out her phone and dialed 911.
An ambulance arrived from Grady Memorial within minutes.  Alexia opened the back door and made the med techs enter there to avoid the grotesque sight in the examination room.  Officers with the Atlanta P.D. showed up in droves when the word got out that a lunatic had injured Jackson.  An electrician showed up and restored power after the CSI crew peeled the body off the breaker box.
A dour-faced detective approached Alexia after the ambulance left with Jackson.  "Broken arms, broken collarbone, cracked ribs, and more bruises than I could count.  What in the fuck happened to him?"
"Will he make it?"
"He's stable.  You gonna answer my question?"
Victor interposed himself between them.  "He was attacked by a very violent psychopath."
"In the fucking morgue?  Nothing short of a car wreck or stampeding bull could've done that damage."  The detective pointed in the general direction of the examination room.  "Don't even make me bring up that poor guard's condition.  I want details."
"Are you familiar with IARE?"
"Oh shit.  We got religious extremists doing this?  You tell me where they are and I'll put every man we got on it."
"We can't," Victor said.
"Look, I'm acting chief detective 'til Jackson is healed.  I won't deal with your FBI territorial bullshit.  I have men screaming for blood.  You got me?"
"I'm sure you have concerns, officer."
"That's Detective Evans to you buddy."
"Whatever."  Victor dismissed him with a wave.  "Detective Evans, this crime isn't like that.  I wish I could give you more information, but suffice it to say that this goes well beyond a bunch of rednecks handling snakes."
"You say a single psychopath did this?  We involved in some federal super-soldier cover-up?"
"I cannot confirm anything," Victor said.
Evans shook his head.  "Not good enough, pal.  You better hope Jackson makes it or I'll spread this crime scene over local television and tell them the FBI is covering up crucial evidence."
Victor's eyes narrowed to slits.  "Do you value your career, Detective?"
Evans stepped into Victor's personal space.  "Your threats might work on a rookie, you fucking feeb, but not with me."  Evans jabbed a finger into Victor's chest.  "You ruin me, I'll fucking hunt you down and kill you.  Got it?"
Victor's face paled.  "Certainly you don't know who you're dealing with."
The corner of Evans's mouth curled into a grin.  "Nothing more dangerous than a man with nothing to lose, eh?  I better get details soon."  He turned and left.
"That went well," Alexia said.
"Your comments are not appreciated, Sciouris."  Victor leaned against the wall and stared at the ground. 
"You saw the fight?" Alexia asked.
"Yes.  Out of the ordinary.  You understand why we can't tell the locals about this.  Who would believe it?"
She hated to admit it, but Victor was right on that count.  Anyone else who could confirm her story was dead or unconscious.  "What about the guy who saved me?"
"Did you consider that he might be the killer?"
"Why would the killer help me?  Maybe he feels guilty that his victims are rising from the dead and massacring anyone who happens to be nearby?"  She snorted.  "I doubt it."
"Just tossing out suggestions."
Alexia sighed.  "I'll go write this up."
"Remember, send it only to me," Victor said.
"I remember."  She went outside to her car and tapped away on the laptop.  The tingling sensation had finally subsided after the fight between the creature and the man, but as she worked, it started up again.  This time the feeling was more subtle.
Alexia looked around.  Most of the cops were inside or out front gathering evidence.  A group stood just outside the back door, smoking and chatting.  Movement to their left drew her attention.  Recognition set in.  It was the girl from the alley.  She was peering at the cops from the corner of the building.  Alexia set down her laptop and slid out of the car.  Keeping low, she humped it over to the concrete barrier separating the parking lot from the one next door.
She stopped and watched the girl.  The girl took a step forward and the air swallowed her whole.  Alexia's eyes widened and her jaw went slack.  She walked over to the police and stared at the air.  One of the cops offered her a cigarette.  She almost took it.
Something out of the ordinary, indeed.  None of this could be real, but it was.  Aliens maybe?  It was the only scientific explanation for these events.  Victor seemed to know and accept whatever was happening based on inside knowledge.  Somehow Alexia needed to find out what Victor knew.








Chapter 13

Against her better judgment, Tollee decided to swing by the morgue after escaping Lucas.  Martin still wanted the body.  She wanted redemption.  Apparently, neither would get what they wanted tonight.  As one might expect, the morgue was filled with dead bodies.  Oddly enough, those bodies belonged to cops and people who worked there.  Even worse, whatever had happened the last time seemed to have repeated itself.
She wondered if Lucas had massacred these people.  Given the earlier events and his psychotic behavior, it certainly seemed plausible, even likely.  Martin would probably massacre her for failing to retrieve the second body.  Tollee shivered.  The disfigured bodies looked worse from within the Blight than they would in the normal world.  Coupled with the chum wandering the scene it took all her willpower not to barf.  She wondered briefly if her puke would stay in the Blight or vanish.
She took some pictures with her cell phone and left.  Outside, she dashed to the corner of the building and slipped back into Normal.  She'd mostly recovered from the earlier chase but craved vodka.  It didn't take much to charge her energy levels, but tonight she might finish off a fifth of it.  It'd be great if it got her drunk as well but the last time she'd tried to that, she'd ended up so wired and full of energy that it took a night of running to burn off the excess so she could get some sleep.
Energy drinks that chum seemed to adore so much only made her tired.  Maybe that's what she should've consumed after her failed intoxication attempt.  What would be really nice was another Scion who could fill her in on why the heck things worked they way they did.
She entered the Blight and sped for Martin's.  She wondered if other seekers had a term for Blight hopping.  "Blopping" might be a good one.  Maybe when she met experienced seekers she could offer that gem to them.  It had to at least be on par with whatever genius had coined the term "blog" out of "web log".   She already had a concocted term describing tonight's events.  Terribad.
The door was unlocked.  Martin could probably sense anyone or anything entering the door anyway.  She walked back to his study where he waited by his favorite window.
"I almost died tonight," Tollee said, though he already knew.  She hoped an ounce of pity might spare her his full wrath since she'd failed to retrieve the body yet again.
"I believe we have a problem."
"No, really?  Everything's going according to plan."  A shock pulsed through her head.  She stumbled back and gasped at the needles of agony in her brain.  Hot tears welled in her eyes.
"I'll not tolerate insolence, girl.  Keep your petulant comments to yourself."
Her cheeks burned.  She forced herself not to punch a hole in the wall.  "Yes sir."
"I believe our tool is psychotic.  That would explain why I have such difficulty controlling him and why he came undone and gave chase."
"It's happening again isn't it?  He scared the hell out of me.  If you'd seen his eyes you'd understand.  And that bird freaked me out.  It knew my name."
"Bird?  Explain."
She described the scene.  "I've seen that bird, or at least one that looked identical to it once, a year ago after the first big failure."
Martin blanched.  He slumped into his chair.  "God almighty.  A myna bird."
Unease wormed into Tollee's stomach.  If Martin was as concerned as he looked, this couldn't be good.  "You gonna tell me what that means?"
"History, child."
"Yeah, well you've kinda neglected that part of my education."
"I know you lack a formal education, but our known history is in my library.  At least the history that survived the Founders War."
"Just tell me what's so horrible about the friggin' bird."
He narrowed his eyes.
"Please?" she asked with a sheepish grin.
"During the Victorian era when the Scion factions were relatively young, a newly minted arbiter found a Welsh immigrant who'd died seconds before from the cold.  The arbiter managed to revive him.  The immigrant, simply referred to as Cross in the history texts, was a latent executor."
"And he had a pet myna?"
Martin took out his pipe and clenched it in his teeth for a few seconds, seeming to contemplate something.  "The arbiter explained the Covenant and duties of an executor which, by the way, was a new concept at the time.  Cross, of course, agreed to everything.  What sounds better, staying dead or turning super human?"
"Right, but if he agreed to the Covenant…"
"A few months after, the authorities found bodies with stones on them.  All the victims were Scions."
A sick feeling rose in Tollee's stomach.  It sounded awfully close to their activities.  "And then the myna showed up?"
"Yes.  After the first few deaths, word on the street was that a man with black birds following him was committing the murders.  People claimed that the birds appeared from nowhere when a murder was about to happen and if they listened, the birds spoke their names.  Most of that is likely superstition and rumor."
"So the birds are harbingers of doom?"
"Perhaps mynas have some connection to the foreknowledge of death or the afterlife."
Tollee's mouth went dry.  Was she going to die soon?  "Why mynas?  I always thought sparrows or ravens had those connections."
Martin pulled the pipe out of his mouth.  "You read too many trashy horror novels, girl.  Needless to say, Cross was found to be the killer and imprisoned for the rest of his natural life."  He opened his mouth as if to continue but instead clamped down on the pipe again.
"And?"
"I already know you didn't retrieve the body again.  Care to explain?"
Tollee's stomach twisted.  "Lucas Fowler killed some chum again and made off with the body."
"We may have to dispose of him.  He's becoming unstable."
"Becoming?  He's already there.  Not only that, but did you know he can look into the Blight?"
Martin's pipe dropped from his mouth and into his lap.  "How do you know?"
"I watched him do it.  If you were looking at me from within the Blight, you'd see my aura glowing.  If I looked inside the Blight without actually entering, my body would still glow, but my eyes wouldn't.  Lucas did that and looked right at me."
"Perhaps his psychosis is activating other latent abilities."
"Scions don't share core abilities.  You've told me that a million times.  Seekers can enter the Blight.  Executors are the strongest and can use the stones to channel essence.  Arbiters can look into the mind."
Martin smiled.  "But futurists can enter the Blight."
Tollee scrunched her forehead.  "What are they?"
"Futurists are what you might call advanced seekers.  Of course you won't find one now.  The last one died during Cross's murder spree."
"And what happened to him?"
"Her.  Serena was one of Cross's victims."
"Could she tell the future?"
He shrugged.  "Some said she could.  She wasn't active for long before Cross murdered her."
Futurists?  That sounded like pure fantasy.  "Back to Lucas, how do you explain his ability to view the Blight?"
"The Transcendist faction has an explanation for you.  They believe every chum is a latent Scion."
Tollee snorted.  "Yeah, right."
"Don't laugh, I used to be a Transcendist."
"And you buy into that?"
"Perhaps.  They believe every chum has a switch that will activate their abilities."
"I thought only Scions have switches.  Have you ever looked for one in a chum?"
"Of course.  I used to do it regularly as part of my duties when I was an active member.  That was the very thing that made me interested in the afterlife."  He seemed to take the puzzled look Tollee made as a request for elaboration.  "Every Scion has a quantum link to the Blight.  Beyond that, some very gifted and sensitive arbiters such as yours truly have discovered possible links leading to other places, perhaps other quantum pockets in the universe."
"In other words, one of those might be the afterlife."
"Indeed.  Our energy auras are neither created nor destroyed.  They only take on another form.  The question is how do we find out where it goes once separated from our physical shells?"
"When I watched the stones in action," Tollee said, "The light they suck out vanishes a few inches from their source.  You'd think it might get weak like a flashlight beam, but it doesn't.  It just cuts off.  Maybe the stones open a scar into the afterlife and the essence drifts through."
"Smart girl."
"Do chum go to the afterlife?"
He raised an eyebrow.  "Chum do possess a similar energy, but stones do nothing to channel it.  It is another avenue I intend to investigate once this phase draws to a conclusion."
"You can't keep using Lucas.  He's gone mad."
Martin put the pipe in his teeth again.  "Let's give him one more go.  I may need to borrow your eyes when the time comes."
"You've got to be kidding.  Do you know how close he came to killing me?"
"Indeed.  But if he's truly exhibiting other core abilities, he may be more valuable than I could have hoped."
Tollee groaned.  "Don't you see this is a repeat of what happened a year ago?  You're asking for trouble.  I may not be as smart as you, but I can see it plain as the eye pits on chum."
"I understand, child.  God's business is more important than your misgivings, however.  Our tool is special for a reason.  It may be time for God to reveal the path."  Martin muttered and withdrew into himself.  Several minutes later he flinched when he noticed Tollee still standing nearby.  "Prepare the next mark."
Tollee opened her mouth, closed it.  Martin was beyond listening to her comments, complaints, or suggestions.  She finished off the contents of her flask and tucked it inside her small backpack.  Religion wasn't her forte but she wished she had someone to pray to.  Martin rarely mentioned God.  His whole take on the afterlife seemed grounded more in science than religion.  Now he was starting to scare her with all the "God and his path" stuff.  She entered the Blight in a hurry after realizing that he might be tuning in her thoughts.  Then again, he seemed pretty consumed right now.  This was getting bad.  Terribad.
She needed to get out.  The factions were starting to look like a viable alternative.  Unfortunately, it wouldn't be easy to leave Martin.  He'd once told her that after an arbiter attached another Scion to themselves, that connection was permanent and unbreakable.  Was that true, or had he lied about it to keep her from leaving him?  Everything he'd told her was truthful enough, but he was probably hiding far more than he was telling her.
She stowed those thoughts and decided to see how the next experiment went.  The twist in her guts told her it wouldn't go well at all.








Chapter 14

Lucas stared at the grocery store.  It wouldn't open for another two hours and he couldn't wait.  He had to eat, had to replenish himself after all the running and fighting.  A long bruise ran from his shoulder to his forearm where he'd collided with the woman.  Already, it was healing, spots of the bruise turning a healthy pink again.  Speed, strength, fast healing—it all seemed like a great package.  Except for the insane murdering aspect.  He shook his head.  That woman was supposed to be dead.  He'd killed her.  Instead, she was alive.  More than that, she was super-powered and insane.  Just like him.
The nauseating twists in his stomach had been overpowering.  Fighting had been difficult when it felt like he needed to throw up every second he was close to her.  He still wasn't sure how he'd come out on top in that fight.  Lucas had taken wrestling in high school, but that was quite a departure from fisticuffs with an insane super woman.  Another disturbing thought occurred.  Maybe he wasn't killing people.  Maybe the ender was really a hypodermic needle filled with mind-corrupting strength serum and Lucas was the government's way of testing it out on the public.
If he was caught, people would chalk it up to the act of one lunatic while the government got away clean.  It made sense.  They'd used it and some mind-control serum on Lucas and now he was administering different strains of the same stuff.  No wonder the poor lady had gone crazy.  But the more he considered that scenario, the more absurd it seemed.  Something deep in his gut told him this was different.  He was killing people and that woman hadn't stayed dead.  What about David Young, his first victim?  He could be alive and insane.  Maybe running around killing people too.
Lucas glanced at the clock on the bank across the street.  He couldn't wait any longer.  Trying to summon his strength, he ran toward the doors.  His pace remained average.  His legs faltered.  He was sucking wind halfway across the parking lot.
"Come on, I'm starving," he said to himself.  His body didn't respond.  His stomach rumbled.  A touch of nausea made him sway.  A strong urge to eat seized him.  His muscles tightened.  Instinct, desire, or some trigger had finally worked.  He blurred across the parking lot and smashed through the doors, trying to avert his face from the camera overhead.  Lucas reached the produce section and made for the carrots.  Any sort of vegetable seemed to hit the spot, but he'd discovered carrots or turnips worked especially well.  Fewer carrots worked faster than larger bulks of other vegetables.  Turnips worked almost as fast, but he preferred the taste of carrots.  That, plus he was tired of going to the bathroom all the time.  Way too much fiber in his diet now.
He snatched a two-pound bag of carrots and ate them on the spot.  Before his speed and strength abandoned him, he grabbed one more bag and blurred out of the store until he was well away from it.  There had to be a better way to handle this.  Carrots didn't cost that much but he never had any with him when he really needed a hit.
The thought almost made him laugh.  Almost.  Instead, the faces of his victims rose up from memory and glared at him.  Guilt overpowered everything else.  He'd killed people and carrots were taking priority.  Disgusting.  Had his murderous side really dulled his value of life so much?  He had to do something.
When Lucas arrived at his apartment, he chucked several carrots in the blender and set it to liquefy.  After a brief search of the cabinets, he turned up a plastic container with a screw top and poured the soupy results inside.  Now he had lunch already made.  The container was too large to carry with him, so he stuck it in the fridge.  To be on the safe side, he called his usual grocery store and asked them to deliver a couple of five-pound bags of carrots and an assortment of other groceries for the sake of variety.
He grabbed his wallet and walked to the hardware store a few blocks away.  With the help of a clerk, they measured off twenty feet of thick chain and found two of the sturdiest padlocks in stock.  Lucas told the clerk it was for pulling a tree trunk out of the ground.  Even though most of the surrounding area was taken up with concrete, condos, and shopping centers, the clerk didn't ask any questions.
Back at the apartment, Lucas unloaded his purchases.  The grocery store kid showed up a few minutes later with his delivery.
"I got something for ya," the boy said.
"My carrots?"
"No, I mean about that other thing you asked me about."
Lucas arched his eyebrows.  "Oh?"
"Charity work.  You was interested in it, right?"
"Yeah, that's right.  I'd forgotten."
"My mom was real proud of me asking about it.  I think she figured I was gonna do it."  The boy laughed.  "Anyway, she made a list."
Lucas took the list from the boy's outstretched hand.  He paid for the groceries and gave the boy a tip.  Nothing would make up for Lucas's crimes, but he might be able to use his abilities for good while he tried to figure out how to stop the bad.  The list had some good ideas:  Habitat for Humanity, the animal shelter, serving food at the homeless shelter.  In the meantime, however, Lucas was going to ground himself.
Literally.
In the utility closet in the middle of the apartment, a steel support beam exited the concrete floor and entered the ceiling.  It would come in handy now.  Lucas took the padlock keys and stuck them atop the kitchen cabinets.  He went back to the utility room, looped a section of the chain he'd purchased around the beam and locked it with a padlock.  He wrapped the other end of the chain around his waist twice until it was tight and only mildly uncomfortable then padlocked it.  He braced his foot against the brick wall, grabbed the chain near the pipe, and tugged with all his might.  The beam didn't move.  He was set.
The chain was long enough for him to reach the bathroom, his bedroom and most of the apartment.  He could reach the keys with the help of the broom or flyswatter to pull them off the cabinets.  At least this way if pure instinct took over, he might not have the state of mind to get the keys.
A phone rang.  Lucas looked on his desk and saw a new cell phone, different from the last mysterious one.
"Fuck you," he said.  He snatched it off the table, opened the front door, and was able to toss it into the woods even though the chain jerked him short.
After closing the door, he waited and watched, expecting his ears to pop and hairs on his neck to rise.  Nothing happened.  Several minutes later, he went to the fridge, grabbed his liquefied carrot mix, and drank it down.  It was thick and goopy but easier than crunching through five pounds of carrots with his teeth.
Lucas looked at his calendar and sighed.  He had two major website projects to finish for a client.  With all the murder, mayhem, and general insanity, he'd accomplished nothing in the past few days.  He needed to email his contact, tell her his cell phone was gone in case she tried to contact him.  At some point, he'd need to venture out to the store and purchase another rather than wait for another to materialize from thin air.
Something occurred to him.  Each time he'd gone crazy and killed someone, it had been because of a picture on a cell phone.  He couldn't very well avoid looking at pictures, not if he planned to do any work on his computer.  He had to hunt down the source of this issue.  The young girl he'd chased might be the Rosetta stone to all his problems.  Or she might be just like him, another superhuman predator prowling the streets.
Lucas moved the mouse on his computer to deactivate the screen saver.  Instead of the usual desktop background, the picture of a young black man, probably in his early twenties, looked back.  His hair was short and black, his nose thin and tapered, and his eyes brown.  He wore a blue oxford hanging loose over khaki pants and a tie that was pulled partially loose.
The details sank in fast and deep even though Lucas closed the picture a second after opening it.  He closed his eyes and saw the man in perfect detail.  Dread ate at his stomach.  It was too late now.  He checked the chain on his waist to make sure there was no way to slip out of it.  Soon, it would be the only thing keeping that man alive, provided a similar chain of events was about to occur.
Then again, he felt fine—
A young black man lay on the road at Lucas's feet.  Stones covered his mouth and eyes.  Well-manicured lawns and cookie-cutter houses lined the road.  A dog yapped in the distance.  Overhead, a streetlamp hummed.
"Where am I?"  Lucas stumbled backward.  His ribs and waist ached.  The chain was gone.  Deep bruises circled his waist where it had secured him.  His hands felt raw.
Lucas looked at the body again.  He dropped to his knees and tugged on the stones.  They wouldn't budge no matter how hard he tried.  The body twitched with each attempt.  They seemed to be adhered to the bone.  Tears burned in his eyes and ran down his face.  Sobs shook his body.  He was a slave.  A murdering slave.  There was only one solution to a creature like him.



Suicide.





Chapter 15

Tollee bit back tears as she watched Lucas tug on the stones.  The man was in agony.  She would be too if Martin made her kill Scions.  She'd found the marks, chosen them, helped Martin prepare them.  In truth, she was as guilty as Lucas.  No, actually he was the innocent in all this.  He'd suffered so much already.  There was probably a special place in Martin's so-called afterlife for people like her.
"God damn you to hell, Martin," she said, not caring if he was listening in on her at that moment.  This was it, her last one.  Martin had forced the event in a quiet suburb just outside the city limits.  The body would be safe to take before most people woke up.  They'd never know about it.
Lucas pounded the asphalt as sobs tore into him.  The asphalt cratered under his fists while skinning his knuckles raw.  After what seemed an eternity, he stood and wiped his face.  Tollee hoped he'd leave.  Instead, he bent down and picked up the victim, Simion Moore, and hefted the body over his shoulder.  He looked around.  Got his bearings.  Set out toward town.
Tollee slipped into the Blight and cursed.  Yet again, Lucas was making things difficult.  Maybe this time he wouldn't go crazy and slaughter a roomful of chum.  In fact, he seemed to be in control of himself now.  Sort of.  She followed him as he plodded down the road, taking a back road with little traffic.  When a car approached, he'd duck to the side of the road, look around, move on.
What did he have in mind?  A proper burial?  With the man flopping over his shoulder, the light from the stones created a glow against Lucas's back.  He trudged on.  Not once did he try to run.  Why he was content to go so slow confused Tollee.  Then she saw how tired he looked and the reason clicked into place.  He couldn't summon his abilities at will.  That explained a lot.  At this rate, it'd take him the rest of the night to get home if that's where he was going.
Tollee tried to keep track of the time.  If Lucas couldn't use his abilities, she could wait until the stones were finished and simply snatch the body from him.  Relief flooded her.  Things might work out this time.  She phased back to Normal, feeling confident and quite a bit braver.
The fourth hour from the time of death had just started when Lucas stumbled and fell, dropping the body in the process.  Simion Moore came to rest on his back, spread-eagled on a street near downtown.  Dilapidated buildings crowded under broken street lamps.  Miles of overhead wiring wound its way from pole to pole between buildings and along the street.  Old cars lined a street pockmarked with potholes and scarred with cracks.  Tollee guessed this place wouldn't look much worse for the wear from within the Blight.
Speaking of which, she took a peek at the body through the Blight to confirm the essence was still coming from the stones.  The body's glow had dimmed noticeably over the last half hour, so it was almost done.  She checked out the buildings and street.  Aside from the dead vegetation and excess peeling paint, the area really didn't look much worse in the Blight.  In fact, it almost looked better.
She switched back to Normal view and watched Lucas.  He tried to rise, staggered, and dropped into a sitting position.  He wouldn't be carrying the body again anytime soon.  That should make the task of snatching it pretty easy.  Martin could finally have his lab rat.  After delivery, however, it would be time for a change.  A major one. 
Martin had told her nothing except bad things about the factions, neglecting to mention his past affiliation with the Transcendists and the fanatical belief in God he nurtured.  Tollee was eighteen now.  An adult.  She couldn't remain ignorant of the real Scions just because Martin was like a father to her. It was time to choose her path and follow it.  She phased into the Blight just in case he might be eavesdropping on her thoughts.  It was stupid not to be careful.
The light from the stones had faded to dull orange like sparks from a dying camp fire.  Not long after, the last ember rose and vanished.  Time to collect.  She waited for a moment more to see if the stones fell off of their own accord.  They didn't, but it probably wasn't important.
Tollee pulled out her flask and took a long swig just in case.  Lucas was trying to push himself into gear.  He might figure out how to use his speed again and she didn't want to get caught with her pants down.  She approached to within several yards when the stones lit up again.  She stopped.  Backed away.  Rather than sparks rising from a campfire, the stones resembled black holes sucking the light from a star.  A sickly yellowish light spun with black oily tendrils poured from the invisible seam in the air like a wisp of smoke hanging, then caught in a vortex of wind.
What was going on?  She dialed Martin on her cell, forgetting that she was still in the Blight.  The phone notified her there was no signal.  She turned the camera to video mode and recorded the spectacle.  Lucas remained oblivious but his face abruptly contorted.  He started jerking his head in every direction, searching, perhaps sensing something was wrong.  Tollee lost track of time, but her cell phone showed fifteen minutes had passed.
The light stopped.  Lucas convulsed.  His face reddened and his eyes bugged.  The body jerked in one large spasm.  Lucas dropped to all fours and puked a big pile of orange goo.  Behind him, Simion Moore pushed himself up on all fours then stood, wobbling like a poorly controlled puppet.  Lucas spun into a seated position, knees crooked and arms supporting him.  He and Moore stared wide-eyed at each other for several seconds that ticked off like hours to Tollee.
Moore groaned.  His mouth opened but no words came out, only mangled noises.  From within the Blight, Tollee noticed his glow was almost as bright as Lucas's and definitely brighter than it had been before his death, but it was wrong.  Instead of white, it had an amber tint to it flecked with dark oily streaks.  Martin was wrong about the stones.  They didn't kill the Scions at all.  They corrupted them.
"Where?" Moore asked, the vowels croaking out like he had a terrible speech impediment.
Lucas stood, green-faced, clutching his stomach.  He gagged again and backed away.  Moore advanced, speaking in slurred tones.  He shook his fists.  Lucas took refuge behind an old nineteen-seventies Ford.  Moore screamed at a pitch that nearly made Tollee wet her pants.  She shivered and almost dropped the phone.  Moore slammed his fists on the car.  The roof caved.  Windows cracked and shattered.  Moore screamed again.  Porch lights came on up and down the streets.  Dogs started barking.
"Calm down," Lucas said.  "I'm so sorry.  Forgive me."
"Speak me?" Moore said back in a shout.  "Speak see hear me?"  The door of the car he'd been beating on popped open as the bent metal stressed the latch.  Moore grabbed it, tore it from the hinges and launched it at Lucas.
Lucas ducked.  The door skidded and sparked down the road.  Slammed into another old car.
"I'm gonna call the cops you gangsters," an elderly black woman said from the porch closest to the car.  "That's my son's new car."
Moore's head jerked in her direction.  He flashed toward her.  Lucas jumped in his way.  Moore swatted him aside like a bug and Lucas slammed against the Ford's windshield.  The woman screamed.  Tollee snapped her cell phone shut and exited the Blight.
"Over here you idiot," she yelled.
Moore skidded to a stop, his feet raising a cloud of dust in the barren front yard.  His eyes narrowed.  Tollee's knees wobbled as she felt the sheer malevolence emanating from those eyes.  Moore charged at her.  She phased into the Blight and dodged aside.
"Catch me now, moron," she said as Moore stopped in the middle of the street, his eyes searching.
Lucas, she noticed, wasn't moving.  His mouth was agape, arms wide.  Shattered safety glass coated his chest.  Dead, probably.  Poor guy.  Moore's aura flickered, the black taint spreading and narrowing as his head jerked spasmodically, looking at the surroundings.  His eyes darkened to pitch and locked onto Tollee.
This couldn't be happening.  Moore was an executor like Lucas.  How could he possibly be looking into the Blight?  Lucas groaned, stood up, and brushed the glass off his shirt.  Moore ignored him.  Lucas's body tensed.  Moore's aura melted away like he'd just walked through a waterfall.  He was in the Blight.
Tollee stuttered something.  Wet warmth gathered in her crotch.  Her body went on automatic and she slipped back into Normal right in front of Lucas.  He cried out and backed away.  Tollee hardly saw him.  She focused her concentration on a streetlamp far down the road and the Blight hopped to it.  She looked back.  Moore had slipped back to Normal, but his eyes were pits of black against his aura.  He saw her and ran, his legs churning.  Tollee gathered her wits and locked onto another streetlamp as far as she could see.  She hopped again, looked back, ran.  Thunder clapped.  Moore appeared at the first lamp.  The lamppost screeched and bent.  The lamp exploded.  Moore's body flicked out at one area and appeared in the Blight several yards behind Tollee.  A sonic boom ripped the air.  She screamed.
He was Blight hopping too.
The chase from the previous night played back through her mind.  For the second time she was in serious danger of dying.  She phased back to Normal and dialed Martin on her cell.  It beeped a battery warning at her.  Martin answered.    She took in a lungful of air and screamed for help.  The battery died.
Moore appeared behind her, less than twenty yards away.  His shoes had flown off at some point and his dress socks were flopping loose.  She might have found it humorous if not for the murderous look in his maniacal eyes.  Tollee managed a series of hops, trying every trick in the book from vertical hops to roofs and perpendicular ones.  Moore never lost sight of her.  This was impossible.  An experienced seeker might manage this, but not some loon who'd never done this before.
Tollee was in the middle of downtown now.  The buildings were too tall for her to see their roofs for vertical hops.  She had one last trick left that had to work before her energy reserves gave out.  She looked back at Moore then further back beyond him.  A trash bin sat next to a street lamp.  She focused on it.  Saw a pink glob of gum affixed to the gray metal.  Her mind took a snapshot.  She hopped.
Moore was ahead of her by a good hundred yards now.  She kept her forward momentum and veered right down a narrow street that took her out of the skyscrapers and toward some older condos and houses.  Her legs wobbled.  She took another look behind, ran a few more yards, and stopped behind a large oak tree.  Her flask had two more draws of vodka left, which she consumed.  Her energy level was at a deficit.  She needed more liquor.  A bum occupied a park bench on the sidewalk in front of a canary yellow house.  She pulled the newspapers off him and found a half-empty bottle of bourbon.
The body odor nearly knocked her out.  The fact that he was chum, however didn't seem to matter so much with her life riding the line.  She gulped greedily.  The bum stirred.
"My muse!  You drinkin' my muse," he said, and grabbed at the nearly empty bottle.
Tollee pushed him away and finished the bottle.  The bum stopped howling and started cursing at something else.  Tollee spun.  The bottle dropped from her fingers and clattered on the concrete.  Moore stood only a hundred feet away.  His lips curled back into a snarl.  His pants were gone, modesty preserved by only a pair of striped boxers.  One sock was missing but the other still flopped from one foot.
Lucas flicked into existence directly behind Moore.  Grabbed the demonic man by the neck, and jerked him off his feet.  Moore clawed and kicked.  Lucas's biceps bulged.  His face reddened.  A crunch echoed down the street as Moore's neck broke.  His arms and legs flopped loose.  Lucas dropped the body and looked at Tollee.
"Help me," he said.  "What's happened to me?"
"I wish I knew," Tollee said.
"How can you not know?  For God's sake, tell me why I'm killing people."
Moore's body convulsed.  His eyes fluttered open.  Tollee screamed.  The liquor burned like rocket fuel in her.  She jetted away without thinking.  Without caring about direction.
* * * * *
Lucas's stomach lurched.  His gorge rose.  He couldn't fight this creature again.  The man's body flailed and his eyes rolled back in his head.  Lucas ran for home.
On the way, he raided another grocery store and devoured carrots, replenishing his dwindling energy reserves.  The girl was real.  She'd spoken to him, but she looked so young and ignorant.  Why had she been at both murder scenes?  Lucas reconsidered the word "murder".  It didn't apply here.  He was doing something much worse to these people, turning them into superhuman lunatics.  Just like him.
His abilities apparently operated on a deep instinctual level.  After the man had flung him against the car, his body had finally reacted, albeit slowly.  He had to learn how to control those abilities but that would take time.  If all his victims had turned into these creatures, how many other people would die by their hands while he learned how to fight them?
Too many.








Chapter 16

Alexia stared at the Atlanta newspaper's headline:  Four Homeless Brutally Slain.  According to a surviving eye witness, a crazed black man wearing only boxer shorts, a ripped shirt, and one sock had killed and mutilated a homeless man near downtown Atlanta then ripped into three more who were sleeping under a bus shelter across the street.  The survivor claimed the murderer had picked up his victims and slammed them around like rag dolls while screaming nonsensical phrases like, "Open you.  Feel you."
That meant another ritual killing with those accursed stones had taken place and another walking dead was out there.  She'd hardly slept all night, her mind wandering the possibilities.  The man who'd saved her was the missing link.  He seemed to be the only one who could stop these creatures.
She called Grady Memorial Hospital to check on Jackson but he still hadn't regained consciousness.  After talking to the police dispatcher, he patched her through to Detective Evans.  She asked him if he'd made any progress.
"We're bone dry here," he said.  "I got Jackson's notes on my computer but haven't had a chance to look 'em over."
"Can you email them to me?"
"Yeah.  Let me know if you find something."
"I will."
"I fuckin' mean it.  Excuse my tone, but Jackson was my mentor.  I want the son of a bitch what did this to him."
"You and me both, Detective."
She received the files in an hour and pored over them.  Most were in terse, short descriptions.  One elicited a grim laugh from her.  Jackson had described her theory about the butcher shop break-in link as "too weak to pull a greasy string out of a goat's ass."  He added that he'd instructed any similar robberies to be noted and forwarded to his email.  The feeling of pin pricks worked down her neck.  The tingle, the extra sense, whatever her mental aberration was had just told her something.
Check it out.
She called Evans again.  He had someone forward her any emails with grocery stores mentioned in them.  Sixteen in all.  Twelve bore no similarities to the butcher shop break-in, but the other four revved her tingle into high gear.  Two stores reported that mass quantities of produce had been consumed on site and the other two said all their carrots had been stolen.  Alexia couldn't help but laugh at the bizarre nature of the robberies.  The cops' comments in the emails were almost as funny.
One theorized that the Easter Bunny had escaped from the North Pole.  Another figured a mob of vegans had done it.  "Anyone up for a salad?" asked another cop.  The last cop mused in colorful language about the contents of the robber's feces and whether he'd suffer from diarrhea.
Alexia pulled up Google maps, pinned each murder and robbery location, correlating the dates of each.  In every case, the murders had occurred farther and farther out from the city center.  The grocery store robberies were grouped on the east side near Decatur.  The robberies that occurred on the same dates as the murders were almost in a straight line of travel.  One wasn't.  It was a little further out than the rest.  Aside from that one, the others were all within the same zip code.
A door slammed shut outside.  She went to the window and saw Victor walking to the parking lot from his hotel room, cell phone to ear.  His hands gestured in rapid jerks.  He shook his head and stopped walking.  His shoulders tensed.  From the way his head bobbed, she could tell the conversation was intense, maybe angry.  She grabbed her keys and purse.
Victor's shoulders relaxed and he nodded.  He put his phone away and climbed into his rental car, a white Chevy sport-utility vehicle.  He pulled out of the parking lot and turned left onto the highway.  Alexia shot out to her rental, a tiny Honda, and took the same route.  The summer sun glared off the hulking SUV like a beacon.  Alexia stayed several car-lengths back as each traffic light collected vehicles then released them to the next red light.
After what seemed an eternity of stop-and-go traffic, Victor turned onto a side street.  Alexia let a car turn in front of her so she'd a have a buffer in case Victor looked back.  Through his rear window, she could make out the screen of a GPS navigator affixed to his windshield.  He didn't know how to get where he was going.  He might be meeting someone he worked for or with.
They wended through several back streets and arrived at a large cemetery.  Victor pulled down a road which cut through the cemetery, passed between rows of headstones, and ended at a parking lot.  Cars lined the road.  The parking lot was full.  Across the green landscape, Alexia spotted a funeral service taking place.  Victor circled the parking lot and parallel parked at the end of the long row of cars.  Alexia squeezed the Honda between a pickup truck and a tree.
She hopped out and scanned the area for Victor.  Spotted him walking at a swift gait toward a towering mausoleum across the parking lot.  By staying on the opposite side of the rows of parked cars, she was able to keep out of his line of sight.  He hardly glanced back, apparently confident nobody was following although Alexia had suspicions that Victor was not an experienced investigator.
The cemetery road continued on the other side of the mausoleum and exited on another road.  A white compact car approached from that direction.  She scurried up to the doors of the mausoleum.  She peeked inside and caught sight of Victor as he passed the visitor registration and turned a corner.
Inside, the marble walls were lined with the names of the interred.  Flower arrangements and other sentimental odds and ends lay on the floor next to the final resting place of the dearly departed.  Ahead, footsteps echoed off the marble tiles and stopped.  A door on the other side banged shut.  Silence took over.  Thankful that her soft-soled shoes were quiet, Alexia crept toward the glass door, peeked through it.  She slipped through it and took a position behind a row of interment niches.
Victor's voice broke the silence.  "I have information you'll want."
"The last few times have been particularly unsatisfying," said the deep voice of another man.
Electricity spiked down Alexia's back.  Her sense apparently considered that man important.
"What about ritual killings involving stones?" Victor asked.
"Stones?"  The man's tone inched up a notch.  "Explain."
"On each victim's eyes and mouth."
A short silence ensued until the other man spoke again.  "Describe everything."
Victor went on about the stones and the zombie-like victims, saving the fight between Alexia's savior and Maria Wood for last.  He tossed in the newspaper story about the homeless massacre as well.
"Look, I recorded some of the fight on my cell phone."
Alexia gritted her teeth.  He hadn't mentioned that to her.
"Wait here," the man said.  A door clicked shut a moment later.
Tapping noises echoed.  Alexia risked a peek.  Victor was tapping his foot on the floor.  She couldn't see the exit door but heard it open and close.
"You've done well, Victor," the man said.  "Keep us informed and you may earn your request."
"Haven't I earned it already?  Can't you—"
"Your request is one which breaks our covenant.  For continuing your loyal services, we may grant an exception to you.  But we need more.  We need names, especially the perpetrators of these crimes."
Victor cursed.  "Fine.  Promise me once I secure that information you'll give me answers."
"That promise isn't mine to make, but I'll inform the one who can."
The door opened and closed again.  Footsteps approached Alexia's hiding position.  She considered jumping out and confronting Victor, demanding that he tell her who these people were.  Instead, she edged around the corner of the niches and let him pass.
Once he left, she ran to the other door and looked outside.  The white compact car had left.
What request had Victor made of these people?  For Victor to play such a subservient role to them, they must be high on the food chain.  Knowing Victor's penchant for grabbing power, that was saying something.  It also meant he didn't want his higher ups knowing about it.  Victor would only do something like this if it meant garnering more power or aligning with more powerful people.  She clenched her fists.  The last thing the world needed was another jackass like Victor gaining more power.
Whoever had power that outweighed the President was someone to worry about.  Considering what she'd witnessed and the physical and supernatural powers she'd nearly fallen victim to, dangerous times lurked ahead.








Chapter 17

Lucas stared down the barrel of a gun.  He'd stolen it and a box of forty-five caliber bullets from a nearby hardware store.  He'd never used a gun before even though his dad had owned one.  If he'd used that gun on the night he'd died, he wouldn't be here right now.  He'd be cooking out with his family and talking about work or some other beautifully boring subject instead of unleashing chaos and murder.
Time to end this insanity he called his life.
 Simply holding the gun made his hand shake.  Its purpose gripped his innards like a vice.  He dropped the gun on the computer desk and walked around the room, swinging his arms and biting his lower lip.  It was the only answer to his problem, to the danger he posed.  He'd killed people.  The people he'd killed were killing more people and wreaking havoc.  Whatever evil force controlled him showed no signs of letting go.  Turning himself in might only get more people hurt and killed.  Suicide might not be the best answer, but it was the only answer he had.
The apartment was a lonely place to die.  It wasn't really home.  Nobody would remember him.  He had no family, no friends to mourn him.  Not that it mattered.  He deserved death.  He'd failed his loved ones when they'd needed him most.
Lucas had seen the man smash through the front door of his parent's house.  He'd seen the man stop in the foyer, fists clenched, face boiling with rage.  But Lucas had frozen in terror.  All he'd had to do was grab the gun from his father's closet.  Ten steps and his entire life would be different right now.  He'd measured the distance in his head so many times.  He could have looked left and seen the closet, seen the shoebox atop the shelves.  That snapshot in time remained carved into his mind.
But instead of action, he'd hesitated, paralyzed with fear.
The last thing he remembered were the man's crazed eyes and the stench of body odor as he slammed Lucas into a wall.  Lucas had awoken to paramedics and the dismembered remains of his parents.  His sister's body had never been found.  The paramedics told him it was a miracle.  He'd been dead when they arrived but they'd managed to revive him.  Lucas didn't think it was a miracle.  It was a travesty.
His lower lip trembled and hot tears flushed his eyes.  From happiness to anguish in a split second.  He didn't blame himself or ask why he'd survived and not the others.  None of that helped or made him feel better.  He couldn't possibly feel worse.  And now that he finally had abilities that might enable him to make a positive difference, all he could do was watch in horror as he killed innocents instead.  He was no different than the madman who'd killed his family.
The gun simplified matters.  He could extinguish his sorrow and his capacity to commit further murders with a single bullet.  But not here, not inside this lonely apartment.  He went out the front door, leaving it open and walked into the narrow band of woods that bordered the complex.  A bird chirped.  Squirrels dashed through the leaves and scampered up trees at his approach.  This would do.
He sat down against a sapling, crossed his legs.  If only God existed, someone to offer a final prayer to.  He couldn't muster the faith to utter a token word or two.  Just as well.  He put the gun inside his mouth, angled it up.
"Please don't do that," a man said, appearing from nowhere.
Lucas flinched and almost pulled the trigger by accident.  He extracted the gun, spit out the oily taste, and stared at the newcomer.  He was pale, medium build.  "Who are you?"
"Someone who can help.  Will you unload the pistol?"
"Tell me who you are."
"Phillip.  I'm a seeker.  I've been watching you for the past two days.  Seems a rogue arbiter got his claws into you."
"A what?"
"You know, an arbiter.  The guys with the big brains."
"No, I don't know.  Nothing that's happened to me makes sense.  Where'd you come from?  I didn't see anyone a minute ago."
"Naturally.  I was in the Blight, watching you."
Lucas stared.  The more this man answered him, the more confused he became.
"You really don't know a thing about what you are, do you?"
"How should I?  A few days ago I got the urge to kill people, found out I have super powers, and now the people I killed are coming back from the dead."
Phillip held up his hands, palms out.  "I suppose I should give you a brief explanation, but where the hell to start?"  He put a finger to his lips for a moment then continued.  "You and I are advanced humans.  We call ourselves Scions.  Your speed and strength are abilities that all Scions share to some degree or another, depending on their classification.  Seekers are the fastest, executors the strongest, the most resilient.  Arbiters are a few notches below in both categories but have mental capabilities we don't."
"What am I?"
"You're an executor.  Back in the old days before the Covenant, executors were soldiers for the factions.  Executors are the only ones who can use the stones to drain the life force from other Scions."
"We're immortal unless the stones kill us?  Are you centuries old?"  The thought of living forever was frightening and exciting at the same time.
Phillip cleared his throat.  "I may not be the best one to explain everything to you."  He held out his hand.  "Let me take you to someone who can."
"You can transport us instantly?"  Lucas jumped up and the gun dropped from his lap.
"Not exactly."
Lucas shook his head.  "I'm not going anywhere yet.  How do I know you're not the guy controlling me?"
"Fair enough.  Like I said, I'm a seeker.  Only arbiters have that ability."
"So maybe you work for the arbiter doing this to me."
Phillips pursed his lips.  "You'll have to trust that I'm not."
Lucas grabbed the gun off the ground and released the clip into his other hand.  He stalked past Phillip and back to the apartment.
"Where are you going?"
"Nowhere with you until I think about this."
Phillip followed him inside and looked around the den with a raised eyebrow.  "Living like a king, I see."
Lucas tossed the gun in a kitchen cabinet and came back out to the den.  "I'm comfortable."
"You can live a lot better than this if you come with me."
"Why can't you bring the man with the answers to me?"
"Lucas, you obviously don't understand the pecking order of Scions.  The woman I'm referring to is my arbiter.  You can't just demand an arbiter's presence somewhere unless you're a stronger arbiter in a position of power.  We Scions have a strong political order that can't be broken on a whim."
"Great, so the super-humans have to put up with the same crap the regular ones do?"
A laugh erupted from Phillip.  "I'm afraid that's true."
"Are you a slave to this arbiter woman?"
"Absolutely not.  Arbiters attach themselves to seekers and executors to form a special relationship, not an authoritarian one.  Besides, we're not without our defenses against even powerful arbiters."
Lucas dropped into his computer chair and leaned forward.  "Like the one that's mind controlling me?  Can you teach me how to block that?"
"You're too green, my friend.  Someone without morals latched into you before you had a chance to learn blocking and filtering.  If you wait too long, your mind will adapt that behavior as normal and you'll never repair the damage."
Lucas slumped in his chair.  If this guy was telling the truth, he should go with him and get help.  But if he was reeling him in to finish the brainwashing job, things might get worse.  "I need to think about it."
Phillip smiled.  "Hey, no problem.  I know it's like finding out you got sharks in the swimming pool with you, but there's hope."  Phillip shook Lucas's hand.  "There's always hope, executor."
A charge seemed to run down Lucas's arm.  The title, executor, sounded so ominous and important.  Maybe he could be someone important, get his brain patched up, and join the good guys.
"I'll be by this time tomorrow," Phillip said.  He opened the front door, looked up at something, and the air swallowed him.
"Wow," Lucas said, staggering back.  Instant teleportation.  How cool was that?  He felt optimistic about the future.  Maybe living forever wouldn't be so bad.  Think of all the things he and his fellow Scions could do for mankind.  Stop crime, rescue people.  Maybe even stop wars.  An entire society of superheroes, just like the comics.  He wondered how many Scions there were.  Phillip spoke as if there were a lot.  There had to be if factions existed.
Factions.
His stomach tensed at the thought of the term.  It denoted division.  If there were factions, that meant the Scions were split, maybe into several parts.  Rogues like the arbiter that was using him were one thing.  Factions were quite another.  What faction did this Phillip belong to?
Lucas put his hands to his temples and squeezed his eyes.  "You're making it too complicated.  Think happy thoughts, damn it."
He always did this.  Always found the worst in everything and dragged it into the gloom.  Even if the Scions had their factions, Lucas could become a part of something bigger than him and make a positive difference.  He would be free of the killing urge.  His life would have meaning.  If he didn't like a faction, he'd leave it.  Simple.
The doorbell rang.  The delivery boy from the grocery store waited outside with a bag full of carrots.
"You got rabbits now, Mister?  I ain't never seen someone buy this many carrots unless they got a roomful of rabbits."
"Well—"
"It's a myth, ya know."
"What is?"
"Rabbits and carrots.  Carrots ain't real good for 'em.  Veggies give 'em gas real bad."
"That's interesting, but—"
"Hay is the best.  I saw that on Discovery.  Last thing you want is a bunch of rabbits with stomach problems hopping around your apartment."
"I certainly wouldn't want that," Lucas said trying not to laugh.
"You do any charity work yet?"
"Haven't had the chance, but I will."  Super-powered charity work, he thought.
"Good to hear."
Lucas paid for the groceries and gave the boy a tip.
"I gotta say, you tip the best out of anyone, Mister."
"You can call me Lucas."
The boy smiled.  "The summer's almost up and I won't be working when school starts back.  I wanted to thank you for the good tips in case you don't need deliveries over the next week."  The boy started for his scooter.
Lucas waved.  "You're welcome.  And thanks for the rabbit advice."
The boy nodded and motored away.
The innocence of youth.  Lucas would give up his super abilities to have that back.  To have back that day his life was ruined.  He'd give anything just to see his family one more time.
If time healed all wounds, he hoped he would eventually get over his family with his newfound immortality and redeem them by making a positive difference in the world.








Chapter 18

Tollee hooked her cell phone into the laptop and played back the video of Lucas's fight and the strange behavior of the stones.  Martin was entranced.  He seemed especially interested when the stones sucked in the tainted yellowish light and replayed that part several times.
He turned off the video, closed his eyes, and puffed on his pipe.  He remained that way for some time.  Tollee paced, figuring he'd fallen asleep.  She looked at him through the Blight.  Glowing threads extended in all directions from his head, some flailing, others pulsating like they were sucking someone's brain dry.  She didn't know if that was possible, but didn't put it past him trying.
"I can't find a shred of knowledge about this anywhere with my contacts," he said.
Tollee jumped.  He'd been quiet for so long that her mind had wandered.  "This is a total code red, though, right?"
He raised an eyebrow.  "Yes, it's very troubling, child."
"The experiment's over?"
He chuckled.  "Heavens no.  This raises even more possibilities.  In fact," he said, his eyes turning dreamy, "This is proof the afterlife exists."
Tollee furrowed her brow.  "No, it means the stones destroy minds.  You saw what it did to that guy."
"Child, I know a great deal more about the stones than you.  The stones deliver the life essence into the afterlife.  I'm certain of it.  For some reason the stones set by Lucas Fowler also drew life essence from the afterlife back into the body.  That's what the funnel of light means."
"You mean they pulled someone's ghost out of the afterlife?"
"In a manner of speaking, child.  Next we will find out exactly who now presides in that body and question them rigorously about the afterlife."  He rubbed his hands together like a child about to dig into birthday cake and presents.  "This is electrifying.  I haven't felt such a thrill of discovery since the first time I entered someone else's mind."
Tollee's stomach lurched.  "We're gonna capture one of those crazies?"
"Naturally."
"I hope you're not considering me for the job.  I barely got away from that animal the last time."  She dropped to her knees in front of Martin.  "That thing Blight hopped, sir.  Just like Lucas Fowler did.  And it seemed almost as strong and fast as him."
"Not to worry, dear.  You are younger and faster and will lead one of those creatures straight into my trap."
Tollee stood up and tossed her arms in the air.  "They're insane, Arbiter.  Completely bonkers.  How do you think you'll control them?"
"We need only one.  Given their propensity for murder and mayhem, we should find one in short order."
"And you'll link with it and control it?"
Martin raised an eyebrow.  "Absolutely not.  Judging from their sickly glow, it appears they may be corrupted in some fashion and I'll not risk my mind.  Then again, these poor souls might not be insane at all, merely shocked to be torn from the afterlife and placed back inside a corporeal body."
"Being shocked is one thing.  Tearing people to shreds is insane."
"Can you imagine how upset you'd be if someone pulled you from paradise?"
Paradise?  That was a load of crap.  "If anything, these souls, spirits, or whatever came straight from hell."
Martin's eyes brightened and he pointed a finger in the air.  "I have it.  Instead of trapping one who's already out and about, I shall watch a transformation firsthand."
"You want Lucas to do another?"
"Precisely.  I've fine-tuned my control of him so I can conserve energy.  Once you locate the mark, we'll lure the him and our tool to a prepared location then sit back and watch."
"A cage?"
"Something of that nature, yes."
"I hope it's a strong one."
Martin closed his eyes and inhaled deeply from his pipe.  He did that more frequently lately, and Tollee wondered if it was his way of recharging.  His eyes snapped open.
"You're still here?  Go find another mark, daughter."
Tollee shuddered.  Martin was not her father despite raising her since she was young.  It felt creepy to even think of him like that.  "Why don't you attach yourself to the mark and control him?  You could make him go anywhere."
"Too dangerous.  If he revives and is indeed insane, any feedback from our connection might adversely affect me."
"Can't you disconnect?"
"I've told you before that an attachment is permanent and lifelong."
Tollee switched her thoughts to something safe before the last word in Martin's statement triggered another question.  She slipped into the Blight and left his estate before allowing herself to ask that dangerous question.  Would Martin's death free her?  Would it free Lucas?  This latest stunt of Martin's went too far.  Actually, they'd all gone too far, but she'd already decided before this to leave him.  But if she left him, would she be free?
First things first.  She didn't know any other Scions besides Martin and Lucas.  She needed to find normal, sane Scions first.  She kept Blight hopping, not caring where she was going until she found herself in a familiar place.  The red-brick building from which she'd scoped out the second victim, Maria Wood, lay ahead.  She hopped to the roof.  An overturned bucket sat near the ledge.  She sat on it and stared into the distance.  She needed someone to talk to and vent with.  If only she knew another Scion.
Then again, she was a seeker.  She was made to find others like her.  Unfortunately, she couldn't activate latent Scions without the help of an arbiter.  An hour or so passed.  Tollee did nothing.  She didn't want to find another mark.  The second she did, Martin would put things into motion.
The trap door in the roof popped open.  The chum with the wine poked his head through.  He smiled.  "Thought I'd never see you again."
Tollee managed to smile, barely.  She resisted the urge to peek at him through the Blight again, knowing it would only disgust her.
He walked over and offered her a wine glass.  She forced herself to take it.
"Tollee, right?"
"Yes.  I'm sorry I don't—"
"Jason."
"That's right."
He poured his glass half full and hers a quarter.  "How are your allergies today?"
"Acting up.  Sorry in advance if I puke."
"Do I have a nasty pimple I don't know about?  Or really bad body odor?"
She laughed.  "No."
"Every time I get near you, your body stiffens and you turn white."
"Sorry, it's—"
"Allergies.  Yeah, I know.  Must be allergic to me then."
Tollee examined the wineglass for fingerprints and saw none.  She tossed down the contents in one swallow.  Jason held out the bottle.
"More?"
She nodded.  As he poured, recent events flashed through her mind.  Lucas killing.  Insane undead people chasing her.  Arbiter Martin controlling her.  Tollee had no friends, no family, and now, no future.  Just a wine-obsessed chum who liked to sit on the roof of a dilapidated building.  She burst into tears.
"You okay?" Jason asked.
Tollee shook her head as the sobs shook her and tears blinded her.  Something warm enclosed her, made her feel safe.  It was something she hadn't felt for ages.  A hug.  She expected revulsion to overwhelm her.  It didn't.  But the old feelings soon reasserted themselves.  After a moment, she pulled away and stood up, brushing the tears from her eyes.  Shame filled her for allowing this to happen.  She might as well hug a slimy fish.  At least in Normal they felt and resembled Scions.
Why did they have to look so real?  Sound so real?  Feel so real?  They were perfect mimics but the Blight ripped away the mask.  She couldn't make herself look at Jason through the Blight.  She didn't want to see him with his humanity removed.
"Do you need a place to stay?" he asked.  "If you're in trouble, maybe I can help."
"It's not that simple."
He snorted.  "Things never are."
Tollee sensed a vacuum where Martin's probe usually settled into her.  He must be very busy preparing a prison for the next mark.  Instead of chatting with chum, she should use this free time to seek out the factions.  She picked up her wine glass and held it up for a refill.  Not as effective as vodka, but it'd do the trick.  Jason filled it halfway.  Tollee tossed it back again.
Jason raised an eyebrow.  "You trying to get wasted or something?"
"Alcohol doesn't have that effect on me."
"Yeah, right."
"How much you got?"
"Two bottles."  He pulled out the one they'd been drinking from.
Tollee took it and chugged it down.  She sighed and wiped her lips with the back of her hand.  What was she doing?  This was stupid.  Crazy, even.  Aside from getting an overload of nervous energy, she'd just guzzled from a bottle that a chum had handled.
Jason stared at her, probably waiting for her to turn green and pass out.  When that didn't happen, he smiled.  "Guess you can handle your alcohol.  I have something stronger, but it might get you really wired."
"Liquor?"
He shook his head and pulled out a plastic bag with tiny black pills.  A white "x" labeled each one.  "Ever done meth?"
"No."  She'd never done drugs at all.  She took a pill and popped it before she had a second thought.  Screw Martin.  Screw his plans.  Screw the world.
"Maybe you shouldn't have taken it after all that wine," Jason said, his eyes worried.
"How long does it take?"
"Not long."
Tollee walked around the roof for several minutes.  She didn't feel any different.  "What's it supposed to do?"
"It amps me up.  Gets me crazy.  I usually wait until I'm at the club before I pop one though."
She shivered.  A club of nasty chum.  Bumping.  Grinding.  Bathing each other in their slime.  Scions needed clubs.  A roomful of healthy young Scions would be awesome.  "I don't think this pill is doing anything."
"Careful," Jason said, reaching for her.
"What?"  She figured out a second too late why he was reaching for her as she performed a spectacular face-plant on the roof.








Chapter 19

Grand Arbiter Andre Feno watched his counterpart arrive at the neutral meeting site in western North Dakota.  The abandoned farm was still in good shape despite the harsh winters and winds that swept the rolling hills and plains.  They usually didn't meet like this.  Not physically.  Normally a direct probe link was sufficient, but with the catastrophe brewing in Atlanta.
Grand Arbiter Mikhail Sokolov's men had arrived at nearly the same time as Andre's, patrolling, inspecting, assuming lookout positions.  The Statists posed no danger to Andre.  Likewise, Mikhail had nothing to fear from the Transcendists.  The truce had held remarkably well since the late 1800's.  Unfortunately, modern technology made it much harder to conceal their existence from hostile groups and governments.
Attempts on both leaders had been made.  All had failed and the chum dealt with.  Chum had no protection from seekers hiding in the Blight or arbiters keeping a mental watch.  Some regimes had needed warnings.  Others required lessons, but only by unanimous vote of the council.
All the same, Andre felt intimidated by the rail-thin Russian.  Mikhail could pass for a middle-aged drug addict.  His ice-gray bloodshot eyes often bore dark lines under them.  His pallor added to the myth that he was a weakly man.  Anyone who'd met him, however, would know better.  Andre felt himself to be the physical opposite:  a bit fleshy with the ruddy glow of health.
Andre stowed his carefully shielded thoughts and took solace that his seeker was keeping an eye on Mikhail through the Blight.  Any sign of an unauthorized probe coming from him would be visible in the Blight.
Mikhail took a seat on the wooden bench across the picnic table from Andre.  A weathered maple tree provided shade from the glaring sun.  "Ad infinitum, Grand Arbiter Andre."
"Ad infinitum, Grand Arbiter Mikhail.  I suspect you already know the reason for this meeting."
"I have some idea but I let you tell reason."  Mikhail's Russian accent was thick as ever.
"Someone has been stoning newly activated Scions in Atlanta.  We believe a rogue executor is responsible, possibly one whose arbiter has passed on."
"No executors use stones now.  It is forbidden."
"I know.  It pains me to ask you this, friend, but I must.  Have any Statist executors committed unsanctioned stonings?"
"Absolutely not.  We honor Covenant.  Same, I hope, as you.  No executions without sanction."
"Again, I apologize, but it had to be asked," Andre said.  He retrieved a packet and handed it to Mikhail.  "Enclosed you'll find photographs of the victims.  None were Transcendists.  According to background information, we don't believe any of the victims were initiated or members of any faction."
"No victims knew their true nature?"
"Doubtful.  Whether they were attuned by an arbiter before their deaths is unknown."
"I send these out to my people for confirmation."  Mikhail motioned one of his men over and spoke into his ear.
Andre nodded, studying his counterpart's face for any hints.  So far, Mikhail seemed to be telling the truth, but he was hiding something.  In all likelihood, Mikhail already knew the information Andre was sharing.  The Statists had an intelligence network that rivaled his own, possibly bending Covenant law in places.
Mikhail's man walked away with the pictures and Mikhail turned back to Andre.  "What about bodies?"
Andre picked up on a slight twitch in Mikhail's eye.  Annoyance?  Had his people also failed to procure one of the victim's bodies?  He needed full disclosure before he went farther.  He'd already been more than fair, sharing so much without a dint of cooperation.  Asking would be futile.  Mikhail and his group were notoriously close-lipped about their operations.
"I'm afraid we don't have any bodies."  Andre flared his nostrils just a touch and looked away.  "Well, now that you know what I know, we can keep a close eye on further developments.  I hope this rogue doesn't decide to prey on our people."  He stood and edged out from the bench.
Mikhail's jaw tightened and his eyes narrowed a fraction.  "That is it?  All you have?"
"Yes.  Pity I don't have more to share."
"I may have something."
"Oh?"  Andre stopped but didn't retake his seat.
"All bodies are gone.  We have heard rumors that the rogue takes them and kills anyone in his way."
Andre sat back down.  Good.  The Statists were still in the dark as he'd suspected.  "Have you discerned a possible reason for this?"
"No reason.  This rogue is obviously violent and insane."
"We've already contacted all independent executors and accounted for them.  I assume your people keep tabs on them as well."
Mikhail nodded.  "Of course.  All independents are registered."
"On the surface, it appears none of the independent executors in our records are capable of such crimes.  On the other hand, an arbiter is required to attune, attach and initiate an executor.  If we have an unregistered executor on our hands that would mean an independent arbiter has broken the Covenant."
Mikhail shook his head.  "I find that unlikely.  Covenant is imprinted on the mind at young age.  To break it would cause great pain, especially to arbiters."
"True, but who else could it be?"  Andre pursed his lips.  "Think of it this way.  A seeker is required to find latent Scions, an arbiter to attune and initiate them, and an executor to kill them using stones.  Since we don't know if the victims were attuned, we have a minimum of two rogues:  a seeker and an executor.  I will ask the independent arbiters to undergo a truthing session.  Those who have nothing to hide will submit and it will be elementary to detect a rogue among them."
Mikhail grunted.  "Many independents will refuse."
"Then I'll invoke the Grand Inquiry."
"You will need full council approval."
"With your support that won't be an issue."
"If you want my support," Mikhail said as he swatted an ant that had climbed onto the table, "I want my people involved at all levels of truthing sessions and full disclosure of all information you have."
Andre had known it would come to this.  Mikhail wanted people inside.  That would be dangerous.  But it could also work to Andre's advantage.  Neither side had bothered with moles for ages simply because it was impossible to hide true intent from skilled arbiters.  Eventually, any spy would be exposed.
"I suggest we agree upon a proper location and conduct the sessions there.  Each faction will have an equal number of members in the investigative team.  Both factions must fully disclose everything."
Mikhail nodded.  "A special task force of best seekers should travel to Atlanta and begin search for killer."
"I agree.  Anything else?"
"This is good start."
Andre held his right hand out, palm facing Mikhail.  Mikhail returned the gesture and they touched the tips of the fingers.  Andre sent probes to his arbiters, connecting as his counterpart did the same to his.  Then he and Mikhail formed the final connection so all faction arbiters could participate.  The details of the agreement went out.  Several arbiters from each side voiced concern, but none serious enough to warrant physically convening the council.  The vote returned unanimous.  Everything happened at the speed of thought.  In the real world, less than a minute.
After they disconnected, Andre decided to disclose a bombshell.  He'd mulled it over and decided Mikhail would inevitably discover the information.  Now was the time to establish trust.  That would make it easier for Andre to control the flow of information going forward.
"There is another theory about the vanishing bodies."
"Someone other than the rogue has taken them?"
"Eyewitness accounts claim the victims came back from the dead."
Mikhail sighed.  "I hope you joke.  Nobody could take this for truth."
Andre pulled a portable video player from his pocket, started the video, and passed it to Mikhail.  After viewing it in its entirety, Mikhail placed the viewer on the table and shook his head.
"Video tricks.  Any prankster could do this with proper software."
"You can have the video analyzed for tampering.  I give you my assurances it is authentic."
"So what now?  We chase zombies?"
"No, we keep our minds open.  Remember the Cross incident."
"That was different.  The Covenant was new.  Very few Scions had initiation imprints.  Easy for a Scion to go rogue."
"True, but we shouldn't dismiss anything out of hand."
Mikhail crossed his arms.  "Now you wish to bring up fairy tales.  Cross killed Scions.  He was imprisoned for life.  End of story."
"You and I both know he wasn't imprisoned for life.  They executed him.  Some say his body was stolen.  Others claimed he came back from the dead even more insane and was kept in an isolated prison until his death."
"You are partly right.  He was imprisoned for life after failed execution."
"Nobody survives the stones."
Mikhail put up a hand.  "I will hear no more of this fantasy."  He stood up and stepped away from the table, gazed out at a field overgrown with dry weeds.  "I assume the perpetrators will be executed."
"Of course.  There are far too few of us Scions in the world already.  We must set an example."
"Good."  Mikhail turned back, his gray eyes and solemn expression giving no hints.  "You see I was right."
"Oh, about what?"
"Independents.  Give them freedom and they take it too far."
"There are several hundred independents.  One bad apple doesn't ruin the lot."
"This is just the start.  I suggest we rein them in."
"By what right?"
"By decree of Covenant.  It is time to unite again."
Andre forced his voice to remain calm.  "Our predecessors thought it wise to allow independence from the factions."
"They were unwilling to use authority to control a few renegades.  Now look.  More independents all the time.  Soon, anarchy."
"I'm sorry, Mikhail.  I'll not use this crisis as an excuse to round up the independents and force them to choose a side.  Our factions have been at a stalemate for such a long while, that it behooves us to allow some flexibility."
Mikhail shrugged.  "Very well.  I hope this crisis will not lead to large numbers of rogue or unregistered Scions.  Perhaps then you will reconsider."
They bid each other farewell.  Mikhail gathered his people and left.  A knot of stress pressed against Andre's stomach.  Mikhail had not been subtle about his ulterior motive.  What made him think the independents would align with the Statists?  Perhaps he didn't care.  His faction cared more about tidy packages of governance than independence and free thought.
None of that really mattered, however.  Andre needed to keep the Statists off balance.  Keep them chasing false leads.  Andre had a secret hidden in plain view.  By the time Mikhail realized its significance, it would be too late for the Statist faction.
* * * * *
"We need more people of our own in Atlanta," said Anne-Marie, Mikhail's attached seeker.
Mikhail nodded.  "This is why you and Swain will go.  I want to know where video came from, how Andre got such information before us."
Swain, Mikhail's executor was sitting next to Anne-Marie.  "Our network is already sending back info.  Apparently, IARE is investigating.  Andre probably has an insider."
"Discover this insider.  Make him ours."
"What if we find the rogue before the task force?" Anne-Marie asked.  Her French accent thickened as it usually did when she felt deeply concerned about one of Mikhail's ideas.
"Capture him.  I want his associates.  I want to know everything."
"And then?"
"We protect their identities best we can."
Swain raised an eyebrow.  "We're gonna let them keep killing?"
"Andre must realize importance of reigning in the independents."  The incident was not yet a major crisis.  If Mikhail had his way, it soon would be.








Chapter 20
 
Alexia was at the fifth grocery store of the day investigating the produce robberies.  So far Big Foods was the first store with decent security footage.  The head of security, a young man in his early twenties, had shown her how to operate the system.  It was basically a glorified computer in a glorified closet of a room barely four feet squared.  A laminate countertop held up the computer.  On the other hand, the first four stores had either no cameras at all or ancient video-tape systems with footage so bad it was useless.
She fast-forwarded the digital video with a mouse click to the time the grocery store had been robbed.  So far, internal cameras revealed little to nothing.  Most of the cameras were located on other aisles besides produce.  She'd been poring over the footage for an hour.  Despite a pot of coffee, her initial excitement about investigating the vegetable robberies was quickly waning.  Now she felt a step away from comatose as boredom seeped in to fill the vacuum.
Even with the high quality of the footage she hadn't found any yet that offered a precise view of the produce department.  The security guy had vanished to take care of other duties.  Maybe bagging groceries.  She was about to go find him when she discovered video files named after parking lot sections.  She opened the first one and skipped up to the time of the incident as recorded by the silent alarm logs.
This parking lot camera captured the center of the large parking lot.  A few seconds before the alarm sounded, a figure appeared at the top corner of the screen.  Alexia advanced the video and the figure vanished.  She reversed the footage and advanced it frame by frame.  At this distance, the figure looked ghostly in the dark footage, but it was definitely a person.  A few frames after entering the recording, however, he simply disappeared.  There weren't any obstructions between the camera and the empty parking lot except a couple of narrow lamp posts which would be difficult to hide behind.
Alexia advanced frame by frame, a painstakingly slow process, to make sure she hadn't missed anything.  Several frames later, the person reappeared just a few feet from the camera, at least half his body did.  This close to the camera, she could see his face and the top of half his head.  The rest seemed to be invisible.  At this point, his reappearance didn't surprise her.  Not after everything that had happened.  All the same, a jolt of electricity pulsed into her chest when she saw the man's face.  It was the man that had saved her.
Each frame showed more of the man's body as it seemed to form from the air until he was gone, past the camera and into the store.  She backed up the footage until she had a clear image of his face and saved it as a picture.  She sent the picture in for a federal image search.  Given how long the queue for that was, she had no idea how many weeks it would be before results from that came back.
"Finding everything okay?" asked the security kid from the doorway.
"Which footage shows your produce section?"
He walked over and looked down the file list, clicked the mouse on a file.  "This is the closest we have.  Most cameras record the other aisles since produce is harder to steal."
She skimmed through the footage but the angle didn't take in enough of the department to capture anything worthwhile.  Not that it mattered.  She had what she needed:  a connection.  Her savior was involved.  In fact he might be the perpetrator.  Alexia had never believed in magic, but necromancy and wizardry were starting to sound reasonable at this point.  Who was this man and why was he killing people only to raise them from the dead?  Was it all part of some elaborate hoax to throw the city into an uproar?
Whether magic or science had revived these people didn't matter.  They were animated, insane, and murderous.  She felt that calling them "creatures" in her report was imprecise.  Calling them by their former names attributed them with a humanity they no longer seemed to possess.  Given that they'd apparently risen from the dead, she listed them as "ghouls" in her annals.  It seemed an appropriate compromise. 
The police had remained remarkably silent about the wilder aspects of the case.  So far, people hadn't started a serial killer panic.  That would change.  She'd highlighted several stories in the morning paper that seemed unrelated but bore striking similarities.  Most involved vanished pets.  Some were found mutilated.  One story involved a hooker and her pimp, both bashed into mangled heaps of flesh against a brick wall.  It wouldn't be long before the ghouls attacked normal citizens.  In fact, it was a miracle they hadn't yet.  Did they sleep?  Eat?
It was evident from her close encounter with the ghoul formerly known as Maria Wood that the woman was confused, maybe frightened.  Perhaps brain damage was a reason for the insane babbling.  After all, the brain tissue supposedly hadn't received oxygen for several hours.  That still didn't explain how the woman was resurrected or why.
Alexia returned to the hotel and retrieved a Google map she'd made of the area, complete with pinned references to grocery store robberies and murders.  The crimes she'd related to the ghouls were happening in the north metro area over a three-mile radius.  Then again, she didn't have enough data to correlate those happenings to anyone.  Only the stirring of her extra sense provided a sense of relevance.
By now there had to be two or three of the ghouls roaming about.  That meant she should expect random surges in violence all over the place.  As of yet, that hadn't happened.  Perhaps the ghouls expired a few days after resurrection.  Maybe they killed themselves.  Her tingle had never led her astray.  If she felt it when reading a story, there had to be something to it.
To find out more about the ghouls, she needed to find her rescuer.  She redirected her attention to the green markers she'd placed for the grocery store robberies.  Whoever he was, he certainly liked his veggies.  She considered visiting more stores but discarded the notion.  She knew what he looked like.  Now she needed to triangulate his location.  After piddling with the markers on her Google map for a few minutes she realized it would come down to old-fashioned detective work.  Thankfully, she had the Internet.  She pulled up the business directory and narrowed it to all grocery stores within a five-mile radius of the center-most robbery location.  After weeding out the convenience stores she was left with a little over one-hundred places to call.
Alexia groaned.  She got up, made a large pot of coffee.  Before sitting back down, she glanced out the window into the parking lot.  Victor still wasn't back.  Since his visit with the mystery people yesterday, he hadn't spent much time at the hotel.  She'd given him her last reports and he'd barely glanced at them.  She hadn't decided whether to give him her leads on the grocery stores.  It could wait.  Whoever he was beholden to had him distracted from her for the time being.  She took another look at the long list of grocery stores, finally took a seat, and picked up her phone.
It took a few hours to work through nearly three-quarters of the list.  By then she felt like foaming at the mouth.  She could practically hear the on-hold music burrowing deeper into her brain and taking up permanent residence.  Who in the hell listened to that crap by choice?  After that torture she'd still learned nothing new.  None of the stores had been robbed of large quantities of produce.  The next store on the list was a small independent provider of organic goods—the type of food she knew she should eat but could never afford.  A woman answered and handed her off to the owner who apparently worked there as well.
"No robberies here," he said.  "We sell a lot of produce, but haven't had anyone desperate enough to break in and take it all."  He chuckled.
"Heard any reports of other stores having large quantities of produce stolen?"
"No.  I sell to local restaurants every day, although that's in wholesale volumes.  We've got one retail customer who started buying a crazy amount of vegetables recently."
"Define crazy."
"Our delivery boy dropped off thirty pounds of carrots the other day.  A few days before that it was several pounds of turnips, corn, broccoli, cabbage.  You name the veggie, this guy bought it during the past few days.  Before that, he probably bought something once a month, usually fifty cans of organic tuna, and an assortment of canned vegetables."
A shock raced down her neck.  Bingo.  "May I have the customer's name?"
He hesitated.  "Is that legal?"
"I can get a warrant and have the records seized if that will make your conscience clearer."
"You think this guy might be the robber?"
"He may be linked to several murders in the area."
The owner whistled.  "Our delivery boy has been there several times.  If this guy is dangerous, you need to find out."
"Exactly."  People could justify anything.
"His name is Lucas Fowler."  He gave her the address.
This was the guy.  Had to be.  Alexia grabbed her gun and holstered it.  Time to pay him a visit.








Chapter 21

Lucas stuffed a few changes of clothing into a duffel bag along with a couple bags of carrots.  After stewing over the possibilities for several hours, he'd decided that Phillip's offer was the only viable alternative to suicide.  There seemed no darker fate than suicide, but staying alive and turning into a mindless killer seemed worse.  And yet, he couldn't bring himself to put the gun to his head and pull the trigger.  Phillip's offer had won by default.
"Shut up," he said to himself, trying to head off another round of rationalizing.  Phillip had offered him the one thing suicide didn't:  hope.  Hope that he might overcome whatever demon possessed him.  Hope that he might discover who was behind his compulsion.  Whoever it was, he would kill them and feel no remorse.  Of all people who deserved leniency, the arbiter who'd hooked into his brain wasn't one of them.
He sensed the change in air pressure before he heard Phillip.  It actually wasn't so much a change in the air pressure as it was a knotting sensation in the back of his head and the feeling that his ears wanted to pop.  He turned and looked at Phillip who'd appeared in the middle of the den.
"You've decided," Phillip said, his eyes glancing at the duffel bag.
"I'm coming with you."
"Excellent.  Got everything you need?"
Lucas hefted the duffel bag and secured a strap over his shoulder.  "Yep."
"Let's head outside first."
Lucas opened the door and a fist conked him on the nose.
"I'm sorry," said the woman who owned the fist.  "I was just knocking."  Her large green eyes widened slightly.  Her body tensed.
Lucas's gut tightened.  He knew this woman.  From where?  Black shoulder-length hair framed her remarkably large green eyes.  Her nose was a touch large, her lips just verging on full, her skin pale olive.  He wouldn't consider her beautiful, but those huge eyes sucked him in.  He jerked from his trance.  "Hi."  He tried to say something else but his lips felt glued shut.
"Going somewhere?" she asked, looking behind him at the duffel bag on the floor.
Lucas turned around.  Phillip was gone.  "Uh, yeah."  How did he know her?  He felt the urge to reach his hand out and cradle her cheek.  What in blazes was wrong with him?  She seemed more than familiar to him, like a former lover.
Her cheeks turned red and she looked away from him, paused, and cleared her throat loudly.  "I'm Alexia—I mean I'm agent Sciouris with IARE."
He didn't recognize her name.  And yet, he felt almost at ease with her.  Like he'd known her his entire life.  "I are?"
"It's a subdivision of the FBI.  Internal Agency on Religious Extremism."
"I don't go to church."  He couldn't stop staring at those marvelous eyes of hers.
She looked back at him and the tension in her body seemed to fall away.  She smiled.  "I have to ask you a few questions."
Lucas gazed at her smile.  It made her eyes seem to twinkle.  He stepped outside, shut the apartment door behind him, and locked it.  He looked at her and saw the spark of recognition in her eyes as well.  She looked as puzzled as he did one moment, then her jaw would tense as she struggled.  He felt another overwhelming urge to touch her.  To talk to her.  Tell her everything.  Had she drugged him?
He'd obviously have to get rid of her before Phillip would return.  He walked past Alexia and out to the parking lot.  She followed without comment.  He stopped and faced her.  She was tall.  Even with flat shoes on she was only a head shorter than he. 
"Mr. Fowler.  Lucas.  I really need to ask you some important questions."  Her eyes were almost pleading.  Soft.
He steeled himself.  She's with the FBI you dolt.  She's probably here to arrest you.  He should be afraid, but somehow the thought of mortal authorities didn't frighten him much.  Not after Phillip's revelations.  "All right.  Ask away."  He glanced at his apartment for any sign of Phillip.  If that idiot wouldn't have vanished, he could have transported them away as promised.
"Do you like carrots more than the average person?"
Lucas's eye twitched.  This woman was smart.  Had she somehow tracked him down using the grocery stores he'd robbed?  How in the world had she made that connection?  It was too late for her to do anything about it.
"Actually, I really need to be going."
Her eyes narrowed.  "Lucas—Mr. Fowler, if you don't answer my questions, I'll be forced to detain you."
"Arrest me?"
She shrugged.  "Bingo."
Lucas turned away.  "I'm leaving."
"Hold it."
Lucas sensed danger like a wave of heat passing too close to his neck.  She had a gun.  A big one.  Pointed at his back.  He turned and faced her.  Adrenalin pulsed through him.  His muscles tightened, coiled.  She seemed to sense it and took a step back.  Too late.  He flashed to her side, tore the gun from her grasp.  He tossed it away.  It clattered behind a car several feet away.  His hand went into the duffel bag.  As he rotated, he pulled out the ender.  Grabbed her arm.  Pressed the cylinder against her ribcage.  He couldn't stop himself.
Alexia gasped.  Her huge green eyes flared.
"Time to go on, sister."  Lucas's thumb went for the infinity symbol. Stopped.  He couldn't.  Not her.  His instincts were strong.  He had to be stronger.  He had to overcome this murderous instinct.  It took everything he had, but he forced his hand open and dropped the ender.  It rolled a few feet and stopped.
"You're a murderer," Alexia said, her voice laced with unbearable disappointment.  Tears glistened in her eyes.
"Please, Alexia, I don't want—" A nauseating feeling struck him.  He gagged and clenched his stomach, releasing Alexia.  His vision shifted into the decayed landscape.  A glowing figure perched atop the apartment building.
Alexia spun on her heel.  Looked at the glowing figure.  "Oh, god no.  A ghoul."
It was the young black man Lucas had killed.  The one who'd come back to life.  The one whose neck he'd broken.  The ghoul snarled something unintelligible and leapt from the roof and landed on a car.  The roof caved.  Glass exploded.  Alexia screamed.  The ghoul darted straight for her.
Lucas launched himself, his shoulder braced like a linebacker and slammed into the ghoul.  Its body caromed off his and crunched against the trunk of a rusted car.  It screamed either in agony or anger and launched itself back at Lucas.  For some reason, his vision hadn't switched back to normal.  The sickly yellow glow from the creature hung about it like a haze of putrescence.  Black streaks snaked through the glow.  Alexia, he noticed was squirming for her gun underneath a car.  Lucas dodged as the ghoul rushed him.  It caught his arm and spun him around in an attempt to stop its forward momentum.
They both stumbled against a pickup truck.  The ghoul punched.  Missed.  Its hand plowed through the truck's grill and cracked the radiator.  Green fluid spurted in its face.  Lucas leapt backward.  The ghoul shrieked and grabbed the front of the truck.  It hefted.  The front of the truck came off the ground about a foot.  The ghoul's glowing face turned red.  The bumper groaned and came off.  The truck bounced on its shocks.
"Freeze!"  Alexia said to the ghoul.
The ghoul picked up the metal bumper and flung it toward her.  Lucas dove.  The bumper smacked into his back.  He ricocheted and sailed over Alexia's head before smashing through a car's windshield.  His vision blurred and turned back to normal.
People were shouting and screaming from their windows.
"Leave them alone," a woman's voice shouted.  "I've called the cops."
The ghoul didn't care.  It charged Alexia while Lucas was prying himself out of the windshield.  She fired a shot and dove between a VW Beetle and a truck.  The ghoul slammed against the VW Beetle.  The car rocked up on two tires and hung for a second before toppling to rest against the truck.  Alexia crawled out from the space on the other side.
Lucas grabbed the chrome bumper the ghoul had hit him with and blitzed the creature from behind.  The ghoul spun just as Lucas took a swing.  The bumper clanged and vibrated in his hands with the impact.  The ghoul's body slammed into a black Trans Am, cratering the door.  Onlookers cheered.  Lucas continued his onslaught.  Something glinted in his path.  He scooped up the ender.  Pinned the ghoul to the car.  It moaned.  He pressed the ender into its armpit and pressed the trigger.
The ghoul's eyes widened and its mouth stretched open in a silent screech before it slumped.  Lucas dragged the body out of the parking lot and into the woods.  Random shouts and screams came from the people watching from their windows.  Once out of sight of the windows, he dropped the body and grabbed three stones from a gutter drain in the back.  His body seemed on automatic pilot.
"What are you doing?" Alexia asked, coming up behind him.
He knelt to place the stones.  A strong arm grabbed his elbow.
"Stop."  It was Phillip.
Alexia gasped.  "Where did you come from?"
Lucas dropped the stones.
"The legend was true," Phillip said.  "This is catastrophic."
"Legend?" Alexia asked.
"How do we keep it totally dead?" Lucas asked.
"I don't know," Phillip said.  "We need to go.  My arbiter can help.  He'll cut your bonds to whatever rogue has done this.  Then we can see about repairing the damage."
"Arbiter?  Rogue?  What's going on here?" Alexia said, wedging herself between them.
Phillip pushed her aside like one might shove a sack of feathers.  She stumbled back and landed on her butt.  Lucas fought the urge to punch Phillip.  He reached down to help Alexia up.  She brushed his hand aside and sprang to her feet.
"You son of a bitch," she said, glaring razors at Phillip.
Phillip dismissed her with a wave of his hand.  "We need to go.  The chum authorities will be here soon."
"Not yet," Lucas said.  Adrenaline still roared in his veins.  It was all he could do not to put stones on the ghoul's face or tear it apart.  He went inside his apartment and grabbed the chain he'd used on himself.  He wrapped it around the ghoul's arms and waist then snapped the heavy duty padlock on it.  He dragged the unconscious creature along the sidewalk and chained it to a thick steel bike rack that was embedded in the concrete.  That should hold it for a while.
Alexia came up to him.  "Where are you going?"
"I don't know.  Away from here.  Phillip has people who can help me."
"You need to turn yourself in before you kill someone else."
"You think I wanted to kill those people?" he asked, the adrenaline still pulsing through him.
She took his hand and squeezed.  Sadness touched her eyes.  "Please.  There's something more going on here.  I can't explain it, but I can feel it.  I'm meant to help you."
The adrenaline and rage subsided.  He felt incredibly tired and her hand felt so soft.  He took in those marvelous eyes of hers one more time before separating his hand from hers.  "I can't.  I have to go with him."
Phillip approached as sirens wailed a short distance away.  "We have no time.  Take my hand."
"Take me," Alexia said.  "Please.  I have so many questions."
"Best you forget everything and get out of this mess," Phillip said.  "The factions probably already know about it and will cleanse anyone associated with it."
"Cleanse?"
"Execute."  Phillip grabbed Lucas's hand.  "Don't let go.  We need physical contact for this to work.  If you feel ill, squeeze three times and I'll stop."
"I thought you could take us there instantly."
"I'm afraid I can only do it in hops.  It may make you dizzy."
"You're not going anywhere," Alexia said, the muzzle of her gun aiming at Phillip's head.
Phillip smiled.  "Goodbye."
Lucas's guts lurched.  He and Phillip were standing atop the apartment buildings but in the decayed world.  Alexia stood below looking around bewildered.  She had a faint glow about her.
"She's special," Lucas said.  He knew where he'd seen her before.  The fight with the female ghoul.  That had been Alexia he'd saved.
Phillip looked at her.  "You're right.  She's almost one of us."
"Almost?"
"An arbiter has to attune or activate her for her abilities to be active.  Then he can imprint the Covenant and initiate her."
"That's what someone did to me?"
"I believe so."
Lucas motioned at the dismal surroundings.  "What is this place?"
"The Blight.  Nobody knows exactly what it is except a nastier version of our own world.  Wait 'til you see chum.  They'll really make you sick."
"Chum?"
"The Normals.  Anyone who's not a Scion.  That's most of humanity, if you consider chum to be human."
Lucas remembered the horrid creatures he'd seen and it made sense.  The man from the bar had been a Scion and the other people were chum.  "You think chum are animals?"
"Believe me, they look human, but they're not.  Why else would they look the way they do in the Blight?"
"It makes sense to me now.  Last time I saw people in this place—"
Phillip's eyes narrowed.  "How did you see this place?"
"A few times when I was forced to kill."
"That arbiter must have a seeker as well.  Only seekers can look into or enter the Blight."
"Unless a seeker takes someone with them?"
"Exactly.  If I left you, you'd be trapped here with no way out."
"How do you enter and leave?"
"It's hard to explain, but I create scars.  I don't know if I make them, or if they're already there.  Any time I look, there's always one right in front of me."
Lucas remembered the slits and cracks of white when he'd looked inside the Blight.  Those must be the scars.
"So I'm definitely an executor, and executors can't enter the Blight alone?"
"Yes.  Look, I'd like to answer more questions, but my arbiter is anxious to help you.  I suggest we move on because it's a long journey and I need the light for maximum hops.  I have to enter Normal before each hop, so you might become disoriented."
Lucas nodded.
They stepped through a black scar in the air and entered Normal.  Another step forward.  They lurched.  Now they were atop a tall building he'd seen on the skyline.  Another step, another lurch, and they were across the city.  The hops continued.  Each one made Lucas's stomach feel worse.  Blight and Normal seemed to meld together into one long blur like a slideshow on fast forward.  He noticed that they had to enter Normal before each hop.  Dark memories flitted through Lucas's mind.  He remembered chasing the teenage girl through the town.  He remembered hopping like this after the last ghoul.  Somehow he could do this despite Phillip's explanation that executors couldn't.  Maybe Phillip was wrong about him.  Maybe he was a seeker.  Then again, he'd used the stones.
The last hop landed them in front of a dense forest.  Phillip released his hand.  Lucas fell to his knees and vomited a thin stream of acid.  He stayed on his knees for a minute before pushing himself up.
"That was rough."
"I'm amazed you made it all the way without a stop.  Most initiates get sick after a couple of hops."
"Believe me, I've been holding in that puke for a while."
Phillip motioned him forward and they approached a small cottage in a clearing.  Once inside, he opened a door and went down a steep flight of stairs and into an earthen basement.  Thick wooden beams braced the walls and ceiling.  The basement seemed more extensive than the house above.
Two men emerged from a dark tunnel behind them.
"Hi," Lucas said.
"That him?" asked one of the men.
Phillip nodded.  Lucas followed him into a room where a stout cage with thick gridded bars stood.  The cage door hung open.  Lucas felt the heat of danger against his back too late.  The men clamped his arms in their steel grips.  Before he could react, they hurled him into the cage and bolted it shut.  His strength roared back.  Lucas smashed against the bars, but it was futile.  He hadn't recharged or eaten since his fight with the ghoul and his strength waned so suddenly that he slumped. 
"What the hell are you doing, Phillip?" he said, yelling.
"This is for your own good," Phillip said.  "The arbiter will be here shortly.  Until then, welcome to your new home."








Chapter 22

Alexia scoured Lucas Fowler's apartment for clues.  Aside from a pantry full of canned tuna fish, canned vegetables, and several pounds of carrots, nothing of informational value was there.  His computer had pictures of David Young and Maria Wood on it, both saved on the desktop.  A third picture looked remarkably like the young black ghoul chained up outside.  Since his apartment was so sparsely furnished, it didn't take her long to discover he didn't have a camera capable of taking the high resolution pictures on his desktop.  That didn't mean anything, but it interested her nonetheless.
She'd phoned Victor and told him about the events of the day.  He was outraged that she hadn't told him sooner.  She didn't bother offering excuses.  If he tried to pull anything on her, she had his secret contacts to use as blackmail.  Outside, the two police who'd arrived at the scene minutes after Lucas's departure were puzzling over the unconscious ghoul.  Alexia told them to wait for backup.  The cops were aware of the incidents with the coroner's van and at the morgue so they listened and agreed.  In the meantime, she scanned Lucas's computer for any other clues.
She found a file labeled "family" and opened it.  An image that looked right out of a comic book appeared.  The characters were roughly sketched, giving them an eerie quality.  The first frame showed a man walking down a hallway in a house.  The next, a door smashing in.  A red-faced man with crazed eyes rushed through the door.  The boy dove, grabbed a gun, and shot dead the intruder just as he was attacking an older woman.
Was Lucas a comic book illustrator or had he downloaded this from somewhere?
Gun shots echoed outside.  A window somewhere shattered.  A man screamed in agony while another shouted curses.  Alexia ducked as another bullet pierced the air, sounding closer than it was.  Staying low, she rushed outside.  The police car was dented and coated in blood.  Chunks of flesh slid down the hood.  Half a policeman jutted from the windshield of an overturned Toyota.  Two ghouls circled their chained mate.  They chanted to each other in fragmented sentences, the words unintelligible from this distance.  Perhaps from any distance.
Alexia crouched behind a bush and watched, her limbs weak with fear.  The chained ghoul shook himself awake groggily.  Whatever drug was on the stiletto that Lucas had used must have been powerful to knock those creatures out.  The ghoul formerly known as Maria Wood looked terrible.  Her brown hair was clumped and filthy.  She had a bald bloody patch on one side.  Her head jerked spasmodically like an over-caffeinated squirrel on constant alert.  She still wore the remains of her black dress, now matted with crusted blood and God knew what else.
David Young wore only a pair of torn pants.  His once fleshy frame had thinned considerably to the point where his ribs were visible.  The chained ghoul, whoever he was, had on a torn shirt and boxers.  Alexia had been so preoccupied with survival during the fight between him and Lucas that she hadn't taken note of his bizarre attire.  None of the ghouls seemed aware of those things.
Young and Wood grabbed the chain and jerked.  His grunts and her tortured screams echoed across the parking lot as they tugged away.  Young stopped pulling, stared at the chain, and screeched like an attacking eagle.
How had they ended up together?  Why weren't they tearing each other apart?  Alexia wished for a sniper rifle or a fifty caliber Barrett M107.  She might get in one headshot at this distance with her pistol, but what then?  The ghouls could move faster than she could blink.  She clenched the butt of her gun, feeling impotent.  Lucas and Phillip had the ability to stop these creatures, and they'd abandoned her.  Two more police had died, and once the backups arrived, they'd probably share the same fate.
She dialed 911 on her cell and told the operator who she was.  After several transfers, she reached Detective Evans.  From the background noise, she could tell he was in a car.
She gave him Lucas's address and explained the situation.
"Three of them?  Holy shit.  We were on our way to deal with the one.  I've got a chopper inbound and a team of snipers.  That should be enough."
"You better hurry.  They're trying to free their companion."  Or whatever they were to each other.
As if in response, the beats of a chopper on approach grew in volume after she ended the call with Evans.  The third ghoul pushed itself up slowly.  It motioned to the other two and pointed at the bike rack.  Together, they grasped the chain and gave a long steady pull.  The concrete around the bike rack cracked.  The ghouls shifted their grips from the chain to the bike rack.  With the extra leverage, they tugged on the rack.  Cracks raced along the concrete slab.  It parted and one leg of the steel rack ripped free of the cement.
A police chopper thundered overhead.  The ghouls stared up at it.  David Young cowered.  Maria Wood screamed and wriggled under a car.  Young grabbed loose bits of debris and hurled them at the chopper.  Only the third ghoul seemed unfazed.  The chain was looped into the bike rack, so even freeing it from the cement wouldn't free the ghoul.  He stomped his foot and shouted gibberish at the other ghouls.
"This is the police.  Get on the ground with your hands on your head or we will open fire," one of the cops in the chopper said over the loudspeaker.
Wood finally crawled from underneath the car.  The nameless ghoul pointed at the steel bar holding the chain to the bike rack.  The three ghouls pried at the bar from two directions.  It bent, snapped free of its welds.  The chain dropped loose.  The third ghoul pointed at the chopper as it swung low.
"Final warning," the police said.
A black truck roared into the parking lot.  SWAT members in full combat gear poured from the back, shouting orders.  Another half-dozen squad cars squealed in behind it, blocking the exits.  Young grabbed the bike rack and flung it at the chopper.  It whipped through the air, spinning like a bizarre boomerang.  The pilot pulled away but the rack slammed into the right landing skid and hooked it.  The chopper wobbled.  It veered straight for an electrical pole.
The pilot corrected course.  His shouts echoed from the loudspeaker.  Maria Wood shrieked.  She held the bloody corpse of one of the cops they'd killed earlier.  She whipped it around by the leg and launched it with terrifying precision.  The corpse shattered the chopper's windshield and slammed into the pilot.  The chopper swayed.  The copilot overcorrected and it lurched sideways, nosedived into one of the apartment buildings.  The rotors hacked into the roof.  Insulation and roof tiles exploded into the air from the impact.  Residents ran screaming from the building.  The chopper's engine overheated and shut down.  Steam poured from cracks in the housing.
SWAT snipers opened fire on the ghouls.  Young took one in the shoulder and went down.  The nameless ghoul and Wood grabbed the side of a Ford sedan and flipped it on its side as a shield.  They grabbed Young.  Alexia fired a shot at Wood's head.  The bullet grazed her cheek, leaving an angry red streak.  She screamed and charged but the third ghoul stopped her.  With deadly calm, he glared at Alexia as if memorizing her face.  His face reddened and his eyes focused on the area in front of him.
The very fabric of the air ripped open.  A massive clap of thunder rippled across the parking lot, shattering windows.  Alexia's ears rang.  Rays of sickly orange light and soot erupted from the gaping crack in the air.  Young, holding his shoulder and wailing, ran into the crack and vanished.  Wood ran through next.  The third ghoul gave Alexia one last look and followed.
She stumbled toward the light.  Something flashed and thunder exploded.  The shockwave knocked the car over and sent Alexia tumbling backward.  Dead calm settled over the scene.  Dazed residents wandered from their apartments.  Some of the evacuees from the damaged building were lying unconscious or nearly so on the ground.  Police were assisting each other and looking for the vanished ghouls.  With the car shielding their view, they hadn't seen what Alexia had.  They didn't know the truth.
These creatures were demons.  They'd opened a gate into Hell and escaped.  Alexia holstered her weapon and sat on Lucas's doorstep.  Victor was right about the supernatural.  Even with all that had happened, she'd reasoned it away with scientific explanations.  Not this.  Not anymore.
A fire truck raced into the parking lot, sirens wailing.  The firemen grabbed a ladder and raced to help the chopper occupants.  Amazingly, they'd all survived.
Victor, red-faced and lock-jawed stalked over.  "Sciouris, you're finished.  I told you to keep me informed.  Now I've missed it.  I've fucking missed it all."
Alexia bounced up and jabbed him in the chest with her finger.  "Be glad you missed it.  I almost died."  An exaggeration, of course, but she couldn't be taken off the case now.  Not with demons running loose.
"I'm going to make sure you never work as anything more than a house maid."
Alexia opened her mouth to give him a tongue lashing he'd never forget then stopped.  The original police car was still sitting in place right behind the overturned vehicle the ghouls had used as shelter.  Before anyone else could think to check it, she rushed over.  Most of the cops were helping the chopper pilots and civilians so they didn't give her a second glance.  She looked at the windshield and saw the digital recorder mounted there.  After flipping open the back of the unit, she pulled out the tiny memory card and closed the camera's data port.
Victor tried to snatch it from her, but she held it away.  "We're watching this together."  She led him inside Lucas's apartment.
The camera had captured almost everything.  The squad car was parked far enough back that its angle encompassed the bike rack and the apartments behind it.  The murders of the original two police were not recorded.  Only their screams could be heard.  The ghouls' odd speech was captured as well.  With analysis, she might be able to make sense of their short fragments.  It obviously meant something since they'd successfully communicated.
The ruptured gate to hell sent Victor into a paroxysm of amazement.  "This is it.  This is the ticket."
"For your mysterious friends?"
"What do you mean?"
"The ones who promised to tell you all about them.  What are they, angels?  Agents of Heaven?"
Victor sighed.  "I don't know who or what they are.  All I know is they're not entirely human."
"How do you know this?"
"I can't go into it.  All you need to know is that we need information on these people badly."
"They're obviously dangerous."
"That would be understating it."
Alexia took two of Lucas's compact memory cards and made two copies of the video.  She kept one for herself and gave Victor the original and a copy.  "Do I still need to apply for a job with Maids Are Us?"
He held up the memory card.  "You just completed a Hail Mary for a comeback, Sciouris."
Back outside, they walked to the wreckage that had once been a parking lot.  Hardly any cars were untouched by the battles waged there.  The insurance companies were going to have their hands full.  Alexia heard residents giving the police their accounts of the fight between Lucas and the nameless ghoul.  Detective Evans saw Alexia and Victor and walked over.
"I'm gonna need the fucking U.S. military when this is said and done," he said.  "What kind of people are capable of doing this shit?"
"The last two ghouls were David Young and Maria Wood.  Who was the chained one?" Alexia asked.
"Ghouls?"
"That's what I'm calling these creatures."
"Makes sense.  They don't act human anymore."
"Do you know who the third was?"
Evans motioned her over to his unmarked car.  Victor followed.  Evans pulled out a laptop and looked at some files for a minute.  "This third ghoul is most likely Simion Moore, a computer technician.  We believe he's responsible for the murders of several homeless folk downtown."
"He's so young," Alexia said.  David Young and Maria Wood were in their early thirties.  Moore was twenty-two."
Evans got out and leaned against his car.  "You had front-row seats, Agent Sciouris.  Care to tell me what happened to the ghouls after they flipped that car?"
"They ran away."
"Bullshit.  I had a sniper on a roof across the street keeping an eye on that car.  No way they could've run from back there unseen."
"Fine.  You want the truth?  Moore tore a hole in the air and they vanished inside it."
Evans narrowed his eyes.  "God damn.  You might be telling the truth."
"Whatever really happened, Detective, you can't report it.  People will think you're crazy."
"I'm beginning to believe we're all psycho," he said.  "Tell you what, how 'bout you two keep your mouths shut about that, and we'll go with the 'ran away' theory."
Alexia shrugged.  "Your call."
Evans shook his head and sat down in the squad car with his laptop.  Victor tugged on Alexia's shirt and directed her away.  "Nice deflection, Agent Sciouris.  Sometimes the truth is too outrageous to believe."
"Whatever."  She wanted to slap him.
Confusion reigned in the parking complex.  People from the street were slipping through the haphazard police line at the entrances.  News choppers hovered overhead.  News crews on the ground were interviewing residents.
A tall black man with a shaved head waited with a handsome blonde man just outside the police cordon.  Victor walked up to them and offered his hand.  Neither man took it.
"Thomas and Adam, this is Alexia, my associate," Victor said.
Thomas's eyes turned pitch black for a split second.  Victor didn't seem to notice, but the change was obvious and frightening.  Somehow she knew these people were like Lucas and Phillip.  Maybe even like the ghouls.  Hopefully they were sane.
Thomas extended his hand to Alexia.  "Pleasure."  His voice was deep and resonant.  She recognized it as belonging to the man Victor had previously met at the mausoleum.
She took his hand and tried not to flinch.  His hands were huge.  He was huge.  He looked like a football linebacker with a thick neck and bulging muscles and his voice rumbled, full of base.  Adam was shorter but still tall.  He moved with a sinuous grace, his ice-blue eyes missing nothing.  He could have been a male model, she thought, from the way his designer clothes fit his broad shoulders and clung to his flat stomach.  Thomas wasn't nearly as easy on the eyes with his large head and rough skin.
Adam looked at Thomas for a split second, a question in his eyes.
"We have video of everything," Victor said, glancing sideways at Alexia.  "We also have names of those involved."
"Who?"
"The ghouls and possibly the one who made them that way."
Before Thomas could ask, Alexia explained her term for the resurrected demons.  He nodded and pursed his lips in approval.
"Have I earned my information?" Victor asked.
"I believe you have, but my superior will answer that definitively."
Adam made a curt gesture for them to follow.  Victor did so without question.  Alexia hesitated.  Thomas hung back with her.
"I can see the fear in your eyes.  Know that you will never come to harm by our hands, sister."
She drew in a sharp breath.  "What did you call me?"
"Come with us.  You have an important decision to make."
The skin along her back tingled like mad.  This meeting might be the culmination of everything she'd wondered about.  She nodded and followed Thomas to the same white compact car she'd seen at the mausoleum.  Victor climbed into the back.
"That's kind of small for four people," Alexia said, nodding at the tiny thing.
Thomas shrugged.  "Fuel's expensive."
"Like angels or demons need to worry about fuel.  I'd expect you to be driving a white stretched Hummer."
Thomas belted out a deep booming laugh.  "I'm afraid you're in for a big disappointment."








Chapter 23

Alexia wondered if angels were pro-environment or just on a tight budget as Thomas's compact car cut through traffic and headed in the general direction of East Atlanta.  Before long, they entered a residential area with quaint restored houses and tiny well-manicured lawns.  Alexia lost track of the turns they took but the area seemed familiar.  Thomas turned on Moreland Avenue.  A skull with swirling red eyes and a gaping mouth greeted them.  It was the Vortex, a restaurant well known for its burgers and beer.  They were in Little Five Points.
Colorful shops lined the road and artful graffiti adorned the sides of old brick buildings.  Motorcycles rumbled down the avenue and pedestrians from all walks of life packed the sidewalks.  Alexia stared at the wild mix of people.  Motorcycle gang members, Goth kids, older city folk and even a few suburbanites sat in a plaza lined with restaurants and quirky shops.  Alexia had only been through the area once on a cold rainy day and hadn't noticed just how different the people were.  She found herself liking it almost immediately.
Thomas pulled into a parking lot behind a small theatre.  A privacy fence guarded the large perimeter.  Everyone got out of the car.  Victor's eyes combed the area.  A sheen of oily sweat on his pale face glistened in the sun.  Both Thomas and his associate kept their distance from Victor.  Adam opened a steel door in the back of the theatre.  She and Victor followed them inside.
"What the hell is this place?" Victor asked.
"A good place to go unnoticed," Thomas said.
"In the middle of a freak show?"
They descended several flights of stairs.  Alexia calculated they had to be well underground by now.  The stairs terminated at what appeared to be a white-walled lobby furnished with padded brown chairs and a table covered with magazines that might be present in a doctor's office.  The décor was so understated and the room so mundane, that Alexia began to doubt her theory about angels.  Unless these angels had been cast from Heaven as punishment, their sense of the aesthetic seemed inadequate.
A young girl wearing a faded denim skirt, knee-high striped socks, clogs, and a tube top entered the lobby from a door on the left side of the room.  Heavy mascara underlined her eyes, and her hair, brown with streaks of green, was held in lopsided ponytails by strips of black ribbon.
"Dara, we need to talk to Marissa," Thomas said.
Dara's eyes darkened and swept over Alexia and Victor before reverting back to normal.  "She's meeting with Andre in the main conference room."
Thomas raised his eyebrows.  "Grand Arbiter Andre is here?"
"Yeah, just arrived."
"Is Marissa the one who can give me answers?" Victor asked.
Dara cut her eyes to Thomas and pursed her lips.  "Maybe he should wait down the hall until Marissa can get to him."
"I won't accept delaying tactics," Victor said.  "I've done everything you've asked.  I've earned this."
Thomas opened a door on the opposite side of the lobby from where Dara had entered.  "Believe me, we're not delaying anything.  Wait in the first room on the right.  Marissa or someone authorized to help will be with you soon as they can."
"What about my associate?" Victor said, pointing at Alexia.
"She can't participate in your conversation.  If you want to tell her anything later, you can."
He seemed to take satisfaction in holding that advantage.  "Good idea.  Alexia, why don't you have a seat?"  He entered the hall.
Thomas closed the door behind him.  "Glad I don't have to deal with him."
Dara rolled her eyes.  "We got a newbie and a chum?"
"Maybe.  When can we talk to Marissa?  It's important."
"I'm not her secretary.  Go ask her yourself."
"Fine."  Thomas waved Alexia to follow as he grumbled about snarky girls.
"What did she mean by 'newbie'?" Alexia asked as they walked down a maze of rooms and halls.
"Save your questions for Marissa."
They arrived at a set of stained oak doors.  Thomas opened one and poked his head in.  He pulled back and motioned for Alexia to wait then entered the room and closed the door.  Several minutes later, Thomas opened the door and motioned Alexia in as he left.  She entered and Thomas closed the door behind her.  A woman, her long black hair in a tight pony tail, sat at one end of a rectangular oak table.  She looked to be in her early twenties but more mature and composed than one would expect for that age.  Next to her sat an older man with a rounded face and a reddish complexion.  His brown hair showed streaks of gray.  His slacks and oxford looked wrinkled and dusty.  He could pass for a college professor.
Both stood.
The woman spoke first.  "I'm Marissa and this is Andre.  You've met my seeker, Thomas, and my executor, Adam.  They tell us you have important news."
"I thought Victor was going to tell you everything," Alexia said.
She shook her head.  "He's chum.  Not one of us.  You, on the other hand, can be."
"What does that mean?"  Alexia forced back a torrent of questions.  She took a free seat at the end of the table and stared at Marissa and Andre.  "For your information, I'm with the FBI.  I think it's time you gave me some answers.  Otherwise, things will get nasty."
Andre smiled.  "If that were true, you would never have been allowed in here."  He had a slight British accent with a soothing baritone voice, the kind that belonged on the radio.  "You crave something different.  You want to make a difference.  Confusion and bureaucracy stand in your way."
"And?"
"We know your motives are pure, Miss Sciouris.  The question is:  Are you willing to take the next step?  I'm talking about a life-changing irrevocable step.  You may have to resign from your position with the FBI.  You will be sworn to secrecy and have to abide by a strict covenant.  You may no longer wish to associate with people you once knew as friends and colleagues."
"What the hell is this, the angel fraternity?"
Andre chuckled.  "No.  I'm afraid angels don't exist.  Neither does Heaven, Hell, or any of those mythological beings associated with them.  What I'm offering you is real but it comes at a price."  Andre walked to a small fridge at one end of the room.  "Would you like a drink?"
"No thanks."
He grabbed a bottle of water and took his seat.
Marissa spoke.  "This is a very unorthodox way to introduce you to us, Alexia, but dangerous circumstances require this.  Usually a potential member undergoes a battery of tests, both physical and mental.  You've seen so much already, that we don't have much of a choice in the matter unless we perform some nasty procedures to make you forget recent events."
Alexia recoiled, felt for her pistol.
"You won't need your weapon," Andre said.
Had she been that obvious?  "Tell me what I need to know."
Andre nodded and began to speak.  He described the Scions.  The factions.  Their history.  Some of what he said to her was disappointing.  At the same time, she felt a profound sense of relief.  She was special, a latent Scion.
"Once you attune me, there's no going back?"
"The process is one way."
"Do I have to choose a red or blue pill?"
"Pills?"  Andre raised an eyebrow.
"Will you imprint me with the Covenant?"
"Time is short and you're at an age where imprinting is more difficult.  I want you to be on the frontlines with our investigative team searching for Lucas Fowler and his associates.  It's imperative we find him and the arbiter controlling him."
"Will I be attached to an arbiter?"  Just the thought of being attached to a mind reader made her queasy.  Then again they could be reading her right this very moment.
"No.  We have only a limited number of arbiters and nearly three times as many seekers.  You'll be independent but acting under my authority.  Marissa is the head arbiter for our operations in Atlanta, so if you can't reach me, talk to her."
Alexia looked at Marissa.  "You look too young to be the head of anything."
Marissa looked at Andre.  Alexia could sense unspoken conversation between the two of them.  Her extra sense had been relatively quiet, but now fingers of electricity tapped up her spine.
"You're not telling me something," Alexia said.
Marissa turned her gaze back to Alexia.  Her lips curved into a smile, but the smile stopped short of her eyes.  "We base leadership upon ability, not age."
That didn't satisfy Alexia's sense of foreboding.  There was something more.  "Do the Statists pose a danger?"
Andre shook his head.  "Not in the physical sense.  Even though our stances are radically different, neither faction can afford a war.  Chum outnumber us nearly ten-thousand to one even if we count every latent Scion in the general population."
"And the Statists want Scions to enforce minority rule over them?"
He nodded.  "For their own good, of course."
"You're still not telling me something important.  I don't plan to agree to anything until you tell me."
"We've spoken about the benefits of becoming an initiated Scion," Marissa said.
"And you told me about the price of becoming one.  Keeping quiet about our existence seems like common sense."
"There is another price.  A heavier price."  Marissa looked at Andre who crossed his arms and nodded.  "Once you're attuned, that means your physical abilities will kick in, your heart rate will increase, your brain activity will sharpen.  You'll need to eat more to keep your body fueled.  For most of us, recharging is a simple matter of eating right.  Some Scions developed strange diets.  For some alcohol recharges them better than anything else.  In Lucas Fowler's case it appears carrots do the trick."
"None of this sounds all that serious," Alexia said.  "So what if I have to eat carrots?"
"The point is that your physiology changes a great deal.  Your body will produce and use a lot more adrenalin.  Your muscles, joints, bones, organs, will heal ten times faster and absorb a lot more punishment."
"I fail to see the downside."
Marissa sighed.  "Some potential initiates think that they're about to become immortal.  You can still die."
"With the stones."
"Or without.  Major trauma will kill you."
"Then what are the stones for?"
"Some believe they save your essence and recycle it.  Nobody knows for sure.  Even before the factions existed, it was the accepted method of execution for Scions—painless.  Stones kill us without major trauma.  Any Scion who ventures too close to active stones will feel their life force drain."
Alexia puzzled over Marissa's answer for a few seconds.  Something stuck in her mind but she couldn't put a finger on what it was.  She was about to give up on it when it jumped out at her.  "Wait, you said we're not immortal.  Do we have an extended lifespan?"
"I didn't want to go into this because I'm afraid it will influence your decision."
Andre spoke.  "Your participation is vital to this investigation.  Becoming an attuned Scion is extremely rewarding."  Just then he sounded like a used car salesman, or one of those people on TV trying to sell a gyrating chair as an exercise machine.
Alexia felt the unspoken truth like a ball of ice in her stomach.  What they weren't saying could determine her path.  "Spit it out, damn you."
"While it varies for every Scion, your lifespan will be shorter than the average chum's," Andre said.
"Shorter than what, seventy years?"
"Arbiters tend to live longer on average than chum.  Seekers live around fifty years at the most."
"From the time they're attuned?"
"No, from birth.  Date of attunement doesn't seem to matter much except by a year or two."
"And executors?"
"Thirty to forty."
"My God.  They shrivel up and die in their prime?"
"Their organs give out, usually the heart.  The body gives all it can until something goes.  We've tried medical solutions but there's only so much you can do."
Alexia's heart sank.  "If I go through with this, I might have another twenty years of life?"
"Would you rather live another hundred years trapped as a chum, or another twenty as their anonymous champion?"
The electricity crawling up Alexia's neck subsided.  She had the answer she needed.  This was the proverbial fork in the road, not yet the proverbial knife in the heart.  That would come in twenty years or so.  Oddly enough, having a shortened life span didn't bother her that much.  She wished she'd known about this twenty years ago.  The idea of the Blight, the hidden world, intrigued her more than anything—something to explore, to study.  Perhaps she could help the Transcendists discover the switch that would allow chum to become Scions.
For some reason, that idea revolted her.  Normal humans were barbaric, crude, and mostly unredeemable.  Despite Andre's harsh words for the Statists' point of view, the idea of enforcing strong government rule from superior beings seemed like a good idea.  Just great.  She wasn't even a "superior being" yet and already she had plans for world domination.  Power corrupts.  Be careful.
"I'm in."
Andre exhaled.  Marissa's face regained some color.
"Can you attune me now?" Alexia asked.  "I want to get started."








Chapter 24

Tollee smelled dust and aged leather.  She pried open her eyelids and saw black laced with white cracks.  She pushed herself up and looked around.  An old leather couch with overstuffed cushions supported her.  She was in an apartment.  A tiny one.  A bed sat a few feet away.  Behind it was a kitchen sink and cabinets.  To the right, the doorway to a bathroom.  She got off the couch and swayed then knuckled her forehead as pain lanced through it.
Being on the roof was the last thing she remembered.
"Hello?"
Silence greeted her.  She entered the bathroom and cringed at her appearance.  Her hair was matted.  A streak of roofing tar decorated one cheek.  A folded towel and washcloth sat on the closed toilet.  Atop them sat a note from Jason telling her to shower if she wanted and to lock up if she left.  He was at work.  The phone number and address were written at the bottom.
Tollee disrobed and hopped in the tiny shower stall.  After a thorough scrubbing, she felt much better.  Her headache dissipated.  The events of the day wandered through her mind and she felt like a fool.  Or had that been yesterday?  She didn't know what time it was.
Something suddenly groped at her mind.  She went on full alert.  The presence wormed past her defenses and hammered them to nothing.
Where are you, girl?
It was Arbiter Martin.  His anger clouded her emotions like raw sewage in a pristine lake.
I had an accident.  I'm better now.
Come to me.  Now.
His presence jerked away.  She gasped and fell to the shower floor, stunned.  When she recovered, rage overpowered the hurt.  He couldn't treat her this way.  But he had and he would unless she did something about it.  Running away obviously wouldn't work.  His reach was infinite, or so it seemed.  She would go to him and do what he wanted for now.  She had to plan her next moves well to trick him, but her solution was obvious.
Arbiter Martin had to die.
Tollee plopped down on Jason's couch and stared at the peeling paint on the wall for several minutes, her mind churning through the possibilities.  The easiest way involved exiting the Blight right behind him and shooting him.  She could steal a gun easily enough, but could she pull the trigger?  Probably not.  What about Lucas Fowler?  He might be very interested to discover who his tormentor was.  He might be interested to learn the terrible things Martin had done to him.  She'd have to omit her involvement or Lucas would kill her on the spot.
On the way out, Tollee took note of Jason's address.  She hesitated for a moment then wrote down her cell phone number on a scrap of paper and put it on his fridge.  He was chum, but she could probably trust him.  After all, he'd taken care of her after a mind-blowing failure in drug experimentation.  Really, how stupid could she be?  Drinking after chum, taking their drugs.  It was a wonder he hadn't simply raped her while she was unconscious.  Terror and disgust took a train ride up her throat.  She gagged.
Tollee entered the Blight and gave herself a quick examination.  No blood in her panties.  She didn't feel sore.  Her hymen didn't feel broken.  Then again, she wasn't sure what that would feel like.  Martin had neglected sexual education.  Not that she wanted a skeezy old man to tell her about the birds and the bees.  She'd sneaked into an adult theater some years ago and watched porn to get an idea of the physics involved.  Talk about nasty.  The fluids and body parts not to mention the impossible positions had convinced her to swear sex off for life.  Lately, though, something had changed.  Urges and desires had arisen that seemed to make sex less disgusting.
"Why am I thinking about that now?" she asked herself.
The smog and dust of the Blight were starting to irritate her nose, and her head began to ache again.  Time to get a move on.  The Blight would be a miserable place to get trapped in.  A sudden idea occurred to her, one that might solve her arbiter problem.
She arrived at Martin's house a half-hour later.  He wore khakis, a button-up shirt, and sneakers.
"We slumming today?" Tollee asked.
"Travelling.  Lucas Fowler has vanished."
"Can't find him on your brain-dar?"
Martin gave her a reproving look.  He didn't seem to appreciate her inventive vocabulary.  "Someone may have captured him.  I imprinted certain safety precautions to prevent him from inadvertently identifying me, but he's grown into a unique tool, too precious to give up at this point."
"So you still want to capture him."
"Of course."
"Where are we going?"
"To his last location."
Their first stop was Lucas's apartment complex.  Tollee hopped them across town but when they reached the apartment buildings, the sight that awaited shocked them.
"Looks like a tornado came through here," she said.
Martin looked at a man who was shouting orders to others.  Tollee viewed him in the Blight and saw a narrow tendril snake into the man's head.  The man continued to jabber on without taking notice of the pulsing probe spying on his thoughts.  After a few minutes, Martin unplugged his probe and it flickered out of existence.
"Detective Evans was most helpful.  Lucas was attacked by a ghoul.  That's the term they've coined for the resurrected Scions.  I'm amazed chum are willing to admit to such a thing.  Usually they're quite reticent when it comes to the supernatural."  He sighed.  "Apparently a rather fierce fight broke out and Lucas left after defeating and chaining an unconscious ghoul to a bike rack.  Unfortunately, Evans doesn't have any further details.  Two more ghouls showed up and wreaked serious havoc after that.  A woman named Alexia Sciouris provided him with further information, but none of it pertinent."
Hope blossomed in the midst of Tollee's dread at hunting down Lucas.  "Dead end?"
"Not quite.  I want you to look for residuals."
"Um, what're those?"
"I'm going to send out a pulse.  If you view the pulses through the Blight, you should see residual Blight scars where entry occurred."
"A pulse?"
"I'm sure you've seen my probes in the Blight.  I will radiate a solid burst of them.  It's very draining and I can only cover a small area, so find the Blight scars quickly."
"What about the police?  They're going to look at us funny if we starting wandering around the crime scene.  Can we do this from inside the Blight?"
"No, I can't perform this particular feat from within."
Interesting.  Tollee wondered what else couldn't he do from inside.  She took them into the Blight so they could get past the police cordon unseen, then phased back to Normal.  She kept her sight, however, within the Blight so she could see Martin's pulse.  He started in the parking lot.  A sphere of white light pulsed from his head but faded within a hundred feet.  At the very edge of his second pulse, she noticed something strange.  At one point, the light warped like smoke being sucked into a funnel.  The pavement was cracked in that area and a large spot of black had blossomed around the crack.
She directed Martin closer.  His next pulse highlighted a massive scar in the air.  She described it.
"That's unlikely.  Blight scars are usually very fine.  What you're describing sounds like a rupture."
Usually when Tollee entered the Blight, it was like sliding through an expanding slit that closed once she was through.  This one looked like a bus had gone through it.  "Whoever made this didn't know what they were doing or what they were capable of."
"Most disturbing, child.  According to the information I gleaned from Evans, this episode happened yesterday.  Any Blight scars should be little more than healing slits in the quantum fabric."
"Do the scars totally heal?"
"Oh yes.  They must or I'm sure this dimension and the Blight would merge."
Tollee didn't want to think about living in that nightmare.  "Why hasn't someone accidentally stumbled inside this one?"
"A quantum membrane seals scars off a few seconds after use.  For all practical purposes, this scar is closed solid objects."
"Is this what you were looking for then?"
"According to Evans, the ghouls from this area.  I'd wager this was their exit point.  The bloody things can enter the Blight.  Amazing."
"But they were executors."
"Indeed they were.  They apparently share some of Lucas Fowler's unique abilities."  He laughed like a giddy old geezer.  "I suppose his abilities are no longer unique.  My, my, what a find this lad has been."
Tollee wished he didn't look and sound like a kindly old grandfather talking fondly of his favorite grandson.  She'd long ago learned he was anything but kind or grandfatherly.  She should abandon him in the Blight to die and be done with his insane plans, but she couldn't overcome the guilt that wrenched her guts when she tried to do it.  She and Martin continued their search closer to Lucas's apartment.  The police seemed to think they were residents and didn't restrict them from looking around so long as they didn't enter the parking lot.  Tollee hopped with Martin inside Lucas's apartment.  They poked around for a while, discovering two scars inside his apartment, both about the same age.  Tollee had almost missed them.  Unlike the gap in the parking lot, these were more like wrinkles in the air.
"What now?" she asked.
"We track them.  I'll channel a pulse inside.  You tell me where it comes out."
His pulse exited from another scar a few feet away.
"He didn't use this one for translocation," Martin said.  "We've looked everywhere in here.  Back outside again."
They finally found a scar in the woods next to the building.  Martin's pulse entered it and emerged from another scar on the roof of the building.  Tollee took him there.  The next hop was several hundred yards.  The one after that even further as whoever had done the hopping had used tall buildings for maximum view distance.  When they hit the opposite side of the Atlanta skyline, Tollee couldn't find the next exit.
"It must be really far because I can't see your pulse."
"You disappoint me, child.  Any seeker worth their salt could find it.  Trust your instincts.  Your eyes should home in on irregularities."
"How am I supposed to be good at this?  You just told me about it today."  Tollee fought to keep from screaming and to keep her thoughts from turning murderous.
Martin took her hand and patted the top of it.  "There, there, dear.  You'll get it right.  Do what I said and you'll find it.  Relax.  Let your eyes find it for you."  He clenched his pipe and inhaled several times before giving her the nod.
Tollee viewed the Blight and relaxed, keeping her gaze on the horizon.  Something snatched her attention to the right.  Her eyes glanced that way by reflex, but she didn't see anything.  Martin sucked another breath from his pipe and released another wave.  This time, Tollee saw the faint exodus of energy from a point nearly a mile away.  She had to use two hops to get there, concerned she might hop them fifty feet up in the air by accident.  She kept her second hop sixty or so feet shy of the next scar so hers wouldn't interfere with Martin's pulses.
After several tortuous hours of searching and tracking, Martin called a halt.  His face had paled considerably and his knees wobbled.  Tollee encouraged him to keep going, thinking he might simply die of exhaustion and spare her the trouble of committing murder.  Instead, he booked a hotel room, went inside, and collapsed on the bed.  Tollee thought about hopping back to Atlanta but gave up on it.  Too far, too much trouble.  They were somewhere in Missouri.  No telling where Lucas had gone in all this time.  He was half insane and on the run.  The exercise of finding him, however, was proving very enlightening.  
On the upside, Martin had his limits.  He'd let slip earlier that arbiters used each other as relays for very long distance communication.  That same technique didn't work when trying to find an unattached Scion, apparently, so if she ran far enough away, he probably couldn't find her.  Smoke from his pipe recharged him.  She wondered if cigarette smoke had the same effect.  Maybe she could steal his tobacco and rob him of his energy.  Another important fact she'd discovered was that Martin's abilities were much more limited inside the Blight.  If he grew as exhausted tomorrow as he had been today, she could simply abandon him on one of her hops and leave him inside.
He'd be dead of dehydration within days.  Water inside the Blight wasn't drinkable.  Like anything else inside the Blight, once it was moved, it would revert back to its original position a short time later.  If the food inside the Blight weren't so rancid, it would be a bulimic's dream come true.  Binging without purging.  An infinite supply of food.  Tollee imagined a resort inside the Blight filled with pastries and frighteningly thin women.  She laughed at the absurdity.
She hopped into a closed liquor store to nab a couple fifths of vodka to recharge her energy levels.  She found a merry-go-round in a quiet park and sat down on it, watching the world spin slowly past while she drank.  Her mind cycled through various ways she could end Martin's life.  She steeled her resolve against her guilt.  Tomorrow would be Martin's last day among the Normals.
Tomorrow, he would find the afterlife on his own.








Chapter 25

Lucas groped blindly in the pitch black surrounding him and bit back a scream of fury.  He didn't know how long he'd been imprisoned, but infinity seemed a short wait in comparison.  A bare bulb dangling from a wire in the center of the room flicked on.  Lucas squinted against the glare until his eyes adjusted.  Dents and warps in the thick bars were now visible where he'd slammed himself against them during the night.  The cage doors had seemed the weakest point, but the deadbolt holding it shut was too thick.  The rest of the cage was embedded in concrete.  He'd already attempted to tear it loose without success.
Footsteps echoed down the stairwell.  Phillip appeared.
"You liar," Lucas said, unable to keep himself from slamming against the bars again.  "I should have known."
"I didn't lie.  We have only your best interests at heart.  My arbiter will join us shortly and make a thorough examination.  Hopefully, she'll find you redeemable.  If not, well, I don't want to ponder that."
A tall plain-looking woman wearing a brown skirt entered the room.  She had browned skin, brown eyes, and matching hair.  Her narrow nose ended in a point.  She walked up to Lucas's cage, her eyes wandering up and down.  Lucas felt a strange sensation, like static electricity working its way through his hair and making it stand on end.  It felt sickeningly familiar.  He squeezed his eyes shut and his thoughts fragmented.
The woman drew a sharp breath.  "I'm Kate, Phillip's arbiter.  You need to relax and let me do my examination.  No harm will come to you."  Her voice sounded as plain as her clothes.
"What are you doing to me?"
"Looking for the link to whoever controls you.  Determining just how far gone you are."
Lucas didn't believe her, not for an instant.  But he didn't have a choice.  He tried to relax.  At first, her probe felt like static electricity.  Then she seemed to dig in.  It felt like someone was trying to crack open his head from the inside.  His memories reeled past like watching a movie in fast forward.
"Your controller is very far away.  I'm having trouble tracing his link."
Lucas groaned.  "You're killing me."
"No, but it might feel that way."
The pain increased.  Lucas staggered against the bars and squeezed his eyes shut.  His brain seemed to throb.  This was too much.  Something wasn't right.  He opened his eyes.  A thin crack formed in the air and took his view inside the Blight.  A thick pulsating worm of energy linked him to the woman, threading between the bars and flailing atop her head.  He couldn't see where it intersected his head, but the sight appalled him.  He backed away.
Intuition told him this woman didn't care if she killed him.  She wanted information.
"What do you want from me?" he asked.
"Once she discovers who your arbiter is, we can report him to the faction of our choosing and earn favor," Phillip said.
"You said they'd kill me."
"They probably will."
Lucas tried to close his mind off, to take control.  He tried butting his head against the bars to no avail.
"I'm in too deep for your defenses to stop me now," Kate said.  "Might as well relax and enjoy the ride."
"All this to brown nose the factions?" Lucas said between clenched teeth.
Phillip shrugged.  "We're tired of being independent.  If we return to the Transcendists, we might as well go back in style.  You're rather high on their list of priorities.  Even the grand arbiters from both factions are involved."
A smile played on Kate's lips.  "I think I've found the link.  Ooh, your arbiter is coming closer, searching.  He might be close enough to detect you."  She frowned in concentration.   "I can almost see him."
Lucas gripped the bars and screamed as white-hot agony tore into his skull, like someone was threading his ears with barbed wire.  His view shifted from the Blight back to Normal.  He tried to remember how he'd entered the Blight before.  Forcing it didn't work.  He had to ignore the pain long enough to relax his body and let it happen.  Except he couldn't.  The intense pain in his head caused his muscles to involuntarily cramp and tense.  More than anything he wanted to escape.  He squeezed his eyes shut and envisioned a silvery white line in the air.  He felt a subtle change in pressure in his ears.  Lucas opened his eyes.  Before him, a silver wrinkle hovered.  Remembering Phillip's description of hopping, Lucas fixed the bottom of the nearby staircase in his mind and slid inside the scar.
The air turned musty and foul.  Kate screamed and collapsed, her eyes vacant, body twitching.  The thick worm of light thrashed atop her head, ending in a frazzled display of sparks.  It flailed like a high-pressure water hose on the loose for a few seconds then dwindled.  Phillip pushed himself off the wall and ran to her side.  Lucas looked up the stairs toward the door at the top and freedom.  He looked back at Phillip and thought about killing him and his arbiter.  They deserved it.
"Where is he?" Kate asked, her voice quavering.
Phillip scoured the small area.  His eyes darkened and focused on Lucas.  "He's in the Blight!"
"Impossible."
Lucas ran.  Phillip was on him in a second and grabbed him from behind, dragged him back down the stairs.  Lucas spun, grabbed Phillip, and flung him across the room against the cage.  His body clanged against the bars.  Lucas looked at Kate.  He couldn't let her hook into his mind again.  He grabbed her glowing form off the floor, and smashed her against the bars until she was a bloody mess.  Suddenly she vanished from his grip and reappeared on the floor without a mark on her.
Phillip pushed himself off the floor and smiled with bloodstained teeth.  "She's not in the Blight.  You can't harm her."
Lucas looked for the white scar to take him back to Normal.  Instead, he found a black scar in the air, slipped through it.  Kate stared up at him, her eyes wide with fear.  Pain spiked into Lucas's head.  He staggered back.
"Get him," Kate said.
Phillip charged out of thin air as he exited the Blight and rammed his shoulder into Lucas's stomach.  Lucas's feet slid against the floor until they found purchase.  He stopped Phillip's push, upended him, and dropped him head-first on the floor.  Lucas darted at Kate.  Another mental jolt from her seemed to split his skull.  He staggered.  Fell against the wall.  Phillip rolled to his knees, groaning.  Lucas kicked him out of the way and charged up the stairs.
The two men who'd put Lucas in his cell earlier burst through the door at the top of the stairs and raced toward him.  Lucas tried to bull past but they plowed into him and the three of them tumbled down the stairs.  At the bottom, Phillip helped the two men pin Lucas.  They jerked him up and braced him against the wall.  One of the men produced an ender and tried to wedge it under Lucas's arm.  Lucas squeezed his arms to his body.  The other men pried at it.  They slowly forced his arm away from his ribs.
Another Blight scar hung in the air before Lucas's nose.  He couldn't reach for it.  He roared.  Pushed out with all his might.  The men stumbled back just a hair, but it was enough.  Lucas dove into the open scar.  He shoved past his abductors' glowing bodies and ran up the stairs.  Phillip shouted something.  Lucas looked back.  The three men were after him again, and none were glowing.  Now he understood the significance of the glow.  No glow meant they were in the Blight with him.
Lucas barged through the door.  Several glowing Scions were standing in the cabin, milling around and talking.  Phillip started to glow again.  He shouted at the other Scions.  Their glows melted away as they entered the Blight.  Their eyes locked on him.  Lucas raced outside.  Pounding footsteps sounded behind him.  One of the seekers, a chubby man, appeared in his path.  They were hopping past him.  Lucas lowered his shoulder and slammed the man.  The chubby seeker flew back into a tree.  Bones crunched.  The man screamed.  More seekers hopped in front of Lucas.  He dodged left through the thick woods and exited the Blight.  
Fixing his eyes on a mound of dirt next to a large tree fifty yards away, Lucas hopped.  He landed atop the dirt, stumbled, and nearly fell.  After recovering, he transferred back to Normal and hopped again.
Shouts came from ahead and either side.  Static buzzed in his ears, his head.  The edge of the forest appeared in the distance.  Lucas tried to open a scar to the Blight, but the buzzing in his head ratcheted up.  He couldn't concentrate.  His shoulder clipped a sapling with a cracking sound.  He rebounded against another tree and fell, plowing into the leafy forest floor.
Gathering every ounce of concentration, he blocked the buzzing in his skull.  A white dot formed in the air and raced to the ground like a zipper.  Lucas crawled inside.  The buzzing vanished.  Amber rays of sunlight laced the Blight's dusty air.  Withered, decaying trees rattled like skeletons in a light breeze that swirled the dust and raked the leaves.  The edge of the forest was lost in the haze.  Footsteps echoed from all directions. Voices shouted, coming closer.
The Blight protected him from the arbiter, apparently.  She'd been responsible for the buzzing in his head.  Could she follow him inside and attack him again?  At this point, Lucas didn't know what to do.  He couldn't hope to outdistance so many Scions, all with far more experience than he had.  Executors, seekers, and arbiters in combination were too much.  He needed help.
An eerie laugh sounded behind him.  Lucas flinched and turned.  A black bird sat atop a scraggly tree branch, its head cocked to one side.
"Lucas," it said, drawing out the vowels.
"Help."
The bird laughed again and took wing.
"Over here," someone shouted.
Dry leaves crunched.  Black seams opened the air around Lucas.  Scions emerged, forming a loose circle.  No hope.  No escape.  Lucas roared and charged the nearest Scions.  Three of them, two men and a woman, grouped together.  A burst of energy flowed into Lucas and he met them with a flurry of blows.  He knocked one man to the ground.  Punched the next in the chest.  The man smacked into a tree and went limp.  The woman dived away in a blur of speed.
Lucas found a black seam and entered Normal.  Almost immediately he felt the charged mental probe from Kate settle into him.  His strength waned.  His mind scrambled.  One last hop, anywhere away from here.  He had to do it.  Laughter floated over his head.  The bird glided a few feet above.
"Lucas," it said.
Lucas scrambled from the forest.  He was at the edge of a plateau on a mountain.  Looking as far into the distance as he could, he focused.  Pain lanced through his head and he lost the image.
"Lucas, come," the bird said, circling above.  "Come forever."
An unforgettable scene appeared in Lucas's mind.  A scene permanently etched by agony and sorrow.  It superimposed itself over the image of the distant horizon as Lucas reached for the Blight scar and Kate's mind scream obliterated his concentration.  The world lurched.  Guts twisted.  Mind scattered.  A deep boom echoed through the Blight.  The sonic wave formed a temporary sphere of dust-free air.
Lucas fell to his knees and dry-heaved.  The second heave produced a trickle of saliva.  His hands gripped the damp brown grass.  Something familiar perked his senses.  He looked ahead.  His nose nearly brushed a cracked marble headstone.  Gray moss and grime coated the chiseled letters.  He pulled himself into Normal.  The marble headstone glistened in the clear air.
He'd only been here twice and could never bring himself to return.  The sight of his parents' headstones, however, was burned into his mind like the afterimage of the sun.
Lucas touched the headstones and cried out.





Chapter 26

The room in the Transcendists' underground dorm Andre had given Alexia was spartan but functional.  A new laptop, Internet connection, and a well-stocked fridge came included.  The other Scions that lived there shared a community kitchen and bath.  Andre felt it best she stay a while to become accustomed to her newfound abilities and acquaintances.
In the meantime, Alexia had discovered a lot about Lucas Fowler.  Using her FBI clearance she'd downloaded a small file on him and discovered other vital data from various government agencies.  With her extra sense as a guide, she gave Andre a series of locations to stake out.
Lucas's story was depressing to say the least.  His family had been slaughtered by a home invader almost exactly a year ago.  In many cases, the term "slaughtered" might be an overstatement.  Not true, here.  The intruder had mangled his parents' bodies in horrific ways.  He'd slammed Lucas into the wall and floor so hard, that it'd killed him.  The paramedics didn't know how they'd revived him.  They'd given him CPR, tried defibrillators, and been just about ready to declare him dead when he started breathing again on his own.  Even more troubling was Lucas's sister.  They'd found minute quantities of her blood at the scene, but no body.  The final report concluded she'd been killed but the culprit had taken her body with him.  He'd vanished and the crime was unsolved.
Alexia looked again at the crime scene photos.  After the brutal murders of the past few days, these gruesome pictures hardly fazed her.  She stopped at the pictures of his parents again and felt her mouth drop open.  This was familiar.  Too familiar.  She pulled up the photos from the morgue and compared them.  The level of strength required to maim the bodies so thoroughly could only be done by a Scion.  Or a ghoul.  Was there a connection?
At this point it didn't matter.  Finding Lucas was the top priority.  The details of his family's destruction could be parsed out later.
After the murders, Lucas had dropped completely off the radar, leaving his job, his parents' house that he'd inherited, and all other friends behind.  Two of Lucas's former friends that Alexia had interviewed both indicated that he'd developed an irrational fear of death.  A fear so deep that he'd become a hermit.  Grocery store and credit card records indicated that he'd had everything delivered to his apartment.  The number of locks on his apartment doors highlighted how rarely he'd left his self-imposed prison.
The irony of the situation stung even Alexia.  To have such a fear of dying only to become a tool of death seemed cruel.  Andre and Marissa insisted that execution was a necessary punishment even if Lucas was an unwilling participant in the murders and creation of the ghouls.  They considered him corrupted beyond redemption.
As she thought about him, needles pricked up her spine.  Images flashed through her mind.  A man kneeling before headstones.  A black bird laughing.  Ghouls appearing from thin air.  A battle.  The headstones reeled closer in nauseating jerks.  She saw the engraved names.  Clouds swept into view.
Alexia's vision blurred and her head ached.  A trickle of liquid dribbled over her lip.  She touched her fingers to it and saw blood.  She stood and almost toppled over.  Hand against the wall, she steadied herself.   The nosebleed stopped.  Ever since Andre had attuned her, her extra sense seemed out of whack.  Whenever she felt the tingle, hallucinations followed.  This had been the clearest of them all.
The names on the headstones remained sharp in her mind.  James Fowler.  Libby Fowler.  Lucas's parents.
"My God," Alexia said.  Scanning the data, she found the cemetery in which they were interred.  She rushed from her room, down the hall to the conference room.
"Slow down," someone said from ahead.
Alexia stopped as Marissa appeared around the corner.
"You were about to run into me."
"How?"  Alexia shook her head.  The arbiter had sensed her coming.  "I have important information."
Marissa took her by the hand and led her to the conference room.  Andre, Thomas, and a group of people she didn't recognize looked up at them.
"Tell us," Marissa said, walking to stand behind Andre's chair.
"Andre, did you station people in all the places I suggested?" Alexia asked.
"Yes."
"I need everyone to go to Silent Acres cemetery."  Andre's laptop was hooked into the room's projector.  She located the coordinates on Google maps.
Andre raised an eyebrow.  "What new information do you have?"
"I know he's there or will be soon."
"How?"
She wasn't sure anyone would believe her.  Then again, being what they were, how could they not?  "I saw things happen in my mind."
Marissa put a hand to her heart.  "You what?"
Andre stood and took Alexia's hands in his.  "Are you certain?  Tell me exactly what you saw."
She described it the best she could, leaving out her own physical aftermath, the bleeding nose and headache.
A petite blonde at the other end of the table stood.  "I told you it was happening again."
A man next to her groaned.  "Don't bring up that superstitious Cross crap again."
Marissa came to Alexia's side.  "Nobody jump to conclusions.  Let's see if this pans out."
A nervous jab bit into Alexia's stomach.  Maybe she'd hallucinated.  Maybe Andre would put all his people on it only to discover it was her imagination.
Andre turned to Marissa.  "Notify the task force.  We'd better keep Mikhail in the loop."
Marissa nodded.  Her eyes lost focus for a few seconds.  "They're on the way.  We going?"
"Yes."  Andre motioned Thomas over.  "How's her hopping?"
"A little rough, but she's a fast learner."
Andre turned to Alexia.  "Do you want to hop or have Thomas take you?"
"I can do it," she said.
The others at the table were already filing out.  Alexia followed Thomas up the stairs and to the roof of the small theatre.  Dusk had settled in but the day's heat hadn't lifted.  The black tar on the roof stuck to her shoes.  She was roasting, even in shorts and a sleeveless top.  Thomas joined hands with Marissa and Andre then hopped.  Alexia fixed on their spot and followed.
By the time they arrived, the task force along with Mikhail and several of his people had gathered at the edge of the cemetery.  He looked at her with his cool blue eyes and gave a slight nod.  Alexia shivered.  Power and assurance seemed to flow from the man.  Andre gave off the opposite vibe.  He was loud and bombastic whereas Mikhail's cool demeanor exuded confidence.  She felt a twinge of fear when he looked her way.  Then again, he could be screwing with her mind.
Nearly everyone had their eyes focused on the graveyard, namely a tall oak in the center.  A solitary figure knelt before two headstones.  Alexia used one of her new abilities.  She magnified her view of the lone person, zooming her sight like a camera lens.  It was Lucas.  His face was wet and flushed.  He clutched his hands to his stomach like he was about to sick up.
"Surround him, but don't go in until I send the signal," Andre said, keeping his voice lower than usual.  
A whisper of static brushed Alexia's hair and an image of the desired pattern formed in her mind.  She realized with a start that Andre had connected to everyone on his team and transmitted the image.
Mikhail apparently instructed his people to do the same without speaking, for they vanished as they hopped to their positions shortly before the Transcendists followed suit.  Alexia noted there were very few arbiters present besides Andre, Marissa, and Mikhail.  There were about half as many executors as seekers.  Thomas had told her the vast majority of Scions were seekers.  He'd shown her how to tell the classes apart from their auras in the Blight although it really hadn't been necessary.  She could feel the auras as much as see them, though Thomas hadn't understood what she meant by that when she tried to explain.  As of late, she'd also experienced odd sensations when talking with some Scions who were being particularly emotional.  One young female seeker had furiously described what had to be done about Lucas, and Alexia could have sworn she felt waves of heat radiating from her.
Something black fluttered down from the oak tree towering over Lucas and landed on the headstone before Lucas.  The same petite blonde seeker who'd been so outspoken in the conference room gasped.
"It's happening again.  Freaking Cross.  You guys didn't believe me but the pieces fit."
Andre shushed her.  "Concentrate on the here and now, Lucinda."
"Are we going to mind-lock him?" she asked.
Andre's focus had shifted back to Lucas and he let her question lapse without response.  Marissa took Lucinda by the arm and led her away.  Alexia found herself alone with Andre.
"Who's Cross?"
Andre's cheek twitched, but he didn't answer.
Another black bird landed on the headstone.  Then another.  And another.  Alexia looked at the oak tree.  She didn't see any birds perched on it.  But more drifted down from the tree, like it was giving birth to them.  The birds took up residence on the headstones surrounding Lucas.  He seemed oblivious.
"Where the hell are all those birds coming from?"
Now, Andre said in Alexia's mind.
Two dozen Scions burst from the air around Lucas.  Voices shouted in the distance.  The birds rose in a black cloud and circled.  Alexia heard a loud commotion as hundreds of voices began to speak at once in a chant.  She wondered why the Scions would start chanting.  Was it a part of some bizarre ceremony they hadn't told her about?  The tight noose of Scions drew even tighter around their prey.  Eerie laughter rose and fell.  The strange chant echoed through the graveyard.  Alexia realized with a start that the birds were the ones speaking.
Lucas jerked from his reverie.  He leapt to his feet as the bedlam shocked him back to reality.  He seemed disoriented, dizzy.  He ran toward a group of encroaching Scions and leapt, sailing several feet over them.  His leg hit a headstone on the way down.  The headstone toppled and Lucas tumbled, crashing into another tall marble headstone which cracked in half.  The birds dispersed in all directions.  One flew overhead calling Andre's name.
The pursuers recovered and hopped into positions around Lucas.  Lucas vanished.  The chase abruptly stopped, as seekers blurred into his last location and milled about in confusion.
"What the hell?" Andre said.
Alexia shifted her view into the Blight.  Glowing Scions dotted the cemetery.  A few yards away, a dark figure scurried down a row of graves toward the stone wall that bordered the place.  "He's in the Blight," she said.
Andre relayed her message to the others.  Seekers joined hands with executors and shifted into the Blight.  Lucas was running for all he was worth.  Judging from a slight limp and the strain in the side of his face she could see, he looked nearly done for.  He was filthy and his clothes were tattered.  What had happened to him?
"Take me over there," Andre said, pointing to the opposite edge of the cemetery.
Alexia took his hand and hopped them over.  Lucas, still in the Blight, was coming right for them.
A sonic boom rippled across the cemetery.  Headstones toppled.  The wind blew Alexia's hair straight back.  Three ghouls appeared from a massive scar in the Blight and ran for Lucas.  He stumbled, clenching his stomach and gagging but somehow recovered.  He looked at Alexia and Andre ahead, the task force behind him, and the ghouls encroaching from his left.  The ghouls still wore their original attire, festooned with blood, human remains, and God only knew what else.
The black ghoul, Simion Moore, shouted at his two companions.  They changed course and plowed into the task force like a wedge.  Bodies literally flew as they punched and kicked through the pursuers.  Moore grabbed one of the Scions, Adam, Marissa's executor.  The three ghouls lifted the flailing man and pulled him away.  Before the others could react, Moore cracked Adam's neck.  The crunch echoed.  The stunned Scions stared, mouths slack, eyes wide as each ghoul laid a stone on Adam's eyes and mouth.
Marissa's scream of agony rippled through the air.  "No!  Save him!"
The onlookers launched into action as light poured from the stones on Adam's eyes.  The attacking Scions dropped like unstrung puppets as they reached the vicinity of the stones.  The ghouls shifted to Normal, their prize in hand, then tore another gaping scar and hopped.  A blast of thunder rolled across the cemetery.  Alexia looked to her right and spotted Lucas.  He was almost outside the cemetery.  Still running but limping even worse than before.  She shouted at the others.
"Get him," Andre said.
Marissa screamed something incoherent.  Tears cascaded down her cheeks.  "I'll kill him myself for creating those abominations."  She grabbed Alexia's hand.  "Go."
They hopped and shifted back to Normal.  Marissa clenched her fists and stared at Lucas.  He gave a shout, grabbed his head, and went down in a heap.  The other Scions closed in.  Three executors grabbed him.  Lucas tried to shift states, but Andre and Marissa's combined mental attacks clamped him into Normal.
"What do you want with me?" Lucas asked, groaning.  Sweat rivulets formed clean streaks on his dirt-stained face.  "I didn't want to do it.  Someone did this to me."
"Brother, it pains me to pronounce sentence on you," Andre said, "but you've been tainted beyond redemption."
Mikhail took Andre by the arm.  "Not so hasty."
Andre looked at Mikhail's hand before shrugging it off.  "We already agreed on the sentence, Grand Arbiter.  Now we'll carry it out."
"Agreed," Marissa said, her teeth clenched and fury etched into her pale face.  With the black eyeliner streaking down her cheeks and the rage in her eyes, Alexia felt cold certain death hovering seconds away.
Other Scions chimed in, forming a single voice of angry, overwhelming consensus.  Mikhail shook his head and backed off.  Alexia wondered why he, of all people, was so hesitant.
Despite his crimes, she didn't want to see Lucas killed.  If he'd been controlled by an arbiter, why did he have to be the one to die?  Then again, Lucas had tried to kill her.  His mind was out of control.  His brain corrupted by a rogue arbiter.  Yet, there was something about him that offered her hope.  Something she longed for in his wild eyes.  She tried to speak up, but her throat was knotted with—what?  Regret?  Agony?  Tears welled in her eyes.  She felt desperately sick at the thought of him leaving this world.  Try as she might, she couldn't understand why these emotions were assaulting her.  She'd only just met this man, this murderer.
This wasn't right.  He deserved a hearing.  Somehow she had to delay his death.  They couldn't take him now.  Panic pounded her heart faster, harder.  Still, she couldn't open her mouth.  She couldn't defend this murderer in the face of this angry mob.
Andre nodded toward an executor.  The man produced an ender, identical to the stiletto-like device Lucas had almost used on Alexia.  The executor approached Lucas with a solemn air.  One of the executors holding Lucas forced an arm up.
"Time to go on, brother," the executor with the ender said, and moved it toward Lucas's armpit.
"This is quite irregular," Mikhail said as though discussing the weather.  "Not even a hearing?"
Andre clenched his jaw.  Turned toward Mikhail.  "Every minute this man is alive he's a threat.  For all we know the ghouls can't survive without him.  We've all the proof we need that he's the perpetrator.  Ending him now is the only answer."
Mikhail stared coolly at Andre.  His eyes scanned the knot of Scions.  Alexia could see little sympathy for Lucas in their eyes.  Why would a man in Mikhail's position stick his neck out for Lucas?  She didn't know.  Didn't care.  She wanted to shout at them.  Tell them to stop this madness this instant.  But why?  What was wrong with her?  Lucas was a killer.  A madman.
Wings thundered overhead.  Everyone craned their necks at a churning cloud of black mynas that circled a hundred feet up.  An eerie chorus of laughing and inhuman chatter filled the air.  Alexia finally understood what they were saying:  "Lucas."  A stream of mynas dive bombed Andre and Marissa.  Marissa shouted and fell back.  Andre ducked.
Lucas roared.  His face bright red, veins pulsing in his neck, he jerked free of the executors, and vanished into the Blight.  Alexia switched sight, saw him, and hopped.  She stumbled right into him, face to face, and locked onto him with all her might.  Carried him back into Normal.  Lucas's momentum toppled her onto her back.  He bellowed.  His pupils dilated until his eyes were pitch black.  The world vanished.
Thick liquid filled Alexia's lungs.  She tried to scream but couldn't feel her mouth.  Couldn't feel her appendages.  Couldn't feel anything.  She tumbled in oblivion unable to sense if her eyes were even open.  Black thick suffocation pressed her from all sides.  Eternity seemed to pass.  Was she breathing? Moving?
Sensation rushed back like feeling to oxygen-starved limbs.  Something warm pressed tight against her.  She opened her eyes.  Lucas stared back, his eyes normal.  Alexia recoiled and let go.  Backed away.  They were in the city but the streets were quiet.
"Forever," said a lone myna bird perched atop a street sign.  It regarded them with a cocked head for a moment before flapping away.
A dull red sun sat low in a clear purple-hued sky.  Murmuring, moaning and gibbering broke the silence.  A man walked past.
"Where are we?" Alexia said.
The man continued on without acknowledging her.  She noticed more people wandering the streets and cars moving jerkily like an old stop-motion film.  A wrinkled woman slumped against a wall, wailing.  A boy ran up and down the street shouting nonsense.  A middle-aged woman, her eyes vacant, walked past babbling.
"See nobody.  Where?  Nobody.  Find nothing."
Alexia shuddered when she realized how similar the speech was to that of the ghouls.
"Where are we, Lucas?  Where did you take us?"
They weren't in Normal or the Blight.  They were somewhere else.





Chapter 27

Lucas stared at a familiar landscape with alien features.  The dim red sun cast long shadows, discoloring the usual hue of the sky and anything it touched.  The air, while clear, was crisp and chilly despite the season.  Towering skyscrapers blocked much of the weak sunlight, casting the city in dusk.  Aside from the usual dirt and grime, the buildings looked normal.  They weren't in the Blight.  The air was too clear.  The off-color sun dispelled any notion they were in Normal.
At least they were far away from his pursuers.  He looked at his companion and recognized her.  His heart missed a beat.  "Alexia?"
She looked at him, her lower lip trembling.  "You've done something to us.  I can't open a scar to Normal or the Blight."
"The birds told me to go here, wherever here is."
"Told you?  How did the birds tell you?"
"I don't know.  I saw this place in my head."
A myna landed on a fire hydrant, cocked its head at him, and flapped across the street.  Lucas followed.  Alexia reluctantly trailed behind.  After a long walk, they reached the edge of the city and entered an older neighborhood.  A familiar place.  The bird landed atop a mailbox and cocked an eye at him.  Lucas slowed and fought back a cry of anguish.  They were in Edgewood.  The house in front of him slumped.  Weeds had claimed the front yard, algae covered the roof.  Even the old oaks seemed bent and gnarled from the evil that had visited this place.  It was here his family had been slaughtered.
A man shuffled out the front door, muttering under his breath.
Lucas gasped.  "Dad?"
A woman approached down the sidewalk.  His mother.  They both looked weary, worn down, but otherwise normal and dressed in the same clothes they'd died in.
"Mom!  Dad!"
His parents walked into each other without seeming to see one another.  Their bodies flickered and phased together, then parted as they continued their original routes.
"Why, why, why?" his father, James, suddenly said in a shout.  "Where is everyone?"
His mother, Libby, started to cry.  "James," she said.  "Lucas?  Jenny? Where are you?"  Her cries echoed through the canyons of the dead city.
Neither heard the tormented shouts of the other.
* * * * *
Mikhail helped Andre and Marissa off the ground.  Blood streamed down Marissa's cheek where a beak had struck it.  Several dead and dying mynas were on the ground.  One flapped its wings but its head was twisted at an unnatural angle.  Mikhail booted it away.  He tried to wrap his mind around the events of the last few minutes and found himself afraid for the first time in years.
"Where are they?" Andre asked.
"You saw same as I.  Alexia grabbed him.  They vanished."
A seeker ran to them, breathing hard.  "Sir, we looked everywhere.  They're not in the Blight.  They're just gone."
Lucinda limped over, a hand pressed to her left leg.  She'd been in the group the ghouls had attacked.  "He's going to kill her just like Cross did."
"Enough about Cross!" Andre roared.  "It doesn't matter at this point."  He turned to Mikhail.  "How'd you know Alexia's name?  You two were never introduced and she's new."
Mikhail shrugged.  "My task force members told me about her.  It is not big problem, I hope?"
Andre seemed mollified.  He pulled Mikhail aside.
"You told me about Cross," Mikhail said.  "Why get upset at your arbiter?"
"It'll get them stirred up and looking for ghosts.  I don't want panic in the ranks."
"I am sorry about your executor."
"Adam was Marissa's personal executor.  He was only twenty."
"Middle age for executors," Mikhail said.  "So tell me, what now?  We have executor with ability to Blight shift, hop, and vanish to nowhere.  I hear through grapevine that Alexia saw this incident before it happened."
Andre's face turned crimson.  "Who told you?"
"I heard from task force.  No mention was made of source."
Andre glanced back at Lucinda who was jabbering to anyone nearby about Cross.  Mikhail hoped he would pin the blame on her.  In reality, the Statists had long ago resorted to mundane methods for eavesdropping on their rivals.
"Lucas Fowler is more dangerous than anyone realizes," Andre said.  "We must end him."
"Agreed," Mikhail said.  He was lying, of course.  Lucas was a gift of random evolution or whatever created Scions in the first place.  If Alexia was truly a futurist as he suspected, the two of them would make a formidable addition to the Statists' ranks.  Even better, they would be the perfect rulers.
He had to find them before Andre did.
* * * * *
Martin clenched the pipe in his teeth.  "Amazing."
Tollee shuddered.  They'd watched events unfold from a tall hill at the edge of the cemetery.  During their search Martin had found a trace of Lucas's mind.  Just as the signal had come into range, it had abruptly dropped in strength but originated from the opposite direction.  He'd pushed Tollee to her limits to reach the cemetery.  Tollee's mind still reeled with the possibility that Lucas had somehow hopped hundreds of miles in an instant.  It couldn't be possible.  But Lucas had already freaked her out with his other supposedly impossible abilities.
"I don't know where he took her," Tollee said after scanning the area through the Blight.  "We gonna look for scars?"
"Not with the factions scouring the area."  His eyes locked onto two men.
Tollee zoomed in and examined them.  One was gaunt, the other almost cherubic.  "Who are they?"
"Mikhail Sokolov and Andre Feno, grand arbiters for the Statists and Transcendists, respectively."
"The top leaders of both factions?"
Martin smiled.  "Oh yes, dear.  Apparently my experiments have caught the attention of some very important people.  I think this will work to my advantage.  Once we capture a ghoul I can prove the existence of the afterlife."
All this mayhem for a stupid experiment.  "If those things come from the afterlife, I sure as hell don't want to die."
Martin seemed to stew over that for a few minutes.  "I believe their instability is caused by a sudden corporeal resurrection."
"Even if you do discover the afterlife, what good will it do you?  We all die.  We're all going to this afterlife you talk about.  So what?"
"It is only the greatest discovery a man has ever made, my dear.  If the afterlife exists in a quantum state similar to the Blight, we might actually be able to travel there.  Imagine it, visiting God whenever you wish.  The master of all physics that govern our universe."
Tollee choked back her response.  What if God didn't want them there?  What horrible response might He have, assuming He existed?  Maybe the afterlife was just like the Blight, dead and nasty.
"I wonder if they'll be able to turn that executor they captured into another ghoul," Martin said, puffing on his pipe.  "I'd give anything to witness that."
Even if they didn't, what would stop them from murdering more Scions?  Tollee's stomach knotted hard as a rock.  This was insanity.  The ghouls might keep killing.  If they did make more ghouls, they'd be unstoppable after a while.  She might become a ghoul.  Her idea of abandoning Martin in the Blight wasn't going to work.  He might be the only one who could stop this.  She focused on the grand arbiters as they conversed below.  They could force the information from Martin.  Maybe they'd spare her a prison sentence for turning him in.
Martin's gaze focused on the horizon.  He was unaware, too deep in thought to notice her intentions.  She grabbed his arm, locked eyes on the grand arbiters and opened a scar.
Pain exploded in her head.  Her eyes watered.  She felt herself falling but was helpless to stop her descent.  The ground knocked her breath out.  She tried to speak but heard only a dry rattle emanate from her throat.
Martin's face, blurry from the tears in her eyes, filled her view.  "Et tu, Brute?"  He tsked.  "I imprinted you with certain safeguards long ago, child.  You could no more betray or harm me than pick up the world and spin it on your finger."
Tollee's vision started to fade.  Her breathing became shallower.  She couldn't take control, couldn't get oxygen.
"You've put me in quite a bind, child.  Whatever shall I do with you?"
The world fragmented.  The edges of her vision closed in blackness toward a single point of white light.
Martin said something else, but his words were muffled.  Something broke free in her mind.  Her body tensed.  She sucked in a deep rasping breath and wiped the hot tears from her eyes.  It took her a moment to stagger to her feet.  A moment for her brain to form a coherent thought.
"Martin, you've gone crazy.  We need help.  Can't you see how dangerous the ghouls are to all of us?"
His face reddened.  "Continue to question me and I'll imprint you with even stiffer controls, you twit."
Tollee backed away, fear blooming like a black rose in her throat.  She felt static in her hair and switched to Blight view.  A slender tendril of light extended from Martin's head to her.  She screamed and shifted fully into the Blight.  The mind snake puffed into sparkling motes.  Martin scowled.
"Come back, girl.  You'll never escape me.  My reach is infinite."
She couldn't go back to him.  But if she didn't, she couldn't exit the Blight unless she ran as far away as Lucas had.  Knowing what demonic things Martin had done to her mind, she could never go back.  She'd rather die.





Chapter 28
 
Andre gathered Marissa, Thomas, and his other closest advisors in the conference room back at the Transcendist compound.
"I have a feeling Mikhail has other plans for Lucas Fowler and our initiate, Alexia."
Marissa frowned.  "Like what?  Even he can't want such a dangerous man to live."
"I think Mikhail puts more stock in the Cross legend than he lets on.  When I met with him in North Dakota, I told that story to push him in a direction I thought best.  Lucas Fowler can't be allowed to fall into Statist hands.  I'd hoped the Cross analogy might convince him that a quick execution would be best."
Thomas broke into the conversation.  "You're overlooking something here.  Lucas Fowler has abilities that surpass anything we've heard of before.  He shares core abilities with at least two classes of Scions.  What if he's the proof we need?"
"Proof?" Andre asked.
Marissa's eyes widened.  "You mean if an executor can become a seeker, what prevents a chum from becoming a Scion?"
"Exactly," Thomas said.  "If we capture this guy, we can find out what neural pathways connect differently for him as opposed to others.  It might take a few years of study, but our scientists would love it."
Andre shook his head.  "It's an intriguing proposal, but completely unworkable.  If this man can hop out of our detection radius, how can we possibly hold him for study?"
"He hopped somewhere without line of sight," said Whitney, one of Andre's experienced seekers.  "Any seeker who's tried that has either vanished for good, or died outright."
"Who the hell tried hopping without line of sight?" asked Thomas.
"Remember Tyrone, that kid we picked up off the streets ten years back?"
"I thought he ran away."
Whitney cleared her throat and looked at her hands.  "I lied about that."
Andre clenched his fists.  "You lied?  Tell me what happened."
"He and some other initiates were bragging about how far they could hop.  Tyrone told them he memorized a spot and didn't need line of sight.  He hopped and never came out of the Blight."
"You lied to your leaders," Andre said again, voice low.  "This won't go unpunished."
"Please, Andre.  I was ashamed and afraid."
"His death was his fault.  Your fault stands with the lie.  After this crisis is over, you'll be sentenced to one day of sensory deprivation."
Whitney blanched.  "That's rather harsh.  After all I've done—"
Andre slammed the table with his fist and stood.  "You are a trusted member of my inner circle."  His shout caused a ripple of surprise in the room.  He glared at the group, his eyes raking each of them in turn.  "I won't tolerate lies from anyone."  He took his seat and gave himself a moment to calm down.
Whitney, her lips set in a thin line, nodded.
Marissa spoke up after a moment of stunned silence.  "Maybe they met the same fate as Tyrone."
"True.  Our problem might already be solved."
Someone rapped on the conference room door.
"Come," Andre said.
Dara poked her head in.  "I've got a couple of independents wanting to speak with you.  They say it's super urgent."
"Independents?  Who?"
"Phillip and Kate.  Didn't give me their last names."
Andre hadn't heard from them in years.  Not since Kate had left her position as head arbiter of the Denver branch after a heated argument with him over policy and control.
"Bring them in."
Kate entered a moment later wearing her trademark brown.  Everything about her was always brown, quite possibly even her underwear.  Andre knew she was a strange bird, but had only questioned her competence as a leader once.  That had been enough to cause her departure.
"Thank you, Grand Arbiter Andre," Kate said, bowing alongside her seeker, Phillip.
"To say I'm surprised at this visit would be an understatement," Andre said. 
Kate glanced around the room at the assortment of advisors Andre had organized.  She apparently wasn't prepared to speak in front of them all.  He didn't care.
"What do you want?" he asked.  "I'll refuse you a private audience so don't bother asking."
Kate's brown eyes hardened for a second.  She sighed.  "I have important information.  In truth, I'd hoped to have a prisoner for you, but we believe that he perished in an escape attempt.  I'd like to ask for reinstatement with restored privileges for me and my associates in exchange for this information."
"I'll grant no such thing," Andre said.  "Unless your news is truly earth shattering, you're wasting my time."  He noticed healing bruises on Phillip's face and the slump in Kate's shoulders.  He resisted the temptation to peek in their minds.  Both were far too experienced for him to escape detection.  "I'll grant you reinstatement on a probationary basis.  If you execute your duties faithfully and successfully, I'll consider raising your ranks on merit."
Kate looked at Phillip.  He nodded.
"We had a prisoner you were looking for.  We had Lucas Fowler."
A murmur rose in the room.  
Kate waited for it to die down, continued.  "We were familiar with his crimes from our contacts, and his status as a raw executor.  Phillip discovered him by chance one night when Lucas ended his last victim."
"By chance, you say?"  Andre knew better.  Phillip had been scouting for new initiates.  Apparently, Kate had set up shop in the Atlanta area and shed her mid-western roots.  Mikhail was right.  The independents were growing too independent, flouting the Covenant and trying to recruit from the general populace.  He would tear the truth from Kate at some point, but not now.
Kate looked at her feet.  "Yes, Grand Arbiter.  We tricked Lucas and were able to briefly imprison him.  What you may find hard to believe is how he escaped."
"He entered the Blight."
Her head jerked up.  "You already know?"
"We witnessed him in action today."
Phillip and Kate looked at each other, their eyes wide.  "Sir, he somehow escaped our net just hours ago.  He didn't seem particularly adept at hopping, but somehow he got past ten experienced seekers."
"Where were you?"
"Southwest Colorado."
"Colorado?"  His mind calculated rough distances.  "What time precisely?"
Kate looked up and to the left.  "No more than five hours ago."
"Five hours, twenty minutes, to be exact," Phillip said.
"Impossible," Marissa said.  "That's almost the exact time we placed him at the cemetery, give or take a few minutes."
Phillip looked baffled.  "The trip to Atlanta took us four hours of continuous hops."
"Amazing," Thomas said.  "Can you imagine the possibilities?  Instant point-to-point hopping over such distances?"
The room erupted into multiple competing conversations.  Andre marinated the idea in his head for a moment.  Could it be true?  He held up a hand and the murmurs grew silent.
Andre turned to his left.  "He ended up at his parents' graves.  Thomas, you of all people know exactly how hopping works.  Is it possible to have a location so embedded in your mind that you could hop to it?"
"I wouldn't dare try.  Visualization may be only a part of hopping.  It's possible you need more mental power or some other hidden ability we've never identified to do it."
Marissa said, "Some seekers are more adept at hopping than others.  Some arbiters have much greater control over the mind than others.  All Scions vary in ability.  Some are stronger; some have better vision, and so forth.  Whatever mechanism allows seekers to hop must be stronger in Lucas Fowler than others.  The problem is how little we understand our own abilities."
Something occurred to Andre.  "All this aside, our fugitive is probably very much alive.  The fact that he has again hopped out of range would indicate he can manage these long-distance hops.  What we're overlooking is the one person who can help us find him no matter where he is."
Marissa held up a finger.  "The rogue arbiter."
"Precisely.  Rather than chase Lucas, we should put all our cognitive abilities into locating the arbiter with the link to him."
"I had almost identified him," Kate said.  "He is accompanied by a seeker, because his signal strength grew stronger in surges, which indicated he was tracking Phillip's Blight scars."
"An experienced arbiter.  You're sure the arbiter is a male?"
"Definitely.  The trace was too weak, however, to discover his identity."
Andre turned to Thomas.  "Compile a list of all independent arbiters.  We've been so busy chasing Lucas that we abandoned that tact."
"I believe the task force already has the list," Thomas said.  "I don't know how far they've gotten."
"Get a copy.  I want to start our own investigation."
Marissa furrowed her brow.  "Andre, the council voted that all truthing sessions would be conducted by the task force."
"The stakes have risen considerably.  Mikhail has his own agenda, and I won't let him get a head start on it."
"Is there any way to track Alexia?" Thomas asked.  "She's probably still with Lucas, wherever they went."
"No.  I left her unattached.  In hindsight that decision might look shortsighted, but how could any of us foresee what would happen?"
"Maybe Alexia knew.  She already knew about the cemetery before any of us."
"That raises another important item.  Who told Mikhail about Alexia?  More importantly, who told him about her abilities?"
Andre noticed a hint of eye contact between Marissa and Thomas.  The others in the room let their eyes wander the other occupants.  The time for games was over.
"I want everyone present to undergo a truthing session, except Kate and Phillip.  I want to know if someone inadvertently or purposefully leaked information to Mikhail."
Marissa's eyes widened.  "Grand Arbiter, you can't possibly believe someone here betrayed our trust."
"It was Lucinda," Whitney said.  "She can't keep her mouth shut."
Thomas nodded.  "I agree.  Lucinda's been talking non-stop.  There's no need to put us all through truthing."
"Marissa, I want you to personally handle this.  Put Lucinda through a deep session.  Make her understand she can't run her mouth around the Statists without consequence."
"Why we ever let her sit in on these meetings is a mystery," Whitney said.  "She can't be trusted to keep her mouth shut."
Andre slid his eyes and caught Whitney's attention.  She gulped a quick breath and looked away.  He held up his hand again as the room descended into individual conversations.  He didn't have to probe anyone to pick up the sense of relief spreading across the group.  Truthing was unpleasant in every aspect.
"This drama is pointless," Marissa said to Andre.  "Who cares how Mikhail found out?  I want to wrap my mind around that rogue arbiter and watch him suffer.  I want permission to find Adam.  Maybe it's not too late to save him."
Andre sympathized.  Losing an attached member of an arbiter's team was emotionally devastating.  Time, training, and conditioning formed a powerful bond.  "I can't allow that.  We're pressed for resources right now."
"Please, Andre."
"Now is not the time for personal vendettas, arbiter.  Do as I say."
Her eyes became stony.  "Fine."
Despite Andre's raised hand, the noise level hadn't subsided.  He blasted a mental command for quiet in all directions.  Chaos ended in abrupt silence.
"Thomas, I want you to draw up assignments for finding this rogue arbiter.  Kate, I want you to send our arbiters the signal imprint you picked up from the arbiter.  If we catch any of his transmissions in our net, we can back trace him."
"I didn't catch enough of his signal for a positive identification," Kate said.
"It's better than nothing.  Thomas, I suggest starting with the list of independent arbiters and dispatching a full team to interview each one."
Thomas typed on his laptop.  "An arbiter, executor, and seeker?"
"Yes.  Best not to skimp on this.  When we find the rogue, I don't expect him to give up easily.  Do you have a ballpark figure on the number of arbiters?"
"Thirty or so.  I can get ten teams ready in a couple of hours."  Thomas glanced at his computer screen and grimaced.  "Actually, we're short an executor now."  He looked at Marissa with a trace of sadness.  "Make that nine teams."
Marissa clenched her fists and looked away.
After everyone had left the room, Andre opened his laptop and accessed the central database with the list of independent arbiters.  He scrolled down the names until he reached the one he was looking for.  A keystroke deleted the record.  Since all the laptops accessed the same information from a central database, the name would no longer show up on the lists.  
Andre sighed.  This operation was running efficiently.  Too efficiently.  To protect everything he'd worked for, delay was his only option.





Chapter 29

Alexia felt a mix of sorrow and dread at the spectacle of Lucas's dead parents roaming their old neighborhood.  He moved to touch them but recoiled at the last second and dropped to his knees.  His father, James, roamed away from the spot, vanishing deeper into the dead city.  She'd heard tales of ghosts haunting the places where they'd died.  Apparently these particular spirits or whatever they were could go anywhere.  Maybe they returned to the spot looking for some clue as to where they were and where their loved ones had vanished to.
"They don't see anyone but themselves," Lucas said, sitting on the sidewalk across the street from his former home.  "It's driving them insane."
The miniature voice of a singing child echoed down the street.  The lyrics started soft, grew louder, and exploded into shrieks.  Alexia looked down the sidewalk.  A little girl in blonde pigtails was skipping in their direction.  She was singing "Mary Had a Little Lamb" like an emo kid on crack.  The glazed look in the girl's big blue eyes sent a shudder down Alexia's spine.  Was this what she had to look forward to after death?  She'd consigned herself to an early grave by accepting Andre's offer, and this had to be Hell.
Lucas stared at the girl.  His lips moved but no sound emerged.  He stood up to get out of her way as she blindly came right for him.  He moved a fraction too late.  Her last skip took her right into him.  The girl's form smeared and stretched before popping loose from Lucas like chewing gum.  Lucas gasped.  The girl stopped and turned.
"Mommy?"  She extended her arms and flailed like a blind person groping for a handhold.
Lucas dodged.  She pivoted toward him.  Called again.  Her blue eyes went wide with hope.  Alexia's stomach sickened at the sight.  Lucas grabbed her and they ran down the street, leaving the little horror behind.  Alexia sensed another presence and looked up.  A myna bird glided overhead.  Lucas slowed and the bird landed on his shoulder.  It cocked its head toward Lucas's and laughed.
"You'd better not crap on my shoulder," Lucas said, staring into the bird's eyes.  After a moment, he nodded and directed Alexia down a street.
"Where are we going?"
"To the place this all started."
They trudged on, avoiding the roaming spirits.  The darkened alleys were full of them, so many in some areas that they glommed together.  Alexia began to notice differences in clothing.  Some wore attire from decades past.  She spotted one woman wearing a dress that might have been fashionable during the Civil War.  The anachronisms puzzled her.  The city here looked virtually the same as in Normal.  If this was some sort of purgatory or afterlife, why did so many inhabitants seem to be from different time periods than the modern city?
"This place doesn't make sense," Alexia said.  "Did you notice the way some people are dressed?"
Lucas flinched like abruptly awaking from sleepwalking.  "No."
"How could you not?"
"I've been trying to understand the bird."
Alexia raised an eyebrow.  "You're not Snow White, you know."
Lucas coughed up a dry chuckle.  "Maybe they understand this place."
Alexia noticed a soda machine in front of a convenience store.  "I'm getting thirsty."
They approached the machine.  Alexia reached into her pocket for change.  She didn't have any.  Lucas pried at the machine door but it wouldn't budge.  Alexia tried to help but had no better luck.
"This should be easy," Alexia said, breathing hard.  "I'm new to this whole Scion thing, but either of us should be able to pick up this machine and smash it on the ground."
"Something about this place is affecting us."
Lucas walked to a rotting fence and wrenched a board off it.  He swung it at the plastic front of the drink machine.  Shattered it.  He dropped the board, grabbed the top of the machine and toppled it.  The force of the impact jarred the lock loose and the door opened a crack.  Together, they pried it open enough to grab two cans.  Since electricity apparently didn't work in this dead zone, the sodas were warm.  Alexia popped hers open and took a gulp.  She spat it out and dropped the can.
Lucas took an experimental sip of his and did the same.  "Tastes like filthy toilet water."
"This isn't good."
Alexia entered the convenience store.  "Why we didn't just come in here first is beyond me."  She grabbed a candy bar and tore it open, took a small bite.  She might as well have eaten chalk.  She tried a bag of chips.  A doughnut.  No taste, just a chalky, pasty texture that had her spitting it out as soon as it touched her tongue.
In the back of the store, Lucas opened the door of a defunct refrigerator and tried some bottled water.  He gagged, cursed and flung the bottle across the store.  "We're in trouble."
They walked outside.  Lucas muttered something and pointed at the soda machine.  It sat back in its original position, pristine and unbroken.  Alexia realized the rancid aftertaste of the soda was completely gone.
"Even if we could stomach it, it wouldn't matter," she said.  "Everything goes back to the way it was.  If we don't get out of here, we'll be dead of dehydration in a couple of days."  The only thing working in their favor now was the cooler climate.
Lucas had been tugging on car doors as they walked, but so far none had been unlocked.  He tried the two that were in the parking lot and the door to a brown sedan opened.  "Keys are in it," he said.  He hopped in and twisted them.  Nothing happened.  He got out and slammed the door.
"Even if it worked, wouldn't it just vanish out from under us after a while?" Alexia asked.
"I didn't think of that.  At Sixty miles an hour it would be painful if the car vanished."  He managed a weak chuckle.
"Something must be driving the cars on the road," Alexia said, as they gazed at the stop-motion traffic.  Stationary, driverless cars jammed the road.  Every few seconds they would jump forward several feet without actually rolling there.  It was disconcerting to say the least.
After a few more wistful looks at the car, Lucas motioned her on and they continued their walk.  An hour later they reached a familiar location.  Alexia gasped.  Club Dementia sat ahead.  David Young paced before it.  He screamed.  He beat the brick wall with his fists.  He yelled at the sky.  Lucas approached and traced a circle with his finger on the wall next to the spirit.  Alexia drew closer and noticed the design, a silver chain of infinity symbols.  She'd seen this before, inscribed in several places at the Transcendist compound.  Lucas showed her his ring.
"I found this ring after my family was murdered."
"I don't remember seeing this at the crime scene," Alexia said.  She almost mentioned her thoughts about the crime scene at his house and how the murders looked terribly similar to the murders the ghouls were committing, but she needed him to keep a rational mind.  Right now he had to be on the brink.  His ring might be the missing link.
"It's visible in the Blight and here, I guess, but not Normal," Lucas said.
"For someone that was forced into this mess, you seem to know a lot."
"You remember Phillip?"
"The guy you left with right before two more ghouls showed up and tore apart your apartment complex?"
Lucas squeezed his eyes shut.  "Did anyone die?"
"Of course.  You and Phillip might have turned the tide.  Instead, you took off, leaving us mere humans to deal with it."
"You're a Scion."
"Now I am.  Not then.  Where did you go with Phillip?"
"I'm not sure where, exactly, but it looked like the Midwest.  Then he and a couple of executors locked me in an iron cage in a basement."
"He what?
"Some arbiter wanted to trace whoever was controlling me and trade us to the Transcendists for political favor."
"Tell me everything."
By the time he finished, she felt terrible for chasing him down like a rabid dog.  At the same time, he scared her.  He was emotionally unstable.  Lucas didn't seem proud of his abilities.  He was afraid of them.  Alexia didn't blame him.  What frightened her more were the inexplicable emotions she'd felt earlier when watching his near execution.  She had no reason to feel the way she did about him.
Lucas gazed at the purple-hued sky.  "I don't know how I ended up at the cemetery.  I thought I needed to see where I was going."
"Nobody mentioned a way to hop without a line of sight," Alexia said.  "Thomas, my new mentor, told me it was vital to keep a vivid line of sight to my destination."
David Young's spirit had wandered off at some point during the conversation.  Alexia heard him coming back as his wails echoed off the buildings.
"I was probably in this world at some point," Lucas said.  "The meds told me I was DOA.  The man who killed my parents hit me so hard that I died.  I guess the only good thing about being converted into a Scion is that we'll never have to worry about coming here unless someone uses those stones on us."
"What do you mean?"
"Phillip didn't explain much to me, but I'm pretty sure Scions are immortal unless someone like me uses the stones on them."
Alexia's heart dropped.  "You're twenty-eight, right?"
"How'd you know?"
"FBI, remember?"
"Ah, that's right."
"I really hate to tell you this, but you're wrong about the stones."
"My God, I just realized something," Lucas said.  He grabbed Alexia by the shoulders and pointed her toward David Young's spirit.  "If that's David Young, then who's in his body?"
They backed away as the dead man trudged past them.  He looked around, tears in his eyes.  "Where did everyone go?"  David stood at the club door.  "Okay, I was here, then that guy rushed me from over there."  He looked around and muttered to himself.  After several minutes more of rationalizing, he started screaming for help at the top of his spiritual lungs before running away down the street.
"When you stoned those people, it somehow allowed one of the spirits trapped here to enter the body."
"Anyone who's been here a while would be completely insane.  That would explain the ghouls' behavior."
Alexia nodded.  She took Lucas's hands and drew his eyes to hers.  "Lucas, I don't want to tell you this, but you're wrong about one major thing.  We're not immortal.  We can die from major trauma."
"Like our heads exploding or getting chopped off?"
"Um, yeah.  There's an even worse side effect to being an attuned Scion."
His face paled and his hands trembled.  "We die like everyone else?"
"The lifespan of an executor is only thirty to forty years.  I was told most drop dead around their thirty-fifth year."
Lucas backed away, his face turning a shade of green.  He stumbled and fell against the brick wall right under the silver infinity symbol.  "Oh God."  He heaved, but clamped his mouth shut to keep from throwing up.
"I know this isn't the best time to say this, but please don't puke.  We're going to need every ounce of fluid in our bodies to survive."
He nodded and lowered his head.  "I wonder what happens if we die here.  Think we can see our own corpses?"
"I really don't want to think about that."
Lucas pounded his fist into the brick, cursed, and shook his injured hand.  "This is useless.  What's the point of it all?"  He kicked the side of a nearby car, denting it.  "Might as well sit down and die here since I'll be dead in a few years anyway."
"Now you're just feeling sorry for yourself."  Alexia put a hand on his shoulder.  Despite everything, she felt the strangest affinity for him, almost like they were two old souls who'd known each other in a previous life.
"I think I deserve to feel a little sorry for myself considering the hell I've been through."
"In the meantime, why don't you explain how the birds directed you here.  Have you asked your birdie friend how to reverse the process?"  She pointed at the myna which had perched atop Club Dementia.
"I've been trying to understand it.  I saw this place so vividly and when you ran into me during the chase, I panicked and tried to hop."
"Maybe this is where people go when they hop without line of sight."
Lucas shook his head.  "It's no accident that we ended up here."  He seemed to find some reserve of determination still left in him and got up.  "Let's try to open a scar."
The familiar refrain from "Mary Had a Little Lamb" rose above the nearby rooftops.  Alexia walked to the corner and looked down the street, Lucas by her side.  The little blonde girl was skipping their way.  Behind her was a group of other spirits, their eyes searching.  They abruptly looked straight at Lucas, or at least the spot where he was standing.  Alexia wasn't sure how the spirits' eyes functioned in their current state, but they seemed to look through Lucas.
An old man was crossing the road in front of the girl.  She skipped through him, merging and popping out on the other side.  The man clutched himself.  "Bessie?  "Bessie?"  His eyes honed in on Lucas's location.
"On second thought, staying here might not be a good idea," Lucas said.
Alexia backed away and felt agonizing cold shaft through her body.  She screamed as needles of ice seemed to tear into her and drain her of energy.  A strong hand jerked her and the sensation evaporated, leaving her weakened.
"Grandma?" a voice said from a few feet away.
Alexia looked up and realized she'd backed right into David Young's apparition.  He turned toward her, his arms outstretched.  "Grandma, help me, please.  I think I'm dead.  I think I'm dead."
Lucas tugged at her.  "Run!"
The small horde of spirits rounded the corner.  Some passed through David Young and their attention switched to Alexia's position.  She spun and followed Lucas.  The spirits never picked up their pace.  Alexia had no doubt they could trace the two of them no matter where they went.  Something about living flesh and spirits coming into contact had triggered this.  She tried to summon her speed, but nothing she did enabled her to run any faster than a normal person.  Lucas pounded ahead of her, his face red and sweaty.
After a few minutes they stopped, bending over and gasping for breath.  Alexia was in good shape, but Lucas clutched a stitch in his side.  Not more than a few seconds later, the girl's singing caught up with them.  They staggered onward.  Fear lanced through Alexia like she'd never felt before, at least not since her close call with Maria Wood's ghoul.  Death felt imminent.  She couldn't catch her breath.
"For what it's worth, I'm sorry," she said.
Lucas looked at her.  The corner of his mouth raised a fraction.  "I don't blame you.  Maybe I should have killed myself and then you wouldn't be stuck here with me."
"Do you think those things can kill us?"
He shuddered.  "After feeling just one of them touch me, I don't doubt it.  Then again, we might live but be too weak to run away.  We'll be in agony until dehydration kills us."
"I'm sorry I asked," she said with a grimace.
He laughed.  "I wonder."
"About what?"
"If we can't drink the water or eat the food here, how can we breathe the air?  Wouldn't it be worthless too?"
"Why did you have to bring that up now?"
"I think the universe is having a really good laugh right now."
Alexia looked at all the driverless cars sitting in the streets.  It was like some giant choreographer was doing a stop motion film with the city as his stage.  Every few seconds, cars would change positions, leap from one spot to another.  Some objects did the same thing, like plastic bottles and other trash.  She hadn't noticed that before, what with all the insane ghosts chasing them through the streets of a dead world.
"This whole place is like an echo of what's happening in Normal," Lucas said.  "It just updates slower."
"I think you're right.  I never thought of it that way."
"The Blight works the same way."
"What happens if we get caught in a spot where an object like a car appears?"  The traffic had grown steadily heaver.  She wondered if it was rush hour in Normal.
Lucas winced.  "Let's stay away from the streets."
A few minutes later, they reached a major intersection packed with cars.  Alexia looked up and down the street, but they had no option other than to cross.  Shouts echoed from the way they'd come.  The spirits were gaining with their insane little blonde leader skipping before them.
"What happens if they walk in the street?" Alexia asked.  "I haven't seen them pass through physical objects yet."
Lucas was counting off seconds as he watched the packed intersection ahead.  "The update intervals are random.  It was almost thirty seconds one time and ten seconds the next."
Alexia grabbed Lucas's shoulder and watched helplessly as the horde of spirits closed in.





Chapter 30

Mikhail received the news via his arbiter network minutes before Anne-Marie burst from the Blight to tell him.
"Another executor is gone, Mikhail," she said, breathless and pale.
"Ours or theirs?"
"A Transcendist.  The seeker accompanying her narrowly escaped.  He claims four ghouls appeared from the Blight and grabbed her before either of them could react."
Mikhail stepped onto the balcony and gazed at the grassy two-acre front yard of the Statist Atlanta compound.  Despite the presence of so many Scions in one place, he felt insecure.  The ghouls formed a pack that could strike anywhere, anytime.  So far Andre had lost two executors.  It wouldn't be long before Mikhail lost someone.  He'd implemented the rule of four: two seekers, an executor, and an arbiter in every group.  One seeker was to maintain constant vigilance by looking in the Blight.  Whether that scheme would work remained to be seen.
The goal, however, was not to avoid capture, but to incarcerate one of the ghouls.  Their actions and plans showed how cunning they were.  They apparently meant to convert more Scions to their cause and form if indeed they had such organization to their apparent madness.
Anne-Marie joined Mikhail on the balcony.  "Are you certain capturing one of these creatures is possible?"
"They have advantage of surprise.  Vigilance is key.  Andre's group lacks discipline and training.  His group is larger and makes easier target."
"Greater numbers create weakness?"
"Yes.  His false concern for chum draws the tender hearts.  The weak ones."
"What do you really want with the ghouls?"
"What you think?"  Mikhail put his back to the railing and leaned against it.  "The ghouls have many abilities like Lucas Fowler.  Drawing them to our cause makes sense."
"If they possess the sanity to understand and follow orders.  Andre won't like it."
"I will make him like it.  Better yet, I will make him demand I deal with problem."
"How will you manage that?"
Mikhail sensed a prickle on his forehead, the arbiter equivalent of a knock.  He held his hand up to Anne-Marie.  "As expected, Andre wishes to talk about missing executor.  Excuse me."
He met Andre's transmission with his own, creating his favorite mindscape, a skyscraper roof.  In the center of the roof stood a large oak upon a lush carpet of grass.  Two black iron chairs and a matching table sat underneath.  Andre appeared, glanced at the scenery, and took a seat across from Mikhail.
"You know about Alice Dunnery?"
"The missing executor."
"Correct.  Look, we've directed the task force to concentrate on finding the rogue arbiter but we need to go after these ghouls and finish them off.  I don't have the manpower to do that."
"You have more than I.  What about Marissa and Thomas?"
"They're on other duties right now."
Mikhail already knew the cause of Andre's manpower drain.  Andre wanted to find the rogues responsible for the ghouls and deal with them before Mikhail.  He didn't want Mikhail to draft them into the Statist cause.  "More people should search for rogues."
Andre held up a hand, palm out.  "Not necessary.  The task force has things well in hand."
"Are you certain?  Perhaps if I devote more people—"
"I think the ghouls should be a top priority.  They're a danger to chum and Scion alike."
"I do not wish to lose people to these ghouls."
"That's why you have to hunt them in the first place.  I've lost two executors already."
"And now ghouls are likely five in number."
"Do you expect to sit around your mansion all day doing nothing but protecting your own people?  Or do you like what's happening?"
"Of course not.  But I have taken sensible precautions against ghouls."
Andre's image flickered.  "You can't play defense, damn it.  We need proactive teams out there finding these things.  Do I need to call for a full council to force action?"
Mikhail raised one shoulder in a half-shrug.  "It would be stalemate.  My people against yours."
"There are people who would love to have your position.  People in your organization who might lobby against your inaction."
"No need to get testy, Grand Arbiter.  I will discuss with my people and decide."
"Soon, please."
"You will have answer in an hour."
Andre nodded and faded out.  Mikhail walked to the edge of the roof and looked down at the city far below.  The streets ran in precise grid fashion.  The traffic moved evenly without jams.  The people walked without comment to their jobs, to their homes.  Attended to their errands.  All were dressed in gray business suits, gray dresses, or gray work clothes.  Beautiful order.  Whenever Mikhail hosted a mental conference with Andre, he held it here.  It made Andre uncomfortable to see complete order when his own world was chaos by comparison.
Mikhail conjured a hand grenade, pulled the pin, and dropped it.  It took several seconds to hit the ground.  The explosion took out a cluster of people.  The onlookers screamed.  Cars squealed and skidded.  People streamed away in all directions.  Pure pandemonium.  How incredibly easy it was to upset order with a tiny drop of chaos.  He swept away the imaginary landscape and opened his eyes.  Anne-Marie was sitting in a chair, staring out from the balcony.  Mikhail touched her shoulder and smiled.
She placed her hand over his.  "How did it go?" she asked.
Mikhail enjoyed the softness of her delicate hand for a moment before he stood.  "Gather a team.  It is ghoul hunting season."





Chapter 31

Tollee clawed at Martin's face until it was bloody and raw.  His facial expression never changed even when her fingernails dug deep into his skin.  When the Blight reverted his face back to its original condition, she renewed her assault.  The exercise didn't make her feel any better.  Martin had taken a cab back to his house after Tollee deserted him at the cemetery.  As he sat by his favorite window puffing his favorite pipe, an occasional smile would drift across his face and he'd call her name.
Somehow he knew she was watching him.
"It's futile to hide in the Blight, child.   You have to come out and eat sometime.  I'll be waiting."  He puffed his pipe again.  "If you face me and apologize, I promise no harm will come to you."
Tollee didn't believe it for an instant.  He'd already messed up her mind and imprinted her with all sorts of crap she didn't know about.  Martin was crazy and evil.  She had to kill him.  Had to.  She reared back her fist and delivered a crushing blow to his nose.  It snapped and blood erupted.
Why could she brutalize him in the Blight without suffering a penalty?  She'd savaged him from within plenty of times before and never fallen prey to the safety imprint he'd put in place.  Maybe because she knew it wasn't really harming him.  This was like a copy of Martin, not the real thing.  Maybe he'd lied and no such imprint existed.  Maybe he'd read her intentions all along and waited for her to make a move.
She should be traveling as far from him as possible instead of wasting time here.  Seeking out the faction members might be even wiser.  Martin had mentioned Little Five Points while rambling about the Transcendists after the cemetery fiasco.  She could start there.  Martin looked tired.  He had to be drained after tracking the Blight scars hundreds of miles across several states.  She could slip out of the Blight, talk with faction members, and hope he didn't have the strength to find her.
The trip from Martin's estate to Little Five didn't take long.  During the Normal phase of each hop, she took a second to feel for Martin's probes.  Either he was being very subtle, or he wasn't looking.  
Little Five Points was swarming with chum.  Even in Normal, the attire most of the people wore would look hideous.  It didn't take long to spot groups of glowing Scions moving about in the sea of chum.  How they tolerated such close proximity to the creatures was beyond Tollee.  Watching the oddly-dressed slimy creatures shambling about, quivering, making their zombie-like noises roiled her stomach.
She slipped through a herd of them, choking back her gag reflex when their gelatinous skin brushed against hers.  A group of glowing Scions sat at a table outside a pizzeria.  The chubby one in the group, his eyes dark, stared at Tollee as she approached.  She held up an index finger, mouthed, "One sec," and slipped inside a clothes shop.  Using an empty dressing room for cover, she exited the Blight.  Anticipation and something resembling joy lifted her spirits.  Real, attuned Scions waited outside.  Finally she would meet her true peers.  She paused for a moment and waited for the familiar static of Martin's probes.  Her hands trembled and her mouth felt dry.  Nothing happened.  So far, so good.
She stepped outside and joined the Scions. 
"I don't recognize you," said the man who'd spotted her, his tone friendly.
"I'm an independent," Tollee said.  "With all the commotion lately, I was thinking of rejoining a faction."
A petite woman with short blond hair held out her hand.  "I'm Lucinda.  This is Vish and Greg."
Vish was skinny, had black hair, dark brown skin, and looked East Indian.  He was probably in his early twenties.  Greg looked really old—at least in his mid-thirties if Tollee had to guess.  His stomach hung a little over his belt and a mop of curly brown hair with a mind of its own topped his round face.
"You seem pretty young to have been a faction member before," Vish said, a slight British curve to his words.  He didn't have the typical Indian accent she'd expected and sounded nothing like the man who'd given her tech support for her smart phone once.
"I've been attuned since I was ten."
"Who's your arbiter?"
"An old coot that I don't want to see anymore."  Tollee tensed, almost expecting the thought of Martin to attract his attention.  Exposed as she was in front of so many chum, she couldn't simply flit back to the Blight in an emergency.  Not without getting into serious trouble.
"Once you have an arbiter, you don't have much choice but to stick with him," Lucinda said smiling.  Vish and Greg smiled along with her.  "Why don't you have a seat?"
Tollee took the last empty chair at the small square table, Lucinda to her right, and Greg to her left.  "Um, so what's going on with the killer problem lately?"
Vish leaned forward, elbows on the table.  "Ever heard of Cross?"
Tollee remembered Martin's story but decided to play dumb.  "No."
"We think this Lucas Fowler guy is related.  Maybe even a reincarnation."
"Oh god," Greg said.  "I wouldn't go that far.  Then you start getting into all sorts of religious bullshit."
Vish snorted.  "Nobody knows for sure what the stones do.  Hell, I'm an executor and even I don't understand the physics behind those things.  They might save our essence, spirit, whatever you want to call it for later.  Guess it doesn't matter since we're not allowed to use them anymore."
Lucinda sniffed and took a sip of her beer.  "You're right, it doesn't matter.  Whatever created Cross the first time has happened again.  Not only that, but we have a futurist."
"A futurist?"  Tollee felt a tremor pass through her.  Martin had mentioned that Cross had killed Serena, the last futurist.
Lucinda took her surprise for confusion.  "A futurist is an advanced seeker.  Some people think they have the abilities of a seeker and an arbiter.  I don't know about that though."
"And here's the real problem," Greg said.  "Alexia vanished with Lucas.  For all we know, she's ended wherever the hell he ended up."
Alexia Sciouris was the futurist?  Tollee had seen her during the cemetery fight.  She was the same FBI woman who'd investigated the original murders.  "Any leads as to where he vanished?"
Lucinda shook her head.  "We're concentrating on other avenues.  Andre wants to bring the whole lot of them to justice, probably execute them after a quick trial."
The bottom fell out of Tollee's stomach.  "Execute?"
"Yeah.  I can't believe they'd execute someone so powerful and interesting.  We figure there's a rogue arbiter and a seeker involved too."
"What if the arbiter mind-locked him and he had no choice?"
Lucinda shrugged.  "It'd be too late for him anyway.  Heck, he's probably too far gone in the mind as it is."
"I think it's a huge mistake to kill Lucas," Greg said.  "They should make someone like him the faction leader if he's got all those abilities."
"Hell yeah," Vish said, holding up his beer mug for a toast.
Lucinda cut her eyes to Tollee.  "I hope you won't repeat any of this.  I'm an arbiter and could make your reinstatement very tough on you."
"Really, I agree with you," Tollee said, hoping like hell it wasn't a test.  "Lucas Fowler is amazing.  I mean he brought back people from the dead."
"Ya know, I never thought of it like that," Greg said.  "Maybe there is something to this reincarnation stuff after all."
"We should form a group of like-minded people and talk to Andre," Lucinda said.  "Maybe we can talk him out of executing the rogues.  At least study them.  Learn from them.  Maybe Lucas's mind can be rehabilitated."
"If anyone should be executed, it'd be the rogue arbiter that started all this," Tollee said.  "He's the criminal.  Lucas is sort of a hero for fighting back and giving those people new life."
"I like the way you think," Vish said.  "It wasn't his fault they came back all psychotic and brain damaged."
"Can I be in your group?" Tollee asked.
"Hell, you're a founding member," Vish said.  He poured Tollee a beer from their pitcher.  "You're of age, right?"
Tollee smiled.  "Been drinking since I was ten."
Greg and Vish laughed and held up their mugs.  Tollee and Lucinda held theirs up as well.
"To the Fowler Faction," Vish said.
"What a cheesy name."  Greg pursed his lips, shrugged.  "Sounds like the Brady Bunch or something.  Well, it'll do for now.  Cheers."
Tollee took a long gulp of beer and wiped her mouth with the back of her hand.  She could get used to this.  Finally, all those arduous years with Martin were coming to an end.  Now she had to figure out how to betray him without betraying herself.  Even if these people didn't want her dead, that wouldn't stop the factions from having their way.
"We need to tell Lance and Taylor about this," Lucinda said.
Vish nodded.  "Yeah, they're definitely onboard.  I can think of five others who were concerned about Andre's decision to execute Lucas."
"Let's spread the word quietly.  I don't want that bitch, Marissa, to get wind of it.  Can you believe they want me to undergo a truthing session with her?"
"You kidding me?"
"They think I told Mikhail about Alexia."
Greg's face turned crimson.  "That's utter bullshit.  We won't let them take you."
"Truthing?" Tollee asked.
Lucinda raised an eyebrow.  Vish paused, beer mug to mouth, and peered at her over the rim.
"You are out of the loop," Vish said.  He glanced side to side and leaned into the table with a conspiratorial look.  "Imagine someone clawing through your brain, ripping out every tiny secret.  Now imagine someone jabbing your head with an ice pick and a red-hot branding iron at the same time."
She jerked back.  Would they do that to her if they discovered her relationship to Martin?  "That's horrible.  They allow that?"
"I don't remember the last time our faction used a truthing session," Greg said.  "Lucas Fowler's got Andre in a tizzy."
Lucinda, her eyes distant, took a long gulp of beer.  "You know what's ironic?  This guy could be the key to everything we Transcendists stand for.  The answer to the Mystery."
"The Mystery?" Tollee asked.
"If an executor can have the abilities of a seeker, what would stop chum from having the abilities of Scions?"
The mere thought revolted Tollee.  "I don't get it."
"Scions never share core abilities.  You're one thing or another.  Lucas shattered the boundary.  If Alexia is really a futurist, she's in Lucas's league."
"That's like saying a chum who plays football might be good enough to play baseball," Vish said.  "It's not the same."
"Wrong," Lucinda said.  "With practice, you can play both sports.  Doesn't matter how hard you practice, as an executor you'll never be able to enter the Blight without a seeker's help."
"Whatever makes Lucas tick means chum might have a switch?" Tollee asked.
"And Andre wants him dead.  You tell me what that means."
"He's scared?"
"Petrified," Vish said.  "Andre's been in power a long time.  Now he sees a threat."
"Andre's nothing," Greg said.  "Remember at the cemetery when Mikhail tried to stop Andre from killing Lucas on the spot?  Now there's a man who has an agenda."
Vish stiffened in his seat.  He glared at something behind Tollee.  Lucinda twisted in her chair at the same time Tollee did.
Greg groaned.  "Here comes Marissa and Thomas.  Where's Adam?"
"Dead, you idiot," Vish said.  "Whatever you do, don't mention that in front of her or she'll probably kill you with her bare hands."
"Damn, that's right."  The tips of Greg's ears went scarlet.
"Look who they dragged out of mothballs," Lucinda said.  "Whitney."
Tollee stared at the encroaching group with dread.  Marissa, pale skinned and pretty, stood about medium height.  Her glossy black hair hung past her shoulders.  Thomas had to be the tall black man with a shaved head and Whitney the older woman with tanned leathery skin.  Tollee peeked through the Blight and watched probes from Lucinda and Marissa meet halfway.  Lucinda blanched.
"They want me to come with them now."
"Don't go," Greg said.  "File a protest."
Marissa's group arrived at the table.  "Thomas will escort you."
Vish shoved back his chair and positioned himself between Lucinda and Thomas.  "I don't think so."
Greg came to his side.  Tollee felt crushed between the table and the two men.  Lucinda got up and went to Vish's side.  Tollee slipped out of her chair and moved to the side a few feet back.  She wanted a place to run in case things went to hell.  Whitney glanced at her but said nothing.
A group of chum at a nearby table looked at them curiously.  The background noise subsided as others took notice of the aggressive postures in both entourages of Scions.
"I've decided to file a protest," Lucinda said.
"I don't think so." Marissa dismissed the statement with an offhanded wave.  "Andre himself ordered this."
"So he's God now?"
"He's the Grand Arbiter and lest you forget, I'm head arbiter in this city."
"That doesn't put him or you above our laws.  I know my rights."
Thomas clenched a fist.  His knuckles cracked.  "You gave up those rights when you ran your mouth in front of Statists."
"That's a load of shit," Vish said, his voice rising almost to a shout.  "Ever since this Lucas Fowler business broke out, you high muckety-mucks have been breaking rules left and right."
"In case you hadn't noticed, this is a state of emergency."
"I don't remember the council voting on a state of emergency," Lucinda said.  "Unless a council meeting was held with all the other arbiters but me."
"Thomas, take her into custody," Marissa said.
Vish pushed Thomas away.  Despite Thomas's larger meatier frame, Vish was an executor and his gangly appearance belied the core attribute of his class:  strength.
More chum took notice of the hostilities.  Eyes fastened on the opposing groups and tension thickened the air.  The background noise dropped to near silence.  Tollee's skin went cold at the thought of a fight breaking out.  Marissa seemed to realize the danger of breaking the Covenant in front of so many chum.  She grabbed Thomas by the arm and pulled him back.
"Who do you think you are?" Marissa hissed.  "Flaunting the rules?  Inciting an incident in front of chum?  And you call yourself an arbiter."
Lucinda stood on her tiptoes, as if trying to rise to Marissa's height.  "I'm every bit the arbiter you are.  At least I don't blindly follow bullshit rules from dictators."
Marissa's pale face burned crimson.  "How dare you insinuate such things about Andre.  He's been our leader since before you were in diapers."
"Yes, too long."
"Who are you trying to contact?" Marissa asked.
Tollee viewed the two of them through the Blight.  Probes writhed like snakes from Lucinda's head in various directions.  Marissa had her own Medusa effect going, her glowing threads intercepting and blocking Lucinda's.  The strands of energy coiled and squirmed against each other.  Lucinda's face reddened.  Marissa seemed calm, her eyes distant.  Vish and Greg took positions on either side of Lucinda while Thomas and Whitney looked on, concern etched in their faces.
Marissa's threads were brighter than Lucinda's but taupe in color.  Lucinda's were yellowish with fine lines coiled around them.  Since Tollee had never seen more than Martin's threads, she'd never realized there was a difference.  With two arbiters fighting a silent battle, the contrast was obvious.  In retrospect, Martin's tendrils were ropey and thick with tiny pulses.  She wondered if those differences signified strengths or were merely cosmetic.
Lucinda's threads were blocked, knotted, and stymied at all angles.  Sweat beaded on her forehead and she clenched her teeth.  Her threads retreated, sucked back inside her skull like retractable cords leaving Marissa's dangling.  The corner of Marissa's mouth rose in a triumphant smile.  Lucinda shrieked.  A small blinding pulse erupted from her head, pulverizing Marissa's threads into disparate beads of light.  Marissa gasped.  Three threads blazed from Lucinda's head, apparently finding their targets with seconds because they dissipated shortly thereafter.
Tollee wondered why Lucinda hadn't simply texted whoever she wanted to reach.
"How dare you," Marissa said.
"You don't dictate who I communicate with," Lucinda said, poking her finger at the other woman.
"You've just earned yourself real punishment.  You want council agreement?  Fine, I'll get it.  For this insubordination I'll convene the Transcendist council and see what they have to say."  Marissa raked her eyes over Vish and Greg.  "And you'll get to join the party."  She turned to walk away.
"You fucking bitch," Vish said, his face mottled red, eyes blazing.  He balled his fist and reared back.
"No!" Lucinda reached for his arm.
Tollee dove and collided with Vish.  He aborted his punch, faltered, and his shoulder knocked into Greg and Lucinda.  Otherwise, Tollee's impact hardly moved the man and her shoulder felt like it had slammed into a stone statue.  Greg landed on his side and Lucinda atop him.  The murmurs of onlookers rose to a roar.  Nearby chum hopped up and moved away.
"Who are you?" Thomas asked Tollee, apparently noticing her for the first time.
Marissa grabbed his sleeve and pulled him away from the group.  Tollee helped Lucinda and Greg up.
"I'm so sorry.  I couldn't let you hit her."
"No, I'm the one who should be sorry," Vish said.  "I almost screwed up."
When Lucinda got to her feet, she grabbed Vish by the shirt and dragged him inside a nearby shop.  Tollee and Greg followed, shutting the door of the empty shop behind them.
"Almost?" Lucinda said, pulling him down to her height.  "What I did is bad enough, but you almost broke the Covenant in front of chum and assaulted the head arbiter of Atlanta."
"Get that temper under control, man," Greg said.
Tollee looked at the assortment of trinkets, scented oils, and other odds and ends in the tiny shop.  "Um, whose place is this?"
"It's mine," Lucinda said.  "I don't live in the compound.  Most of these shops are owned by Scions."
A knock came from the back of the shop.  Lucinda walked to the back door and opened it.  Three Scions entered, two women and a man.  They looked tense, shoulders tight, and foreheads wrinkled.
"What's going on, Lucinda?" asked one of the women.  "You scared the hell out of me with your emergency transmission."
"You remember that Lucas Fowler business I mentioned?"
"Yeah."
"Well it's time for a revolution."





Chapter 32

Martin jerked awake and hopped up, brushing hot ash from his pants where his pipe had fallen after he'd dozed.  He cursed and examined the mess now on the floor.  Opening his mouth to call the butler, he remembered that the man had quit thanks to Tollee's meddling.
"Intolerable girl."
Where was she?  He'd suspected she might shadow him in the Blight and try something else, but apparently his threat of punishment had frightened her away.  She'd been gone more than a day now.  Pity, after all he'd done for the insufferable brat.  All those years of rearing and training, molding her into his tool, wasted.  He'd sensed the conflict in her and thought it to be hormones, a byproduct of the teenage years.  Her attempt to do him harm had been easy to read, easy to stop.  She practically wore her emotions on her sleeve.  He sent out a probe to find her, but the effort tired him quickly.  Age and the last few days of exertion had taken their toll.  He had to complete his research before his abilities shriveled like other parts of his body.
A grimace stretched his lips.  Being a cautious man, he'd kept defenses in place to alert him to danger, namely a passive probe that would look like an extension of his aura to anyone in the Blight.  It had saved him from Tollee but with his endurance waning, it might be wiser to save the effort for the time being despite the meager draw of energy it expended.  He sensed something.  Something nearby.  He glanced out the front window and saw a face.  It vanished.  A split second later a gaping Blight scar shredded the air before him.  A sonic blast knocked him backward.  Windows shattered.  His ears rang.  His beloved gramophone toppled from its perch atop a pedestal and crashed to the ground.
Four Scions burst from the scar.  No, not Scions, ghouls.  Reflex took over.  He projected a mind shock at them.  It was too weak.  Aside from wincing, the ghouls seemed to take it without harm.  The black one, Simion Moore, wrenched Martin from the floor and propped him against a bookshelf on the back wall.
"What have you done to Savior?"
Martin trembled.  "Savior?"
"The one who saved us from Hell."
Lucas Fowler.  These psychotic beings regarded him as a Savior?  "I did nothing to him, I swear."  Without a seeker, without stamina or energy, Martin felt helpless as chum.
"We feel him but he's not where we feel him."
"I don't understand."
Simion handed Martin to the woman, Maria Wood.  Martin noted their attire had changed to khakis and t-shirts.  They were no longer coated in blood and grime as he'd read from the minds of the police at Lucas's apartment complex.  Considering what these creatures represented, their choice of attire seemed ridiculous, but they were adjusting, it seemed.  Rediscovering civilization and their sanity, perhaps.  Wood's face belied that.  Her face, once pretty and sweet, was twisted into a permanent snarl.  Her eyes focused on him like lasers.
Martin fumbled with Wood's fingers, trying to pry them loose.  His legs dangled and his shirt dug painful furrows into his back.  "Please put me down and I'll help."
Simion nodded.  Wood dropped Martin on his feet.
"Who are you?  Did you come from the afterlife?"
Simion put his hands to his temples.  "Don't know.  Don't remember who.  We know we aren't us.  Not who we look like."
"Right, you're in different bodies."  Martin tensed as hope built in him.  "Tell me about the afterlife.  Please."
"Looks like this.  Nobody there.  Nobody.  Terrible place."  Simion moaned and his face contorted.
Wood and the others underwent similar expressions.  Tears formed in Wood's eyes.  "We are safe now," she said, her bottom lip quivering.  "Some of us.  More need to be safe.  My loved one."
"How long were you there?"
"Always."  She groaned.  "Forever."
These answers told Martin nothing.  He forced himself to remain calm, unsure how stable the ghouls really were.  Triggering their rage would be his last mistake.  "Don't you remember who you were before you went there?"
"Doesn't matter," Simion said.  "Does not matter!"  He punched the wall, smashing the drywall and knocking loose a portrait from its hanger.
"Careful, please," Martin said, picking the portrait off the floor.
"We are rebirthed," Wood said.
Simion nodded.  "Reborn."
The other two ghouls repeated the word, revering it.  Martin recognized the fourth one as the executor they'd captured at the cemetery.  How curious.  What made it possible for the stones to pull essence from the afterlife?
Martin pointed at their fourth.  "How did you bring him back?"
"The Savior showed us."
"Right, but how?  What makes it work?"
"We don't know.  Only Savior knows."
Hardly.  Some factor intrinsic to Lucas Fowler made it possible.  Whatever it was he must have passed it on to the ghouls.
Simion grabbed Martin by the arm.  "Time to find him."
"I need my pipe."  With it, he could speed his recovery.
They allowed Martin to grab his pipe and tobacco before two of them secured him by either arm.  The group marched outside, Simion in the lead, Wood just behind him.  She placed her hand on his shoulder and joined hands with David Young, the original ghoul.  Why he wasn't the leader remained a mystery.  Neither David nor the new ghoul had spoken a word, but the newest member had a crazy look about him.  His eyes rolled and cast about wildly.  He seemed an instant away from going berserk.  An instant away from tearing Martin to shreds.  A bead of sweat ran down Martin's nose and gathered atop his lip.
Simion grunted.  A Blight scar exploded open, blowing everyone's hair straight back before it sucked them in.  Martin gasped as the hop wrenched his innards like a rocket ship on takeoff.
Martin sucked in a deep breath.  "This is not the proper way to hop.  Seekers shouldn't tear such cavernous scars."
"We are learning," Wood said.
"You should be able to open a scar without breaking windows and displacing enough air to suck you in.  I know some experienced seekers who could help you."
"They want us dead," Simion said without looking back.
"How did you find me in the first place?" Martin asked.
"We sensed your essence in the Savior."
Martin tried to pry more information from them but could hardly catch his breath as Simion hopped them across town in a series of violent shifts.  By the time they reached their destination, Martin's ears were ringing and his stomach heaving.  His wardens let him go.  He fell to his knees and produced nothing more than a line of acidic saliva.
"I can't handle another trip like that.  For God's sake, you must learn how to do that properly."
"Savior is here."
"Lucas is not your savior.  I made him what he is.  Without me, none of you would be here."
Wood scowled and jerked Martin to his feet.  "Do not dare put yourself above him, mind thief.  We know what your kind does."
Martin looked around.  They were close to the west side of town near the perimeter.  Other than a few dilapidated industrial buildings, there was nothing else.  No people and no cars.  Sounds from a nearby highway filtered through a strip of trees.  That was it.  No Lucas.
"There's no one here but us."
"We feel him here.  He's here but not here."
Realization hit Martin.  "My God, if he's not here or the Blight then he might be in the afterlife."
Simion paled.  "Is he?"
"Where else could he be?"
"Forever," Wood said, her eyes widening.
Simion positioned his face inches from Martin's.  "Bring him back."
"But I had nothing to do with his disappearance.  Look here, I need to understand how you're sensing him.  For that I'll need to link with you."
The ghoul's eyes narrowed.  "If you harm me, they will tear you apart."
Martin's mouth went dry.  "I promise I'll not harm you.  I simply need to listen in."
He had to be cautious anyway.  One misstep and he might invite psychosis upon himself.  He lit his pipe and clamped it between his teeth.  Closing his eyes, he took several deep breaths to calm his rapid heartbeat.  Extending a thin thread, he directed it at Simion and touched it to the top of his head.
Blood.  Screaming.  A homeless man torn to shreds.  Dead men scattered in an alley.  Rank hot air thick with flies.  Terrible pain.  The sides of a dirt pit.  Layers of limbs and bodies.
Martin fought to steady the stream of images.  The other man's brain was a maelstrom of agony and confusion.  If Martin didn't control the flow soon, the pain would overwhelm him.  He countered the flow by adding loops to his thread-thin probe and inserting a reversed current to impede the neural impulses.  Usually he didn't have to think about such minor safeguards, but the wrenching trip and lack of rest had weakened his usually superb cognitive abilities.
The influx of random images slowed to a manageable pace but he wasn't where he needed to be.  He saw the sides of the pit again and smelled the odor of rotting flesh.  Had they killed so many people?  The subject, Simion, was experiencing pain in this particular memory stream.  Now that Martin had control of the flow, he no longer felt the pain in his own body, merely interpreted the signals that indicated it.  The subject looked side to side.  Bodies filled a pit.  Some wore leather clothes.  Some had paint on their faces.  They looked Native American.  Could the occupant of Simion's body have been alive that long ago?  How did he speak English?
Fascinated as he was, Martin couldn't linger.  Simion's current state of mind was impatient and angry.  If his subconscious was in such an uproar, it must be quite difficult to maintain calm.  Martin probed short term memory for the feeling Simion had described.  Most people didn't hold much at once in their short term.  Usually items were recorded to long-term memory or quickly discarded.  Simion's reservoir of temporary memory  was filled to the brim.  His mind was too hyperactive to properly purge enough short term items.  It made even the most attention deficit disordered people Martin had studied look normal by comparison.
During his years as a Transcendist, he'd probed deep into the minds of chum and Scion alike, searching for elusive answers.  This man's brain could hold the keys to so much if only he had the time to look.
"Have you found it yet?" Simion asked.
"I'm sorry, your mind quite the mess.  I'll need several more minutes."
Simion clenched his fists tight enough to crack them.  Martin redoubled his efforts.
If he'd possessed his full faculties, this process would have been much easier.  Multiple threads searched faster than one.  But one was all he dared risk with this man, especially since Martin's mind was in no shape for multithreaded thought processing.  He finally located the correct memory stream and latched onto it.  A wave of nausea overwhelmed his safeguards.  He staggered.  A strong hand gripped him and kept him upright.
"You found it," Simion said.
Martin opened his eyes and let the sickening feeling guide him like a compass.  A brick building squatted in the middle of an open space.  Its single door was secured by a bar across the outside.  Just outside the door, the nausea thickened to the point where Martin had to pause for breath to prevent dry heaves.  He looked through a dirt-encrusted window.  The building was a shed.  Empty shelves lined the walls and a workbench sat in the center.
The connection between Lucas and the ghouls acted like a quantum umbilical chord it seemed, never severing despite their physical or dimensional locations.  Unfortunately, in order to identify the connection, he needed to enter the Blight.  The mere thought of another gut-wrenching journey inside was too much.
"Simion, I'm going to help you open a proper Blight scar."
The ghouls looked at each other, confusion in their eyes.
"Simion?" Wood asked.
"Yes," Martin replied pointing at Simion.  "Him."
"He is Agony."
"I know he's hurting—"
"No, he is Agony Reborn.  I am Strike Reborn."  Wood pointed to David Young.  "This is Hurt Reborn, and our child is not yet named."
Child?  Martin gazed at their newest member.  The ghoul shivered and clenched his teeth as if sick.  Even more so than earlier, he appeared ready to either explode into rage or expire right on the spot.
"Is he okay?  He looks ill."
Simion—Agony nodded.  "He is coping.  It is all we can do to keep the madness away."
Martin cleared his throat.  "Well then, back to business.  Agony, let's work on opening a proper, quiet Blight scar."  He'd taught Tollee how to do it after her attunement.  Most seekers picked it up on instinct, but arbiters generally guided their progress by watching through the eyes of an experienced seeker and imprinting the base knowledge on an initiate.  Martin still had the imprint stored somewhere but it would take him too long to dig through everything.  Unlike other Scions, arbiters could use the extra space in their brains for efficient long-term storage.  It wasn't that others didn't use a majority of their brain; rather it became jumbled with irretrievable fragmented memories and processes.  Martin's mind was usually a beacon of order, but he'd let some of that organization lapse during the past year thanks in part to his afterlife experiments.
"I will watch as you open a scar."  He extended the mind probe into Agony's occipital lobe and gave the ghoul the go ahead.
Agony stared at the air in front of him.  His muscles coiled, teeth clenched.  Heat rose in his face.  Nothing happened for a second.  Adrenalin spiked.  A quantum fissure ripped through the air, creating a sphere of charged plasma that pushed the air apart so fast, it created a vacuum.  The resulting collapse of air culminated in an ear-shattering sonic boom.  Martin had already plugged his ears, but the shock wave knocked him back a few feet.  The ghoul was pushing too hard.  He had no focus due to the inefficient purging of his short-term memory.
For the first time, Martin doubted his ability to repair a mind flaw.  Something was fundamentally wrong in the way these creatures dealt with the normal world.  Perhaps their quantum images, i.e. spirits, simply didn't mesh with the physical bodies they now inhabited.  Perhaps they'd been in the afterlife too long.  Whatever the case, it would take a team of arbiters to fix it.  He decided to search for the Blight scar imprint in his mind and found it after several minutes of deep searching.
"You will experience slight discomfort during the imprint," Martin said.
Agony nodded.
After the procedure, he had Agony open another scar.  This time, the silver lining appeared as it should.  Instead of staying small, however, the air fractured and crackled into a web of fissures, sounding like popcorn as it reached critical temperature.  Mercifully no sonic boom erupted.
"Much better."  Agony almost seemed to smile.
Strike came to his side and stared at the glistening web.  "We should all learn."
Martin decided not to mention that Blight scars were generally invisible because they were so small.  Seekers could open and see them when they were little more than microscopic seams in the quantum fabric.  The ghouls with their overcharged minds simply shredded the quantum fabric into a mess.  If they continued to meddle with it in such a clumsy way, they might open permanent fissures which could pose a significant danger.  He sighed and imprinted Strike and Hurt, but refused to interface with the newest ghoul.  The risk to Martin's mind was too considerable.  Thankfully, the ghouls didn't press the point.
Agony's connection to Lucas had shifted a few feet during his tutorial.  It seemed Lucas had entered the shed.  Martin removed the bar from the door and opened it.  It would be easier to trace him from within the Blight if he didn't have to worry about the Blight constantly resetting the door shut behind him.
"Let's enter the Blight, shall we?" Martin said.
Even though Martin was far from energized, he'd formed a plan.  Once they determined Lucas's location and how to retrieve him, it would be a simple matter for Martin to reactivate his control imprints on the boy, the ghouls' savior.  Once he controlled Lucas, he would control the ghouls.





Chapter 33

Lucas knew they'd made a terrible mistake coming inside the brick shed.  Exhaustion and fear made terrible companions to reason.  He and Alexia had made it across the road after running down the sidewalk and rushing through a crosswalk.  Seconds later, the spirits had followed.  When the cars had shifted positions, some spirits were knocked flying or slammed to the ground as two objects tried to coexist in the same location at once.
That hadn't slowed them much.  The spirits couldn't be physically harmed.  After crying out in pain and writhing on the ground, they'd resumed their steady march after Lucas and Alexia.  The shed had appeared to be the perfect place to hide.  Since it was already barred shut, Lucas could open it, enter, and seconds later the door would shut and bar itself as the world reversed their changes.
After the door shut itself, they squeezed into the far back corner of the brick shed where a stack of plywood boxes formed an additional sound barrier.  Bricked glass allowed a trickle of red sunlight inside.
"I'm so tired, Lucas," Alexia said.  Red rimmed her eyes.  She yawned and dropped to the concrete floor, leaned against the brick wall.
Lucas had never been so exhausted.  Or thirsty.  Or hungry.  What he wouldn't give for a slab of raw meat.  Even the most disgusting things he could imagine seemed edible now.  But this world had nothing for the living.
"Were your parents good people?" Alexia asked.
Lucas closed his eyes.  "Yeah.  They never had much money, but they always took care of me."
"Then why are they here?  Why is that little girl here?  Are there infants here?"
"I think we all come here when we die.  Or maybe part of us is always here.  Like the Blight."  He hadn't seen any infants yet.  The mere thought made him shudder with revulsion.  Then again, infants might not know enough to go insane.
A tear escaped Alexia's eye.  "I'd prefer oblivion."  Her chin trembled.  "What sadistic force gave us life only to endure this?"  A tear trickled down her cheek.
Lucas hesitated, sat beside her, put an arm around her.  She rested her head against his shoulder.  He leaned his head back against the wall and resisted his own tears.  No response to what she'd said came to mind.  He looked at her.  She was already asleep.  Her body against his felt natural and reassuring.  The short time they'd spent together seemed longer, like he'd known her all his life.  Now they truly seemed destined to know each other for the rest of their lives.  They'd die in one sort of agony or another, side by side, from thirst, or from despondent spirits raking the life from them.
Babbling, crying, pleading came from outside the door and rose in volume.  Voices called out to loved ones.  A man screamed.  Fists pounded on the door until it rattled.  Lucas squeezed his eyes shut.  He was exhausted but too tired to sleep.  The little girl's voice rose above the racket.  Instead of singing about Mary's little lamb, she'd started chanting nursery rhymes which seemed even creepier to Lucas.
Lucas buried his face in Alexia's hair and wished the madness away.
* * * * *
Something jerked him awake.  Alexia was still sleeping on his shoulder.  The ambient light of the shed had dimmed considerably. The air was stuffy and humid.  The spirits had gone silent.  It was so quiet he feared he'd gone deaf.  Nausea wormed its way up his throat.  It was the same feeling he had any time the ghouls came too close.  He stiffened and looked around.  Alexia mumbled but stayed asleep.
Whispers pierced the silence.  Nearly inaudible and unintelligible.  Feet scraped against the concrete floor.  Something bumped a shelf.  Lucas's heart froze over and his bowels tried to empty.
"Ladybug, ladybug, fly away home," said a tiny voice in a half-whisper.  "Your house is on fire and your children are gone."
Alexia jerked awake and screamed.  Lucas yelled and leapt to his feet.  Over the top of the plywood boxes, dozens of dark eyes stared back in his direction without seeing him.  The spirits were packed inside so tight, they'd blobbed together, heads and arms poking from the blob like some horrific monster.  None were moving or making much noise.  They seemed to be asleep even with their eyes wide open.  Alexia pressed herself to Lucas.  He'd already backed himself in the corner.
The little girl came around the corner of the boxes and peeked.  "All except one and that's little Anne, for she crept under the frying pan."
"What's she talking about?" Lucas asked.
Alexia shook her head.  "We're trapped.  There's no way we can get past those things."
The other spirits burst into animation.  Bedlam ensued.  Their calls and screams created such a din that Lucas couldn't hear himself talk.  The girl put her arms out.
"Mommy, I want a hug."  She started to sob.  "Mommy are you there?  I won't run away any more, I promise.  I'll always look both ways before I cross the street like a good girl."
The apparitions roiled around the corner.  The girl reached Lucas and Alexia first.  Her arm lanced through Alexia's stomach and into Lucas's ribs.
"Mommy!" the girl screamed.
Lucas's mouth opened in a silent scream.  "Go away.  Go away."  Icy needles plunged into his body, sucking his energy dry.
Alexia took several gasping breaths as she tried to cry out.  Her eyes dulled and she slumped against Lucas.  He could barely hold her up.  More spirits reached them.  Their greedy hands speared into Lucas and Alexia like shafts of barbed ice.  His remaining strength evaporated.  His legs collapsed.  Alexia fell on top of him.  Lucas saw his parents emerge from the mass of apparitions.  Their faces were stretched and contorted.  Torturous longing filled their eyes.  His mother called out his name.
"Mom, help."  Lucas held out his hand.  It shook with the effort.  His mom took no notice.  "Dad, please."  Lucas's arm dropped uselessly.
A familiar laugh rose above the din.  Lucas looked up.  A myna looked back at him, cocking its head to the side.  A flash of heat pulsed in Lucas's head.  His eyes focused on a point in the air.  Despite the intense pain, he felt in complete control of his senses, like discovering how to use a muscle he'd never had control over before.  Like figuring out how to wiggle his ears for the first time.  A black scar parted the air.  Lucas gripped Alexia tight and dragged her inside as the last of his strength evaporated.
* * * * *
Lucas couldn't feel his arms but his legs ached.  He opened his eyes.  Alexia's body had pinned his arms to the floor.  She lay bent in an awkward position, one leg splayed, and the other angled so her foot pressed against his stomach.  He pulled his arms free and shook them.  Sensation returned with a painful, prickling vengeance.  Then his eyes locked onto the familiar desk against the far wall.  They were in his apartment.
Alexia groaned and rolled over.  She gasped.  Jerked upright.  "Lucas, where are we?"  She jerked around as she scanned the room.
"We're at my place.  We're back in Normal."
She bolted for the bathroom sink and gulped water straight from the faucet.  Lucas touched his tongue to cracked lips and remembered just how thirsty and starved he was.  He put his face under the kitchen faucet, turned it on, and gulped.  The bathroom door shut.  The shower started running.  Lucas dried his face then pulled a couple cans of tuna fish and vegetables from the pantry.  He dumped the canned veggies in a bowl.  After heating them up, he fixed a plate for Alexia.  She emerged from the bathroom wearing the same clothes, but looking markedly improved.
"Food," Lucas said, thrusting a plate at her.
She gobbled it down using her fingers.  Lucas followed suite and marveled at how amazing it tasted.  After washing the meal down with a glass of water, Alexia dropped into the computer chair and stared at Lucas.  "I don't know what to do anymore.  I feel like I've sold my soul to the Devil and it's too late to back out."
"At least you had a choice."
"My God.  I'm sorry, Lucas.  We chased you down like an animal and for what?"
"I'm a murderer."
"You were coerced.  Even from the little time we spent together in that hellhole, I can tell you're not a bad person.  I don't need my FBI training to figure that out."
Strength trickled into Lucas's limbs as his system digested the food.  Even without total control over his abilities, he could tell how different it felt in Normal relative to the dead world.  Had the mynas prevented him from accessing his abilities or helped him to find them?  Whose bright idea was it to put myna birds in charge of all this?  God?  A dancing leprechaun?  None of it made sense.  Those mynas had an evil sense of humor considering what they'd made him go through before showing him how to open a scar.
"I wonder if spirits can be rescued from that place," Alexia said.
Lucas shook his head sadly.  "The only sort of rescue would be oblivion."
"If someone figured out the mechanics, they might be able to live forever.  I wonder if the ghouls' spirits just happened to be in the same relative location when the stones were active, or if there are other factors that drew them back from there."
Lucas shuddered.  He had maybe five years left before joining the spirits in that forsaken place.  Anxiety clawed up his throat and settled in the back like a rock.  Dying was bad enough.  He'd join his parents and never see them.  The dead world wouldn't be so terrible if the spirits could see each other.  Then again, it might be worse.  To see but never touch would be even more tortuous.
"What are you thinking?" Alexia asked.  She leaned toward him.
Lucas tried to speak, but sorrow choked his words.  He shook his head and took a deep breath.  The effort hurt his lungs.
She came over and placed a hand on his chest.  Her large green eyes looked almost liquid.  A single tear trickled down her cheek.  "I'm so sorry.  I know you don't have much time left.  But maybe enough time to find a solution."
A sob broke from Lucas's mouth.  He leaned against the wall and slid to the floor as hot tears ran down his face.  "I—".  He took a deep breath.  "I don't know where to start."
She knelt beside him and hugged his face to her shoulder.  "We'll figure it out.  Can you open a scar back to the dead world?"
"I don't want to try."
Alexia walked to the window and parted the blinds enough to view the parking lot.  "The factions probably have someone watching this place.  It's not safe to stay here."
"Where else can I go?"
"I don't know."
A ragged scar split the air.  Four ghouls and an old man exited the Blight.  Lucas's stomach churned.  Before he could overcome the raging nausea, two ghouls grabbed Alexia.  Lucas charged them.  The other two ghouls rammed him.  His feet left the ground and an intense shock of pain rattled his senses.  He tried to shift into the Blight but his mind wouldn't respond.  The black ghoul secured his arms and a female pressed his shoulders to prevent him from rising.
The old man approached.  Lucas found him somehow familiar.
"Lucas Fowler.  We've known each other for some time, you and me, but we've never physically met.  I'm Arbiter Martin."
"What do you want with us?" Lucas asked.
"Savior-Creator, we have found you," said the black ghoul.
Martin nodded.  "I think it best we take them elsewhere before continuing our conversation."





Chapter 34

Andre sat alone in the conference room.  His mind searched for the one person he most needed to speak with.  The person he desperately needed to locate.  If Mikhail reached that person first—Andre pushed the frightening thought away.  Unfortunately, the person he sought was adept at hiding himself.  He should have insisted on mutual attachment.  Once attached, an arbiter could locate a person rapidly if desired.  All Andre could do at this point was probe and hope.
A mental knock stirred him from the search.  He withdrew his probes and gave Marissa permission to enter.  She stormed inside, Thomas and Whitney in tow.
"Where is Lucinda?" Andre asked.
"I don't know.  She has help.  Probably more help than we realized."
"I hope you understand the gravity of the situation."  Andre hardened his gaze.  He raked his eyes over Thomas and Whitney.  "This is a problem we can't afford.  Every minute I have you spending on this is another minute we could be locating the rogue arbiter."
"I understand, sir."
Andre slammed his fist on the table.  "Do you?"
Marissa flinched.  "She's got the faction in an uproar.  She claims Lucas holds the key to the Mystery."
"The Mystery?  She's a confused girl.  How long has she been active?  Less than five years?"
"I don't know."
"She's responsible for leaking delicate information to the enemy."
"The enemy?"
Andre hadn't meant to use such harsh terms.  But it was time for the others to realize how high the stakes were.  "Yes.  Mikhail and his ilk want to take over the world, or had you forgotten?"
"But the Covenant prevents—"
"It prevents nothing.  I need the three of you actively hunting for the rogues, not pissing around with Lucinda.  Unfortunately, you're the only ones I can trust to bring her in."
"We may need more help," Thomas said.  "Her executor, Vish, is keeping a close watch.  He almost started a fight in front of chum."
"Are you people capable or not?"  Andre stood up, shoving his chair into the wall behind him.  He braced his hands against the table and leaned toward them.  "I can't believe I have to point out the logistics to two seekers.  If I'd known the Atlanta compound was so incapable, I would have brought people with me from headquarters."
Marissa's face darkened.  "We already considered a Blight hop and snatch."
"What's the problem?"
"There are too many Scions helping her now.  We'd never get away."
Andre released his grip on the table and stared at the wall.  This couldn't be happening.  Not on his watch.  Not this way.  He formed a list of his shock troops and wished they were on hand.  Most were still on the West coast but en route.  For now he'd have to do with Marissa's people.  Every compound had a squad of emergency troops and now it was time to activate them.
"What if she's right?" Marissa asked, interrupting his thoughts.
He bit back a curse.  "About the Mystery?  You can't possibly believe that."
"Her argument makes some sense.  If Lucas is capable of accessing so many core abilities, he might contain the answer."
"Do I have to remind you that you lost Adam to this monster?"  Marissa seemed to have regained reason since Adam's death.
She blanched.  "The ghouls took him."  She swallowed with difficulty.  "If he has the answer to the Mystery, we should capture rather than execute him."
"You're siding with Lucinda?"
"I'm on our side, the Transcendists.  You speak of Mikhail as the enemy.  What better way to put him in his place than to prove that we're right?"
Rage flooded Andre.  How dare she question him?  "If Mikhail gets his hands on Lucas or any of the rogues first, we won't have that chance.  He'll use them as weapons against us.  He'll try to figure out how to make all his people work the same way.  Just because Lucas breaks boundaries as a Scion doesn't mean whatever defect he has would translate to chum.  Mikhail is an old-school Russian.  Do you think he doesn't still have any cold-war mentality left in him?  Do you think he means to play by the rules?"
Marissa backed away a step and gave a sideways glance at Thomas.  "We've discussed some other solutions to this problem.  Even if you don't agree with Lucinda, perhaps we should tell them we do.  That might bring her back into alignment and we can redouble our efforts to capture Lucas."
"The three of you discussed this?"
They nodded.
"It would be for the best, sir," Thomas said.
Sweat broke out in Andre's armpits.  Cold sweat.  He clenched his fists tight enough to make his bones ache.  First Lucinda, now Marissa and his most trusted people.  Were they going insane?  Was he?  Lucas and the rogues had to be in his custody or die.  If anyone else found out the truth, it would destroy everything he'd worked for.  He paced and held a hand to his chin as if considering their proposal.  He needed a moment to think.
"Are you okay, sir?" Marissa asked.
Andre stopped and glared at her.  "There was a time when I could count on loyalty.  Unquestioned loyalty.  Since when does a grand arbiter have to mollify his subordinates?  Justify his position?  I don't think any of you realize just how these events have distracted everyone."
He sent out a probe to Kate.  This hadn't been part of his plan.  He'd wanted to take care of certain business quietly.  Now he had to make an example.  A moment passed.  Phillip and Kate entered.  Between them they held a male seeker.  Kate had mind-locked him to prevent escape.
"Who's this?" Thomas asked.
"That's a good question," Andre said.  "Here's a better one.  Who's in charge of faction security?"
Thomas and Marissa looked at each other.
Andre forced a tight smile.  "That's right.  You are."  Andre circled behind the seeker.  The man was middle-aged by chum standards, but probably in his last few years of life by any Scion measure.  "Thankfully, Kate and Phillip have come through on their assignment to root out spies."
Marissa's eyes widened.  "Spies?  Impossible."
"Impossible?"  Andre put his hand atop the seeker's head.  "This man has been working for Mikhail the past few days.  He claimed to be an independent looking to join a faction.  His paperwork was processed but a thorough security review was never done."
"We've been shorthanded," Thomas said.  "This mess with Lucinda and the ghouls has made things difficult."
Andre laughed sardonically.  "This seeker's mission was to make the mess worse.  Why do you think Lucinda has such a following?  Why do you think things have ballooned so quickly?"  Rage flooded his body like a wave of heat.  These idiots questioned his judgment?  Mikhail and his spies were making a mockery of everything.  He blasted a message to Kate to hold the seeker's mind open.
"We'll conduct an immediate review," Marissa said.  "But just because this man has been spreading innuendo doesn't discount Lucas's worth.  It doesn't make Lucinda's theory any less valid."
"Enough."  Andre focused a probe into a solid burst.  It ripped into the captured seeker's mind.  Memories, thoughts, and identity scattered into random neural pulses.  Part of the man's life flashed through Andre's mind.
"Arbiter!" Kate said in a sharp note of disbelief.
Andre withdrew.  The seeker's head slumped forward.  Phillip grasped the man's hair and pulled the head upright.  Empty eyes gazed blankly.  A thin stream of drool formed at the corner of the man's mouth.  The foul smell of feces and urine perfumed the air.  Andre backed away from the stench but kept his glare focused on Marissa.
"Grand Arbiter, what have you done?" Marissa said.
Thomas's gaze drifted from the stricken seeker to Andre.  His mouth opened and closed as if he couldn't find the words to speak.  Whitney's face shaded a hue of green.
Andre tried to swallow, but his mouth and throat were dry.  This was risky but necessary.  He took a moment to compose himself.  "Consider this an example.  I expect Lucinda to be back in line by the end of the week.  I expect at least one of the rogues to be captured by that time.  Do you think yourselves capable?"
Marissa looked at the others.  Nodded.
"Assemble your shock troops."
After Marissa, Thomas and Whitney filed out of the room, Andre turned to Kate.  "Do what you can to patch him up.  Drop him in an alley somewhere.  I don't want this traced back to us."
"Immediately, Grand Arbiter."  Kate and Phillip dragged the defunct seeker through the door.
Andre sent probes to locate the troops he wanted to assign to Marissa.  He had two executors and three seekers that would obey without question.  Unfortunately those types were generally not thinkers.  They were excellent in tactical situations, however.  Right now he needed people who would act.  Not think.  Not question.  He gave them each instructions on how he wished things to proceed and what orders they could ignore should Marissa change her mind.  Lucinda had to be handled.  The sooner the better.






Chapter 35

Mikhail stood atop a twelve-story office building and surveyed the surrounding area.  The ghouls and their corrupted methodology for opening the Blight folds had left gaping scars that were easy to track long after they'd been used.  He emitted a mind burst toward the scar.  After a moment, Swain and Anne-Marie emerged from the Blight.
"I'm worried, Mikhail," Anne-Marie said.  "The scars these creatures have left are not closing as they should."
"Are you able to enter them?"
"No.  The quantum membranes appear to have closed.  That hides the scars in Normal, but your mind bursts show how large they still are.  I find it unsettling."
"I think it's intriguing," Swain said.  "Imagine opening permanent portals from one long-distance location to another."
Anne-Marie's face paled.  "It would probably tear our reality apart or merge it with the Blight."  
"Not important," Mikhail said.  He opened his mouth to continue but felt an incoming communication tickle his defenses.  After receiving the information, a smile curled his lips.  "The Transcendists are tearing themselves apart."
"What's happening?" Anne-Marie asked.
"Andre has backed himself into a corner.  His stance on executing the rogues does not sit well with some in his faction."
"Why does he want to execute the rogues?  If, as they say, Lucas might hold the key to the Mystery—"
"Doubtful."  Mikhail touched a finger to his chin and considered the possibilities.  "Andre is intent on hiding something.  His stance has been harsh from the start."
"The only thing Andre concerns himself with is holding onto power."
"No.  Something more."  But what?
"If Lucas holds the key to the Mystery and chum could become Scions, that would dilute Andre's power," Swain said.  "We'd all be equal."
Anne-Marie shuddered.  "Even if the Mystery is not a myth, it would be a terrible mistake to convert chum into Scions."
"Some chum would be a boon to our community," Mikhail said.  "Others not so much."
"It's not like we're perfect anyway," Swain said.  "But I don't want to see the day chum become Scions."
"Agreed.  This is why we need rogues for our side."
"Shall we move on?" Anne-Marie asked.  "I've already computed the course, direction, and distance of the Blight scars we've been following."  She pulled a miniature laptop from her backpack and traced the route they'd come then added a few more dots in the current direction.  "There's an abandoned warehouse complex on our current heading."
Swain peered at the screen.  "Looks like a perfect place for the ghouls."
"Proceed," Mikhail said, taking Anne-Marie's hand.
She took them in a series of long hops.  They halted in a wooded area with a clear view of the facility.  Three large warehouses populated several acres in an industrial sector just off the freeway.  Other office and warehousing complexes jutted above the tree lines to either side.  The windowless, rectangular buildings had loading docks with steel shutters.  Metal doors with padlocks guarded whatever was inside.  Mikhail and the others scanned for lights or other signs of life as dusk settled on the complex.
"This would be a prime squatting ground for the homeless," Swain said after a moment.  "But I don't see any fires or lights."
"Nothing stands out in the Blight either," said Anne-Marie.
The hazy orange light of the Blight never varied or dimmed.  If the ghouls were staying in the Blight, it would be difficult to surprise them.  That was not what Mikhail had in mind.  Still, he did not wish to be surprised by them or to lose Swain to them.  Extreme caution would be necessary.  He had also prepared for an emergency that should allow for escape if need be.
"We do this old-fashioned way," Mikhail said, and started for the nearest warehouse.
They reached the metal door.  The thick padlock was intact.  Mikhail led them to the next warehouse which sat further back than the other two.  The front entrance was secured by a thick bar with locks.  They circled to the back.  The rear entrance had no door.  Just inside the dark opening Mikhail could make out a crumpled door embedded in the drywall.
"Bingo," Swain said.  A note of nervousness colored his tone.
Anne-Marie looked around, her eyes black.  "I will continue to monitor the Blight."
Mikhail stepped toward the door.  Swain held out a protective arm and shook his head.  Mikhail waved him ahead.  Five ghouls, each with the strength of an executor would make short work of any of them.  If they attacked Swain first, it would give Mikhail time to react.  Perhaps time to save his people.  Old furniture and scattered fabric littered the interior of the warehouse.  Low walls divided the space into showcase rooms.  Swain shined a flashlight in each as they passed.  Reflective eyes stared back from one room.  A startled possum raced away.
Near the center of the warehouse, an odor prickled at Mikhail's nose.  He recognized it immediately.  Swain, too, had noticed.  He took a left down one of the cross-corridors.  Shined the light back and forth.  He halted outside one of the showcases and waved the others over.  Anne-Marie gasped and looked away.  Inside, a woman's corpse lay on its back.  Stones rested atop the eyes and mouth.
"This is executor they took recently," Mikhail said.
Swain leaned over the body.  "They converted one executor, but not this one?"
"I don't know how it works.  I don't know why it failed."
A startled yelp sounded.  Anne-Marie.  Mikhail and Swain ran in the direction of the sound.  Anne-Marie nearly collided with them as she fled from the opposite direction.  Mikhail grabbed her by the shoulders.
"What is it?"
"We should go," she said.  "Those monsters.  It's horrible."
Mikhail let her go and moved past.  The stench grew overpowering as he proceeded.  Swain caught up with him and shined the flashlight ahead.  A decaying arm protruded along the floor from a showcase entrance ahead.  Swain's light moved further to reveal a dark lump in the hall.  Dread crawled into Mikhail's throat.  In all his years he'd rarely felt such a strong sense of that particular emotion.  Before these ghouls he had not known true fear.  Despite the disagreements between factions, no Scion feared for his life.  Only nature or accident could claim the life of a Scion.  That or a sanctioned execution, unheard of these days.
Mikhail pulled the top of his shirt over his nose.  Swain followed his lead.  Every step closer to the arm felt more leaden.  Every heartbeat pounded harder.  Moisture evaporated from his mouth.  Such incredible fear.  Mikhail paused for a moment to savor the experience.  This was how chum must feel.  This explained their need to wash away daily existence with drugs, alcohol, and sex.  Yet, they survived.  Most of them, anyway.  Perhaps this fear drove Andre to his current stance.  He was deathly afraid.  Once Mikhail controlled the ghouls Andre would have even more reason to fear.
Provided the ghouls didn't destroy them all.
"Maybe we should leave," Swain said.
"No."
"These creatures are going to kill us.  That is if the methane from rotting flesh doesn't do us in first."
Mikhail managed a smile.  He took another step forward.  Quickened his pace.  The suspense was almost too much to bear.  Swain strode ahead of him and reached the outstretched arm first.  His eyes widened.  He convulsed.  Heaved a stream of vomit against the wall.  Mikhail stopped and watched his executor, one of the most composed people he knew, lose control.
When he reached the arm, Mikhail understood.  The sight that greeted him was beyond anything he'd expected.  A pile of bodies in various states of decomposition dominated the center of the showcase.  They'd been casually tossed in like litter.  Broken furniture and garbage lay amidst the bodies.  Rats swarmed around the edges.  They scurried from the beam of the flashlight.  The odor was suffocating even through the shirt.
Many of the bodies were dressed in soiled ragged clothes.  The gray skin on those bodies was already wrinkled and ravaged by weather and abuse.  Homeless people, perhaps former denizens of this place.  One dead man wore a torn business suit.  Another's attire consisted of filthy coveralls.  A utility worker, perhaps.  The bodies of several females also lay in the ghastly pile.  The ghouls had not discriminated between social classes, races, or gender.  Chum from every walk of life had been forced into the stillness of death.
Mikhail stopped breathing through his nose and switched to his mouth.  He could almost taste the odor.  He knelt to examine familiar shapes.  Stones.  They were mixed in with the bodies and scattered in the surrounding area.
Sobbing echoed from the dark hallway.  Anne-Marie. 
"I need you," Mikhail said.
A moment later, she approached.
"Were they latent Scions?"
She clenched her jaw and put a hand over her nose.  "The ones I can see are—were chum."  She dry heaved and turned away.
"Let's go."  Mikhail led them back the way they'd come until the odor faded.  "They have been experimenting."
"I saw the stones," Swain said.  "Turning chum into ghouls?"
"Unsuccessful."
"Yeah, but it didn't work on that last executor either.  Why did it work on the first one they took but not the next?"
"We can be thankful for the failures.  Four ghouls will be hard enough to deal with."
Anne-Marie perked up.  Her eyes scanned the darkness ahead.  "Someone has arrived from the Blight."
"I felt the vibration too," Swain said.
Mikhail sent a tentative probe ahead toward the disturbance, using it like a flexible periscope.  In the center of the warehouse, the hallways dividing the showcases met in a large open area.  Without exposing his probe he could sense seven people.  A sickly sweet taint marked four of them as ghouls.  One seemed even more tainted than the other three.  Their latest addition, perhaps.  There was something different about one of the people.  He realized what it was.  Released the probe.  Excitement perked his senses.
"The ghouls are here.  They have visitors.  One is an arbiter."
"They'll detect us in no time," Swain said in a low voice.  "Should we send for backup?"
"No.  A show of force is last thing we need.  They would run or fight.  We want neither."
Swain pulled out a pair of candy bars and wolfed them down.  Like some Scions, he had an odd method for keeping his energy levels peaked.  Despite research, no one had determined why some Scions had such specific metabolic needs.  After swallowing the last bit of chocolate, Swain took point.
Anne-Marie followed in back, her eyes dark with the Blight.  Voices echoed down the hall.  They mingled, rose in volume.  Clearly an argument.  Swain turned off his flashlight.  A bright halogen glow emanated from the central area.  Even with his senses in passive detection, Mikhail felt the deep taint of the ghouls grow stronger as he neared them.  He wondered why the arbiter with the ghouls had not yet detected them.  Perhaps he was too engrossed in the argument.  Perhaps he didn't expect company in this wretched place.
Swain halted at the end of the passageway.  Mikhail stood by his side.  He drew in a sharp breath.  The ghouls had Lucas and Alexia.  The arbiter was no stranger to any of them.  Martin Augustus, former grand arbiter of the Transcendists, stood near Lucas.  He was reasoning with a black ghoul.  Lucas was on his knees.  He stared blankly at the floor.  Alexia was pleading with the ghouls.
"He's mind-locked," Anne-Marie said, talking about Lucas.
Mikhail had already guessed.  What concerned him most was the presence of Martin.  Was he the rogue arbiter?  It hardly seemed likely.  Martin had long ago left his position with the Transcendists before Mikhail had achieved his post with the Statists.  So far as Mikhail knew, Martin's tenure had been unremarkable.  Most grand arbiters remained in office for life but Martin had stepped down of his own accord and gone into seclusion soon after Andre Feno had taken the reins.
The ghouls apparently needed answers.  It was simple to reason they wanted to reproduce Lucas's feat, resurrection.  Now they had him and a powerful arbiter.  This made Mikhail's task doubly difficult.  He had to control the ghouls that already existed before allowing them to create more.  Swain cut his eyes to Mikhail.  His eyes bore uncertainty.  Understandable.  The sight of the arbiter heaped fresh doubt on everything.  Mind-locking Lucas, however, had to be a strain.  Keeping any Scion docile and under control required significant effort for even the strongest arbiters.  That explained why Martin hadn't probed for unexpected visitors.
Swain twirled his finger in the air.  He wanted to circle around.  Mikhail shook his head and pulled Swain back into the shadows.  The longer Martin had to control Lucas, the weaker he'd be when the time to approach came.
How does Martin's pattern look? Mikhail asked Anne-Marie through a probe.
It's diffuse, she sent back.
Every arbiter had a unique pattern to their probes.  Nobody knew whether the patterns were significant or not, but when the arbiter's energy waned, the pattern weakened and smoothed.  Martin could not keep up his efforts much longer.  If he didn't rest, he could lose consciousness.
The new ghoul's aura is heavily tainted, Anne-Marie sent.
Yes.  The ghouls converted him.  Perhaps not a complete success.
He certainly doesn't appear well.
Mikhail homed in on Adam, Marissa Dumare's former executor.  The ghoul was sweating profusely.  His face was waxen, almost blue in tint.  His eyes rolled on occasion.  When they did, his knees buckled.
You should see this, Anne-Marie said.  Look through my eyes.
Using his probe, he tapped into the feed from her optical nerves as she looked into the Blight.  Greasy spots of black flecked Adam's aura.  It looked like the flame from a burning tire, orange with black smoke.  But that wasn't what had attracted Anne-Marie's attention.  Most healthy auras glowed like a pure white flame.  Adam's flame appeared to be leaking.  Strands of his aura escaped like solar flares and vanished several inches above his head.  Despite his limited knowledge of these creatures, Mikhail was certain this ghoul was dying.
The other ghouls did not seem to suffer from the same issue.  Though tainted, their amber auras remained stable.  Lucas's aura was white but muted, an effect of the mind-lock.  His aura brightened perceptibly in waves but dimmed again.  Either Lucas was fighting, or Martin's strength was almost gone.
"Savior-Creator will help us now," the black ghoul said in a loud bark.
Martin recoiled.
Anne-Marie directed her ear toward Martin.  Seekers had excellent sight and hearing.  Mikhail maintained his connection and tapped into her aural nerve.
"He needs to be conditioned," Martin said.
"No.  You are lying."
"He is not your Savior-Creator, I am.  I created him."
"You did not rescue us.  You did not create him.  You corrupted him."  The black ghoul's face contorted.  "Release him now.  Now or die."
"Attack me, and I'll kill him."
Mikhail directed his attention to Martin's probes.  The pattern had all but faded.  Unfortunately, it wouldn't require much strength for him to trigger a deadly event in Lucas's brain.  Not when he already had him mind-locked and open.  Scions learned at an early age how to protect themselves from unwanted intrusions.  Usually it took two arbiters to lock down an experienced Scion.  Lucas had no such training.  His mind had no passive defenses.
"Release Savior-Creator," the black ghoul said again.  His hands balled into fists.  The other ghouls coiled, ready to spring.
"For God's sake, let him go," Alexia said, her voice hysterical.  "If you kill him, they'll send you to the afterlife.  You don't want to go there.  It's Hell."
Mikhail and Anne-Marie flinched in surprise.  The afterlife?  The word keyed a memory.  An old memory.  There had been whispers about Martin's departure from the Transcendists.  Most had been chalked up as untrue rumors.  One in particular claimed Martin believed in an afterlife.  He had, in fact, tried to direct his faction to research if such a place existed.
"Our answers lie there," Martin said.  His voice was almost dreamy.  "Lucas must be conditioned.  He must follow my directives and take us physically back into the afterlife.  God is there.  He can answer all our questions."
"There is no God in that place," Alexia said.  "Only the tortured spirits of the dead."
The black ghoul's body tensed.  He stepped toward Martin.  "Release him now."
Mikhail sensed and saw the change in Martin's probe.  The man was insane.  He was prepared to die and take Lucas with him.
Alexia looked at Martin and screamed.  "No!"  A probe burst emanated from her mind.  Martin's passive defenses absorbed the shock.
There wasn't enough time to think about the significance of Alexia's abilities.  She couldn't handle Martin on her own.  Mikhail sent a storm of probes at Martin.  In Blight view, they looked like missiles.  Each curved in varying arcs, homing on their target.  He directed each tendril at a different point of Martin's defenses.  They impacted simultaneously.  In his weakened condition, Martin couldn't hope to withstand the onslaught.  Martin staggered.  Mikhail wrapped his probes around Martin's mind-lock tendrils and uprooted them from Lucas.  As they pulled free, a stream of commands that would have destroyed Lucas's brain dissipated into the ether.
Lucas slumped to the side.  Toppled over.  His recovery should have been immediate.  Something was wrong.  Anne-Marie gasped and broke contact with Mikhail.  Swain leapt in front of him and pushed him back.  Snarls echoed from the room.  Four ghouls approached, murder in their eyes.





Chapter 36

Tollee sat with a large group of Scions at Leon's Full Service, a restaurant in downtown Decatur.  It was an interesting place, formerly a gas station.  The owner, a Scion, had bought it and converted it into a trendy restaurant with a cool bocce court outside.  Scions crowded into the small place, filling the chairs and overflowing into the bar area.  Tollee stared at the bocce court outside and wished she could be playing it instead of scheming for a way to save her life.
She dropped back into her booth seat, pinned between two women.  She glanced at them through the Blight and identified one of them as an arbiter.  A chill raised goose bumps on her right arm.  She tried to relocate to another chair, but the crowds prevented her from moving.  A Blight hop outside would only raise suspicion.
Vish latched the front door of the restaurant and raised his thumb to Lucinda who was currently pacing in front of everyone.  She stopped for a moment and swept her eyes across the packed Scions.  Vish brought her a barstool then lifted her up to stand on it.
"Some of you think I'm crazy."  Lucinda locked eyes with someone.  "Some of you are too gung-ho."  She swiveled her gaze across the crowd.  "What most of us agree on, however, is that Andre and his underlings are on a slippery slope.  A downward path that goes totally against what the Transcendists stand for, solving the Mystery."
A few people clapped.
"Lucas Fowler may hold the key to everything we believe in," Lucinda said, her voice filling the room despite her petite frame.  "Just think how valuable an asset he could be.  Imagine the research.  Whatever allows him to use the abilities of both seekers and executors could also enable chum to ascend to Scionhood."
A knot of people with a Bohemian look in the back whooped and pumped their fists.  Sickening idealists, Tollee thought.  It had to be impossible.  Chum couldn't become Scions any more than a dog could become human.  These people were missing common sense and they were missing the point.  This wasn't about Lucas.  It was about stopping that maniacal arbiter, Martin.
Once they'd quieted down, Lucinda continued.  "Somewhere along the way, Andre and Marissa forgot our primary mission and started their own crusade."
A male seeker bolted out of his chair.  "Lucas Fowler is a murderer.  You can't possibly justify keeping someone that dangerous alive."
Vish's eyes flared.  "He was coerced.  Find the arbiter responsible and he's no longer a danger."
"Maybe the arbiter that controlled him switched on his abilities.  Maybe he's the one with the answers," the seeker said back.
Lucinda held up her hands.  "You're both right.  Lucas and the arbiter should be our primary goals.  One or both may have the information we need."
"I'm sure there's a seeker involved somewhere," said a tall gangly girl that looked barely into her teens.  "He couldn't have found Lucas without one."
Tollee's skin went cold.  If they discovered her role in this, what would they do to her?
"I doubt the seeker would know much," Vish said.
Tollee knew too much.  If they found out just how much she could never justify her actions.  She'd be pegged as much a murderer as Martin.
"How else could an arbiter find latent Scions to kill?" the girl asked.  "The seeker involved was actively helping and knew the plan."
"They should all be executed," someone said from the back.  "Let the scientists study the bodies."
"Imprison them for life and study them," a woman's voice said, rising above the growing murmurs in the room.
Fear gripped Tollee's stomach.  Her hands started to shake.  Coming here had been a bad idea.  She'd hoped for understanding, maybe a chance to fix all the problems she'd caused.  Most importantly, she'd wanted a way to rid herself of Martin.  These people didn't care.  She was simply a criminal.  A scapegoat.  She had to get out now while she could.  A potty break maybe?  The bathrooms were at the back of the bar.
The arbiter sitting next to Tollee faced her.  She narrowed her ice-blue eyes in concern and took Tollee's hands in her long delicate fingers.  "Are you feeling okay?"
Tollee nodded, afraid to speak because her voice might shake.  Not only that, she might blurt her sins for the world to hear.  A potty break wouldn't be a lie.  Now she really did have to pee.  Static brushed Tollee's hair.  Was the woman looking in her mind?
The woman's eyes flared in surprise.  Answer enough.  Her delicate fingers tightened their grip.  Two large hands settled on Tollee's shoulders from the booth behind.
"I believe we have a third of the puzzle right here," the woman said, her voice sharp enough to draw the eyes of everyone in the room.
Lucinda's forehead wrinkled as her eyes settled on Tollee.  After a second, it smoothed.  Her eyes widened.  "Bring her up here, please."
The air seemed to blacken before Tollee's eyes.  She felt her head loll, and remained upright only because the strong hands on her shoulders shifted under her arms.  Someone picked her up and pushed through the crowd, carried her to the front of the room.  Her flight instincts kicked in but her mind was locked down.  She couldn't summon a scar into the Blight.  It wouldn't matter anyway.  With so many seekers present she wouldn't get far.
Tollee opened her eyes.  Lucinda stood a few feet away, her eyes narrowed.  Tollee could feel the electrical currents in her hair as the arbiter looked inside her mind.  It was too late to care.  With a despairing wail, Tollee lowered her walls and bared everything.  Lucinda flinched.  Her eyes sprung wide.  Two other arbiters stood next to Lucinda, their expressions undergoing similar changes.
The procedure seemed to take forever.  Tollee wondered if this was a truthing session.  Thus far she'd felt only slight discomfort.  Then again she hadn't tried to hide anything.  The fingers of electrical current lifted from her hair.  The three arbiters conferred.
Lucinda faced the crowd.  "We have the seeker in question."
The room exploded into a deafening uproar.  Vish stared at Tollee with disbelief.  She looked away from him and into the eyes of the crowd.  Loathing filled their eyes.  Nauseating shame gripped her insides.  She wished a black hole would magically appear and swallow her.
Warm liquid coursed down her face and Tollee realized she was crying.  She didn't know what she felt.  Regret?  Remorse?  Relief?  It was almost over.  She probably deserved to die.  She was guilty of helping a murderer, of turning innocents into horrific ghouls that were killing others.
Lucinda put her hand to Tollee's cheek.  "You poor girl."  She looked at the growing unrest in the room and cracked out a command:  "Quiet!"
Not a murmur penetrated the ensuing silence.
"We three," Lucinda said, pointing at the other two arbiters, "have decided that this girl is not at complete fault for her actions.  She quite willingly gave us the names we need.  The rogue arbiter in question is one we know of.  Arbiter Martin Augustus."
The crowd erupted.
"Grand Arbiter Martin?" Vish asked over the noise.  "Impossible."
"If you know the history, he was grand arbiter of the Transcendists for only a short time before leaving and going independent."
"Shouldn't we tell Andre?" asked the blue-eyed arbiter who'd discovered Tollee.
Lucinda looked at the other arbiters.  "What good would it do at this point?  Andre has made up his mind.  On the other hand, we have an unprecedented chance to solve the Mystery."
A man stood on a booth table and hollered for quiet.  The noise subsided.  "What about her?" he asked, pointing at Tollee.
Lucinda held up a hand.  "She will be punished but not too harshly.  Martin initiated her at a young age.  He found her in the general population somehow and took advantage of her naiveté.  The reason she's here is because she realized what he was doing and wanted to stop him."
The man's eyes softened.  "Then we should find Martin and put a stop to this insanity."
"Agreed," Lucinda said.
Tollee felt the tension drain from her.  With it went her energy.  Lucinda and the others continued to speak, but Tollee couldn't listen.  Her mind felt dulled.  After some time, someone guided her to the kitchen in the back and away from the crowd.  She sat on a wooden chair.  Lucinda sat across from her.
"You're not as innocent as we led the others to believe."
Tollee could hardly speak.  "I know."
"I saw everything all the way back to the first time."
"With Lucas?"
Lucinda's eyes hardened.  "I saw what the other failed attempts did to Lucas."
"I didn't know—"
"You knew enough.  And you couldn't leave him alone after destroying his life."
"Martin insisted on using him.  I had no choice."
"You had a choice.  The only reason I'm giving you a chance is because I see a young stupid girl that a former grand arbiter manipulated into being his tool."
Tollee opened her mouth to speak.  Lucinda hushed her by cutting her hand through the air.
"He's filled you with other appalling notions.  Chum are not animals.  You absolutely loathe them."
"They're disgusting."
"We are descended from them."
A shudder passed through Tollee's frame.  "How can that be?"
"What do you think your parents are?"
"I never knew them."
"Most active Scions are sterile.  Those who aren't often have complications carrying a child to term."
"My parents were chum?"
"Yes.  Arbiter Martin obviously left out important facts during your education."  She said the word with contempt.
Tollee blinked back tears.  All the horrible things she'd done for him.  All the terrible things she believed.  And to top it off, she was a moron.  Martin had indoctrinated her with enough crap to keep her his ignorant lapdog.  "How can Scions come from chum?  What makes us…us?"
"We don't know.  That's why we call it the Mystery.  Didn't you ever wonder how Scions could exist in the general population if they didn't come from chum?"
"No.  Martin raised me.  He taught me the basics of being a seeker.  The first time I saw chum in the Blight, I threw up.  When I get near them, it makes me sick."
"What about Jason?"
The guy from the roof.  "Did you pick everything out of my brain?"
"Unfortunately, yes.  I found things I wish I hadn't."
"I wish I hadn't done those things."
"You need serious retraining.  I'm assigning you to Greg and Vish.  They're going to show you the real ropes.  At the same time, you'll be helping us track Martin."
Terror choked Tollee.  "He'll kill me.  He put things in my head.  If I try to harm him, I'll die."
"We saw the memory.  He lied.  Most arbiters keep passive defenses.  You're also attached to him.  That means he's highly attuned to your thoughts.  The moment you truly considered harming or betraying him, he picked up on it in a nanosecond.  Since he never taught you how to protect yourself from arbiters, you were easy to dupe."
Tollee's first instinct was to deny that.  But she choked back a retort.  Besides, it was true.  "What do you want me to do?"
"You will do whatever I or Greg or Vish tell you.  If you don't, I won't hesitate to tell the others about the true extent of your crimes."
"I go from being Martin's slave to yours."
"No, nothing like that.  This is for your own good.  You can become a productive member of society.  Without strict ground rules, you'll just run amuck again."
"I guess I don't have much of a choice, do I?"
"No."
"What now?"
"Now we search for Martin.  Since you're attached to him, it should be a simple matter for me to trace the link as long as he's not too far away."
A knock sounded on the door.  Vish poked his head in.  "We're ready to head out when you are."
They walked back into the restaurant.  Scions crowded around the bar, buying drinks.  Groups clustered around tables.  The atmosphere had changed from serious debate to raucous partying.  Greg saw Lucinda from across the room and held up a cocktail.  Lucinda shook her head.  He walked over, sipping his drink.  
"How many are we taking with us?"
"The four of us should be sufficient," Lucinda said.  She pursed her lips and stared blankly for a moment.  "Maybe another arbiter would be handy."
"What the hell?" Greg said, his eyes looking toward a window in the front door.  The window shattered.  Three more adjacent windows exploded at the same time.  A cylindrical canister arced through the air and landed near the exit.  Canisters shot through the other windows landing in various parts of the room.  Tollee reacted.  Greg was faster.  He dropped his drink and grabbed Lucinda, Tollee, and Vish in a hug.  A moment of disorientation followed.  They Blight hopped into the kitchen.  Vish's head bumped a pot.  It fell from the hook overhead and landed with a loud clang.
Greg motioned them further back toward an exit.  Something rammed against the exit door.  The metal shrieked.  They ran down a tiled corridor, past the bathrooms.  Something slammed against the back door.  Vish grabbed Lucinda to the right and pulled her up a ladder that went into an employee break room in the attic.
Booms rattled the wooden floors and shattered more windows as more cylinders went off.
"Concussion grenades," Vish said.
Tollee's ears were ringing.  She hadn't thought to protect her hearing.  Shouts echoed from the main bar downstairs.  Screams shattered the air.  Tollee lowered her head through the hole next to the ladder.  Scions in black uniforms were combing the kitchen and area beyond.  She couldn't see the main part of the restaurant.  Another Scion rounded the corner.  Marissa.
Scions from Lucinda's group lay sprawled on the floor.  Some moaned, others yelled incoherently.  Most seemed unconscious.
"Holy shit," Vish said.  "It's about time those fuckers learned some manners.
"Save it," Lucinda said, and dragged him further back into the attic.  "They're looking for me."
Greg looked out a small window in the back of the attic.  "Let's go."
They grabbed onto him.  He hopped, took them outside the bar and to the rooftop of the coffee shop next door.  It was dark.  Lucinda touched Tollee's head and stared in the distance.  She turned her head to face northeast.
"Martin is somewhere that way," she said.  "Seems like he's really far.  The link is weak."
"I hate hopping in the dark," Greg said, grumbling.
"We need to get away before they realize I'm not in there," Lucinda said.  "So go."
He looked at a taller rooftop across the street and hopped them there.  The next hop placed them atop the tallest building in Decatur, a bank.  Tollee surveyed the land beyond.  Downtown Atlanta lit the horizon, its skyscrapers dominating the landscape.  The night was so clear she could almost focus far enough to manage a really long hop if she dared.  But Greg looked northeast toward Tucker and Norcross, two other towns that had been assimilated by the metro area.  Over the course of the next half hour, they hopped that way.  Lucinda stopped every few minutes or so to check Tollee's link to Martin.
"It's getting stronger, but not by much."
"What does that mean?"
"He could be in a weakened condition."
Instead of relief, Tollee felt guilt.  That man was the closest thing she had to a father.  Sure, he was crazy.  Probably psychotic.  But she'd been with him for so long.  At one point she'd loved him as family.
Lucinda prodded Greg on and they continued hopping.  They finally arrived near a warehouse complex.  A faint glow emanated from the gaping doorway at the rear of one of the rectangular buildings.
"I think we found him."
"Out here?"  Tollee couldn't believe it.  Martin wouldn't be in such a junky place.  Unless he'd trapped Lucas.
Greg hopped them to the doorway.  Vish took the lead and scouted the hallway that ran through the center.  A bright glow from somewhere down the hall cast long shadows.  Tollee and the others followed close behind.  Vish halted.  Tollee's nose registered a sickening odor.  They looked into a side room and saw the body of a female with stones on her face.
"Oh God."
"It's Alice, one of our executors.  She was abducted by the ghouls," Vish said.  "They tried to turn her into one of those things."
"She deserves a proper burial," Greg said.  "Not to be dumped in a heap like this."
Lucinda touched his shoulder.  "Later.  Right now we have to find Martin.  We have to stop this madness."
As they progressed, a similar odor grew in strength.  Greg glanced down a side corridor and gagged.  "There's an arm on the floor."
"How many people has Martin killed?"  Lucinda glared at Tollee.  "I didn't get any of this from your scan."
"I didn't know about this place.  It's horrible."
"He's sicker than we imagined."  Lucinda stopped abruptly.  Spun around.  "We're being followed."
The light down the hall winked out.  Footsteps padded on the thin carpet.  Whispers broke the dark silence.  Tollee switched her eyes to the Blight.  Though not much of the orange outside light entered the warehouse, she could make out glowing forms converging from the hallways.  Louder footsteps came from behind.  She whirled.
Marissa and her gang burst into view, bright flashlights in their hands.  Something snarled and dashed down the hall to Tollee's right.  Someone grabbed her hand.  She screamed.
"It's me," Vish said.  He'd grabbed Lucinda's hand as well.  They sprinted down the hall.
"Lucinda, surrender now," Marissa said, shouting after them.
The light down the hall flared up again, brighter than before.  Tollee let go of Vish's hand.  She was faster.  He snatched Lucinda and carried her.  Greg kept pace in the back.  Feet pounded behind them.  Ahead, shadows appeared in front of the light.  Tollee saw the tainted auras.  She screamed.
"Ghouls!"
Nobody stopped running.  They had nowhere to go.  The only choice was to plow through the murderous creatures right in front of them.





Chapter 37

Alexia stared at Lucas's crumpled form and bit back a sob.  Martin, now unconscious as well, was chained to a steel beam that supported the ceiling.  The ghouls had captured three more Scions and chained them to another support beam.  Now they were on the other side of the room, arguing.  Hallways intersected the room like spokes on a wheel.  An array of extension cords connected several halogen work lamps together and fed them power.  They circled the room, pointing inward.
Alexia recognized one of the captured Scions, Mikhail.  Though thin and gaunt, something in the man's eyes frightened her.  He raised a blonde eyebrow at her and nodded.  Something about him seemed hurried.  Urgent.  Was it the way he looked at her?  Her extra sense spiked along her back.  Her eyes relaxed.  The world fell out of focus.
Sight returned, sharpening into crisp focus.  She was no longer in the warehouse.  Blue sky hovered above.  A landscape of green, carpeted with people stretched into the distance.  A white tower rose on the horizon.  It tapered at a sharp peak.  The place looked familiar.  She looked behind her and saw the dome of the Capitol Building.  Why was she at the National Mall in Washington, D.C.?
She saw Mikhail.  His lips curled down into a scowl.  She observed the people in the crowd through the Blight.  Chum, all of them.  Mikhail's gaze swept over the chum as tumultuous shouts vibrated the air.  Were they cheering or cursing?  Mikhail looked to his left.  Alexia followed his gaze.  A figure stood at a podium.  The figure was blurred.  Alexia couldn't focus on it.  When she tried, her eyes ached.  Mikhail's eyes narrowed.  His grim look vanished, replaced by wistfulness.
The figure was saying something.  His words were incoherent.  Alexia took a step toward him.  She had to know who this person was, what he was saying.  The crowd reacted to his words with such roars that she couldn't tell if they agreed with the speaker or not.  Alexia's legs stopped.  Locked in place.  She couldn't take another step forward.  Instead of moving forward, she tried to move back.  Her legs started working again.  Who was the figure?  Male?  Female?  She couldn't tell.  The more she tried to focus on it, the more her eyes hurt and her head ached.
Another roar erupted from the crowd.  This time it consisted of screams, cries for help.  The crowd stretched down the long fields of grass of the National Mall as far as the Washington Monument.  A small army of people emerged from the buildings and narrow strips of trees on either side.  They charged into the crowd.  Alexia zoomed her sight.  The attackers were grabbing chum.  Flinging them to the ground like rag dolls.  Killing them with brutal neck twists as if slaughtering chickens.  Another group followed behind and put stones on the dead chum.  The killers were ghouls.  Not the same ghouls she knew—these were new.  She recognized some of their faces as Scions she'd recently met at the Transcendist compound.
Alexia choked on a scream.  A tiny figure appeared atop the Washington Monument.  She magnified her view of the figure.  It looked familiar.  She could almost make out the face.  Closer.  She had to get closer.  She tried to Blight hop, but a scar wouldn't open.  A dark cloud formed on the horizon behind the Washington Monument.  The cloud swarmed over the Mall, blotting out the sun.  It covered everything in darkness.  Alexia realized it wasn't a cloud.  The sky was filled with—
"Are you okay?"
Alexia jerked.  She was back in the warehouse.  Mikhail looked at her, the question still in his eyes.  She felt a stream of blood tickle her nose and lips.
"I'm fine."  She wiped the blood away with her sleeve.
"Where was your mind?"
"What do you mean?"  She didn't want to tell him.  What had she seen?
"You are futurist.  You see things.  Please, tell me."
"Futurist?"
"You see the future.  You saw Lucas at the graveyard and the battle before it happened."
How did he know about that?  "I don't know if I should tell you."
"Trust me."
Alexia switched her view to the Blight, afraid Mikhail might be manipulating her.  He had a single probe but it was tapped into his seeker.  "Who are your cohorts?"
"Anne-Marie, my seeker; Swain, my executor."
The woman and man nodded solemnly without speaking.
Alexia looked into Mikhail's eyes and tried not to flinch.  She still wasn't sure she could trust him.  The ghouls padded across the room.  Strike, formerly Maria Wood, stalked over to Swain.  She jabbed a finger at him.
"Use him now.  We need more."
Agony shook his head.  "Savior-Creator will do it when he awakens.  We have tried and failed too many times."
"He worked."  She pointed at the fourth ghoul.  They still hadn't named him.  From the way he looked, they might not get a chance.  His knees buckled every few minutes.  He sweated constantly.  He had a bloodless pallor about him.
"He is not working," said Hurt.  "Something is wrong.  Savior-Creator can repair him."
Strike's face reddened.  "Then wake him!"  Her scream shattered the air.
"Go back to your post, Hurt," Agony said.  "There may be more intruders."
Hurt nodded and vanished down a hall.  Agony grabbed Strike by her arm and dragged her to the other side of the room.  The pale unhealthy ghoul followed them with his eyes.  He looked at Alexia and opened his mouth as if to speak.  A squeak emerged.  His eyelids fluttered.  He turned away and stumbled, recovered.  Rejoined the other two ghouls.
"He is not long for this life," Mikhail said.
Alexia thought back to her vision.  The army of ghouls.  The murdered chum.  Was Mikhail part of that?  In the vision he'd seemed disgusted.  Perhaps he could prevent it.  Maybe he was the cause.  If she was a futurist, had she seen what would happen?  Would it happen just like the vision with Lucas?  She decided to tell Mikhail.  If her vision showed what would come, nothing could be lost by talking to him.
"Do my visions show what will happen?"
Mikhail shrugged.  "I only know theories."
"Some think you see what has already happened," Anne-Marie said.
Alexia looked at the woman.  "That doesn't make sense."
"Our world exists on several quantum planes of reality.  Some believe there is a version ahead in time, and one running behind.  Futurists can tap into the advanced stream much the same way seekers tap into the Blight."
"Impossible."
"Only a short time ago you were normal.  You had never heard of the Blight or even considered its existence.  How can you discount the existence of other places like it?"
"We have been looking for answers," Mikhail said.  "Many Scion researchers have tried to understand why we are.  They try to understand the Blight and our relationship to it."
"Like Martin tried to find the afterlife?"
"Did you find it?" Anne-Marie asked, her eyes intensely curious.
The thought of that place sent a shudder down Alexia's back.  "We found Hell.  There are people there or what's left of them.  Spirits, maybe.  They don't see each other.  They're all alone and insane."
Hurt dashed into the room.  He whispered to the other ghouls and gesticulated toward the hall.  His eyes were wide.  Agony pointed to the hall left of the one Hurt had emerged from.  Hurt loped down it.  Strike vanished down one to the right.  The fourth ghoul looked at Agony.  Agony shook his head and motioned the sick creature to his side.  He grabbed the extension cord that powered the halogen work lamps and unplugged it.  Pitch black blanketed the room.
Alexia switched sight.  The Blight was bathed in perpetual orange light although it didn't penetrate far into the warehouse.  The only light came from filthy windows in the ceiling and the glowing Scions.  The already decrepit building looked even worse.  Haze and dust filled the air.  She almost held her breath but remembered she was only looking in the Blight and was not physically inside it.
Agony was moving the halogen lights, directing them down the center hall.  The nameless ghoul was helping him.
"We can escape while they're preoccupied," Alexia said.  "Blight hop out of the chains."
Anne-Marie shook her head.  "It's dark.  I have to see my destination in Normal."
For some reason the ghouls hadn't secured Alexia.  Perhaps they realized she wouldn't leave without Lucas.
"I'm leaving.  I'll take Lucas with me."
Swain's face reddened.  His muscles bulged as he strained against the chains.  One of the links started to separate.  Alexia picked Lucas up and slung him over her shoulder.  Her newfound strength as a Scion continued to amaze her.  If the situation hadn't been so precarious, she might have enjoyed slinging a man over her shoulder like a sack of potatoes.  The chain link separated enough for Swain to unhook it.  Freed, he braced himself to pull on Mikhail's.
Someone snarled.  Alexia turned to see Strike blur out of the hallway.  The ghoul rushed Alexia and crashed into her.  Alexia dropped Lucas.  She slammed into the drywall and plowed through it with her back.  Lucas flopped to the ground and rolled a few feet from where she'd been standing.  Strike and Hurt swarmed Swain.  They batted him to the ground and chained him with the undamaged links.
Alexia groaned and wobbled to her feet enough to watch the ghouls through the body-sized hole she'd made in the wall.  They knew she wouldn't leave without Lucas.  They also knew she wasn't strong enough to fight them.  Agony plugged in the lights.  The ghouls took up positions in front of the lights.  What was coming?  What were they doing?  She pulled herself back through and into the room.  Four people burst from the hallway, running like demons were on their heels.  They didn't seem to realize the demons were right in front of them.
The lead person lowered his shoulders and plowed into Agony.  A short blonde woman sent a probe burst at Strike.  The two ghouls went down.  The nameless ghoul tried to engage the man who'd hit Agony.  Alexia, still looking in the Blight, realized the lead male was an executor.  He grabbed the sickly ghoul and flung him against the wall like a sack of rotten potatoes.  The blonde woman was Lucinda, one of the Transcendists, the one that Andre had been so angry with.  In addition to the executor, two seekers also accompanied her.  One was a young girl that looked very familiar.  
Before the ghouls could recover, Lucinda's group ran past them and to Alexia.  More shouting came from the hallway.  Marissa, Thomas, and several other Scions burst into the room.  The ghouls grouped together and faced the newcomers.
Marissa saw Lucas.  Saw Mikhail and his group.  Her eyes shot wide.  A probe whipped from her head at light speed.  She was probably informing Andre.
Then Marissa's eyes found the sick unnamed ghoul.  She cried out.  "Oh, Adam."  A tear trickled down her cheek.  "What did they do to you?"
The ghoul stared back.  Its mouth opened like a drowning fish but no sounds emerged.
"More for us.  More for us," Strike said in a sing-song voice, dancing side to side.  "Savior-Creator wake up.  Wake up."  She dropped to her haunches and bared her teeth in a predatory grin.  "Come to Strike.  Come to die," she sang.
Marissa motioned her people to surround the ghouls.  "Now's your chance to redeem yourself, Lucinda.  Help us take the ghouls and Lucas in.  Andre might go easy on you."
"He'll kill Lucas," Lucinda said.  "I can't allow that.  Not when he's the key to the Mystery."
"For what it's worth, I agree.  That doesn't excuse you from your actions."  Marissa ran her eyes over the strange collection of Scions.  "Help us now and we can talk to Andre, convince him otherwise."
"How can I trust you after what your people have done?  You attacked a peaceful gathering with concussion grenades."
Alexia felt her jaw go slack.  What had been going on during her visit to the afterlife and subsequent kidnapping?
"We did what you forced us to do," Marissa said.
"You did what Andre told you to do.  No deal.  I don't believe you for a second."
Marissa's eyes hardened.  "Last chance, Lucinda.  Think about what you're doing."
"I'm doing the right thing.  One day maybe you'll thank me."
"We need them!"  Strike screamed.  She lunged for one of Marissa's black-suited executors.
The man was ready.  His fist met the ghoul in mid-air.  Strike flew backward and skidded across the floor. She sprang back to her feet.  Blood poured from her nose.  Hurt and Agony joined in the assault.  The rest of Marissa's force engaged the ghouls.  Agony Blight-hopped.  He emerged behind Marissa.  She hit him with a mind burst.  He staggered back.  Roared.  Swung his fist.  His fist intersected thin air.  Thomas had grabbed Marissa and hopped her across the room.  Agony staggered as his momentum threw him off balance.
One of Marissa's executors went down under a flurry of blows from Strike.  The executors were strong, but each ghoul seemed as strong as two of them together.
"Maybe we should help them," Alexia said, reverting to normal sight.
The teenage girl with Lucinda gasped.  "Martin?"
Alexia abruptly realized where she'd seen the girl before.  She was the one who'd been at the second crime scene.  "I know you."
The girl looked up.  Backed away.  "Alexia."
Lucinda positioned herself between the two.  "This is Tollee.  My executor is Vish, and that seeker is Greg.  There's a lot going on here that you don't know.  We can't help Marissa.  If we do, Andre will kill Lucas."
"She is right," Mikhail said.
Anne-Marie Blight hopped from her chains.  With her hands free, she hopped Mikhail and Swain from their restraints while the ghouls battled.
"Can we trust you?" Lucinda said, looking pointedly at Mikhail.
He shrugged.  "With Andre looking for you in full force, my protection might be helpful."
"He's right," Greg said.  "No way can we last alone."
Frustrated screams sounded from the other side of the room.  Marissa had mind-locked Hurt but the effort was costing her.  The rest of her force was attacking Strike.  Agony kicked a concrete support beam, breaking it in half and launching shrapnel at his attackers.
"Let's go," Alexia said.  She hefted Lucas off the floor.  "Someone grab Martin."
Tollee stared at Martin.  After seeming to battle some internal demons, she stooped and grabbed him.  Swain led the way down the nearest hall with Vish close behind.  The hallway didn't lead to an exit.  Instead, it intersected another hallway that ran the perimeter of the building.  The closest exit was far down the hall.  Swain lowered his shoulder and rammed the wall.  The drywall material caved.  The brick wall behind it cracked.  The thud ricocheted down the hall.  Vish followed Swain's example and slammed the wall next to the new crack.  Bricks broke loose.  A section of the wall caved.  Vish flung himself outside to avoid being buried by the thundering avalanche.  After the bricks stopped falling, the rest of the group filed through the hole, coughing in the smoky brick dust.
Alexia emerged last, took a few steps into the clear air.  Something pricked her senses.  She heard panting and spun.  The nameless ghoul sprang from the hole.  She dropped Lucas and prepared to grapple with the creature.  Instead, it fell to its knees.  Its eyes were watering.  Was it crying?
"Help.  Me."  The words scraped like sandpaper.  "Savior-Creator."  He reached for Lucas with a trembling hand.  "Touch me."
Alexia viewed him through the Blight.  The ghoul's aura was faint.  It flickered.  The last few remnants flared from his body and vanished.  The empty shell of a body slumped and fell over.  Alexia turned and saw the rest of the group staring at the creature on the ground.  For some reason, she felt sad at his passing.  Now he would return to the dead world.  To Hell.  He would join the previous owner of that body and millions of others but never see them.
Alexia bent and picked up Lucas.  He was still breathing.  One of his eyes was open.  It stared blankly.  She closed it, afraid of what that might mean.  Martin may have destroyed his mind.  It didn't matter at this point if Andre killed him.  Lucas was probably already brain dead.
When she reverted her sight to Normal, she noticed the pink fingers of the sun lighting the eastern horizon.  They'd been in that place all night.  Swain led the group up the hill in the back of the warehouse complex.  It would be easier to Blight hop with the view from there.  She was exhausted.  Hopping would be a chore if she could muster the energy to do it.
The air pressure dipped.  Her skin prickled.  An army of Scions burst from the Blight, surrounding the group.  Alexia jerked to a stop.  Tollee bumped into her.
"What's happening?"
Alexia looked at the stern faces encircling them.  A familiar figure stepped between two Scions and into the circle.  Andre.





Chapter 38

Tollee stared at the man who'd just entered the circle.  She recognized him from somewhere.  If memory served, Martin had met with him years ago.  Then again, she'd been little.  Her memory might be off.
"Andre?" Alexia said.
"Good work, Alexia."  Andre whistled.  "Quite a gathering we have here."
"They are with me," Mikhail said.
Andre smiled and walked toward him.  "Don't worry, friend.  We can take over for now."
"No need.  We will take them to Statist compound and prepare for tribunal."
"Alexia is a Transcendist.  She's carrying our fugitive."  He glanced at Tollee, at the load she carried.  Something like surprise registered on his face.  He looked away.  "We should all go to our compound."
"You would kidnap a grand arbiter?"
"Kidnap?  Of course not.  You look exhausted.  I insist that you be my guest."
"Our compound is more secure."
Shouting arose near the warehouse.  Tollee turned and saw the remaining three ghouls burst through the hole Swain had made.  The female, Strike, as Alexia had called her, raised her fists in the air and screamed.  Her face was coated with blood.  She saw the dead nameless ghoul on the ground and howled.  A chill shuddered down Tollee's back.
"Ghouls," Andre said.
Murmurs arose from the other Scions.
"Should we engage?" one of the male Scions said.
Andre shook his head.  "No.  We have our top priority."
A sonic boom split the air.  The ghouls vanished into the Blight.  Tollee continued to stare as a group of battered Scions crawled from the hole.  Marissa and her group.  They all seemed to be there.  As they drew closer, it was evident they'd sustained a beating.  One of the executors was missing an ear.  A seeker's nose had lost a chunk from the tip.  Marissa dropped to the ground next to the dead ghoul and pressed her hands to its face.  She glared at Lucas's unconscious form with hatred.
"That won't be necessary, Mikhail," Andre said abruptly.
Tollee looked at the Statist leader.  His face was pink and a vein stood out in his neck.  She looked in the Blight and saw hundreds of thread-thin probes emanating from Mikhail.  Arbiters in Andre's circle were preventing them from escaping.  From seeking help.
"This is against Covenant, Grand Arbiter," Mikhail said.  His face relaxed.  His eyes bored into Andre's.  Even thwarted, the man scared the hell out of Tollee.
"There's no need to start an incident, Mikhail.  Accompany us to the compound.  You can contact your people from there and we'll sort things out."
Mikhail's eyes seemed to take in the odds.  Tollee counted five arbiters including Andre poised against them.  Six, once Marissa rejoined them.  At least ten executors and more seekers than Tollee cared to count stood ready.  She didn't understand faction politics.  Hell, she didn't even understand the Covenant.  Martin had probably taught her some bastardized version.  She did know that they faced an overwhelming array of Scions, impossible to beat.  At least for now.
Andre's eyes wandered over her.  They locked for a split second on her face.  Her insides knotted tight.  Now she remembered this man.  Andre was the one who wanted to kill the rogues.  She, Martin, and Lucas were the rogues.  Once they convinced Martin to talk, it wouldn't be long before they discovered her role.  Before they executed her.  She fought back the tears and stiffened her legs at the sudden weakness that threatened to topple her.  Someone put a hand on her shoulder.  Lucinda.
"It'll be okay."
"No.  Things will never be okay again."
Andre motioned some of his people over.  They relieved Tollee and Alexia of their loads.  Another person put black sacks over each captive's head.  This would prevent the seekers from hopping.  Since the sack pressed against her eyes, Tollee couldn't even open a Blight scar.  Handcuffs of some non-metallic material zipped around her wrists.  Claustrophobia crushed her.  Her breaths came in quick pants.  Dizziness assaulted her.  She fell to her knees.  Someone jerked her up.  She wobbled again.  This time, they slung her over their shoulder.  The impact knocked the wind from her and made her stomach ache.
She tried to catch a breath.  Her guts lurched.  They'd just hopped.  The sensation repeated itself again.  Then several more times.  She felt like puking.  Being blind was horrible.  Hopping blind was terrifying.  She cried out.  After an unbearably long time, the hopping stopped.  She heard a door open.  The person carrying her tromped down stairs.  Each step rammed his shoulder painfully against her stomach.  They stopped.  Footsteps echoed down a hallway.
"What the hell is going on?"  It sounded like a girl.
"We got Lucas Fowler, Dara," said a man.
"Wow.  Him and his army?  That's a butt-load of people."
"Conspirators."
A door closed and Tollee sensed they were in another hallway.  Her carrier placed her on a cold hard floor and pulled off the bag.  She squinted in the harsh white light.  Lucinda and her group were with her.  A man closed the windowless metal door and locked it from the outside.  Vish leapt up and pounded on it.
"Let us out of here you morons."  He turned to Lucinda.  "Call for reinforcements."
"What reinforcements?  You mean the ones that Marissa and her goons concussed earlier?  The ones who wouldn't dare attack their own compound anyway?"  Her eyes relaxed.  After a moment, she shook her head.  "I can't penetrate the walls with my probes."  She tried again.  "That's strange.  I don't think I'm being blocked by arbiters."
"What about the door?  Can you get through it?"
"Nope."
"You sure it's not a group of arbiters blocking you?"  Vish pressed against the door, searching for weak spots.
"I can tell the difference."  She ran her finger along the smooth wall.  "Andre has figured out a way to block arbiters.  How could I not know about this?"
"When was the last time they locked up an arbiter?"
Greg blew out a sigh.  "I can see your probes in the Blight.  They fizzle out when they hit the wall.  I've never seen that before.  Probes usually go through anything."
"You're right.  The fact Andre has something like this frightens me."
"Just lovely."  Vish dropped to the floor.  Stared at Greg.  "Any ideas?"
"I think we're well and truly screwed," he said.
Tears welled in Tollee's eyes.  "I'm dead."
Lucinda walked over and sat down beside her.  "Don't worry.  They don't know about you."
"But Martin does.  They'll get all the information they need from him."
"He used to be a grand arbiter.  Scions that powerful aren't easy to break."
"Break?  His mind is already broken.  He's insane."
Greg sighed.  "I can't believe they're holding Mikhail.  Does Andre want to start a war?"
"Andre's motives are a mystery to everyone but him."  Lucinda paced the floor.  Her eyes looked distant.  "Without my probes I feel blind."  She bit her lower lip.
"What about Martin?"
"Probably still unconscious.  I wonder what happened to him."
"His aura was pretty weak," Tollee said.  "Looks like he ran outta gas.  If he was fully controlling Lucas, the effort probably drained him."
"Full control is like sprinting up a steep hill.  Most Scions aren't susceptible to it if they have training."
"Lucas was a raw recruit," Greg said.  "Poor guy didn't even know what was happening."
Tollee's mind wandered as Lucinda and her friends discussed Lucas.  Andre's face dominated her thoughts.  Had she really seen him and Martin talking before?  The memory was old.  It seemed she hadn't known Martin for long when the meeting occurred.  Since Martin had been the former grand arbiter, it made sense that he and Andre would know each other.  Something else nagged her mind about the time frame.  Then she remembered something.  Jumper, her cat—Martin had given him to her on her eleventh birthday.  Jumper had died three years later.
"How long ago was Martin the grand arbiter?" she asked.
Greg shrugged.  "Andre's been around, what, twenty or thirty years?"
"At least," Vish said.
"Was Martin still active with your faction even after leaving?" Tollee asked.
"None of us have been active Scions that long.  I don't ever remember seeing him."
"Why does it matter?" Lucinda asked.
"I'm pretty sure Andre met with Martin about seven years ago."  Tollee described the memory.  "He was at Martin's estate.  It seems like they were arguing.  It's hard to remember."
Greg whistled.  "Want to bet Andre knows more about this than he's letting on?"
"There are several possible reasons why he met with Martin," Lucinda said.  "Arbiters are often in short supply.  Maybe he wanted Martin back in the faction."
"Yeah, but this guy was Andre's predecessor.  Knowing how Andre thinks, he'd regard Martin as competition.  He'd be happy to get him out of his hair."
Vish slapped his hand against the wall.  "Don't be blind, Luce.  Andre's got his hand in the pot.  I'll bet he's been in on this from the start."
"Given how badly he wants to get rid of the rogues, it adds up," Greg said.
"Does it matter right now?"  Lucinda narrowed her eyes at the two men.  "We're stuck.  I can't break a probe through these walls.  Even if I could voice our suspicions to someone outside, I doubt it would do much good.  Nobody wants to go up against a grand arbiter."
The metal door clanked.  It swung open.  Marissa stood outside.  "Come here."  She motioned Tollee to join her.
"You have no right to hold us," Vish said.
"Andre will hear your complaints later," Marissa said.
Vish charged her.  Two executors stepped in front of Marissa.  He skidded to a halt and glared at them.
"Assholes."
Tollee didn't want to go with Marissa.  What if they'd found out about her already?  Another executor entered the room.  He walked over, grabbed Tollee by the arm.  His grip clamped her bicep painfully tight.  She pulled away.  He didn't seem to notice.  Her feet skidded across the tile floor.  Vish moved to intercept.  The other executors blocked him.  He hurled a string of curses at them.  The executor pulled Tollee into the hallway.  Marissa secured the door then led the group to another door at the end of the hallway.  Tollee gave up her struggle and let the executor guide her.  His grip loosened.  Blood started to circulate through her arm again.
She considered hopping.  A quick study of the hallway made her realize it would be futile.  The door at the end was probably locked.  She'd lose the element of surprise.  Then again, these guys probably had seekers keeping an eye on things from within the Blight.
The hallway walls were made of the same slick concrete as the rooms.  Several metal doors lined the walls.  Tollee wondered if Mikhail and his group were behind one.  What about Lucas?  Martin?  What had happened to Alexia?  They passed through the door at the end of the hallway.  The floor here was carpeted.  Stained oak doors replaced metal ones.  Marissa opened one.  The executor led Tollee inside.  Andre sat at one end of a conference table.  There were a lot of chairs, but nobody else using them.  Her escort pulled out a chair, pressed her into it, and left.
Why was she here?  Andre knew about her involvement.  He had no other reason to meet with her.  Tollee's teeth chattered.  She sensed threads of static in her hair and stifled a scream.  Switching sight, she looked for threads.  Saw none.  Most arbiters kept at least one or two active threads.  Andre wasn't using any at the moment.
"You've grown," he said.  "Turned into quite a pretty young woman."
Tollee opened her mouth to speak.  A squeak emerged instead.
"I guess our little experiment spun out of control, didn't it?"
"Experiment?"
He laughed.  "Come, now.  I know you recognize me.  I'm the one who found you for Martin."
"Found me?"
"Let's cut out the pretenses, girl."  His face darkened.  "I don't need to probe you for answers.  Your eyes, your untrained body language give you away."
"Are you going to kill me then?"
"Kill you?"  He raised an eyebrow.  "It would be simpler to kill you, Martin, and Lucas.  But the old man found something, didn't he?"
"I don't know."
"Don't lie, girl.  Tell me everything."
"Seriously, I don't know.  He was looking for the afterlife.  If you want my opinion, I think he's crazy."
Andre leaned back in his chair.  His face grew thoughtful.  "Guess I'll have to wait 'til the old man wakes up.  Too bad."
Goosebumps crept up Tollee's arms.  "What does that mean?"
A tanned woman with brown straggly hair entered the room.  Her simple dress was brown too.  A pale man followed behind her.
"Tollee, this is Kate and her seeker, Phillip.  She's going to get to know you very well over the next few hours.  Unfortunately, that process won't work both ways."
Tollee gasped.  "A truthing session?"  Not again.
Andre smiled.  "Exactly.  If you cooperate, you might come out the other end with your brain intact."
"I told you I don't know what Martin found.  Can't you dig in his brain while he's unconscious?"
"Not in his current weakened state."
"Splash some water on his face.  Slap him!  Please, Andre, I don't know anything."
"Take her to an examination room."
Tollee jumped from her chair and ran to the opposite side of the room.  She looked for a way out.  Switched sight.  Kate was going to mind-lock her at any moment.  The conference room door opened.  A dark-haired young woman stepped in, holding the door open behind her.  She glanced at Tollee.
"What the hell?"
"Dara, I told you not to disturb me," Andre said.
Tollee hopped.  She ended up in the hall.  The hallway to her left led back to the cells.  She couldn't help Lucinda or her friends.  Instead, she ran right.  The hall branched.  This time she went left.  Someone yelled at her.  The corridor opened into a reception area.  Brown leather couches and a coffee table decorated the room.  A steep staircase seemed to be the only exit.  She remembered bouncing on the man's shoulder as they came down stairs when she'd first arrived.  This had to be the way out.  She looked up.  Hopped to the door at the top.  She shaved it too close.  Her nose bumped the door.  There wasn't much of a landing at the top and her balance was off.  She started to tumble backwards.
A bar held the steel door closed.  She grabbed it.  Regained her balance.  Jerked the bar up and open.  The morning air greeted her as she crashed outside.  She wanted to cry as familiar odors entered her nose.  The door led into the back of a small theatre.  A parking lot with cracked asphalt lay before her.  It was deserted at this time of day.  More shouting sounded behind her.  It wouldn't take long for her pursuers to catch up.
She felt the air behind her displace.  A split second later an arm gripped her shoulder.
"Gotcha," said someone.





Chapter 39

Out of a cacophony of voices, his name emerged.  The voices were strange.  The pitch and timbre differed from normal human speech.  But they were somehow familiar.  An eerie laugh emerged.  He knew why the voices didn't sound human.  They weren't.  They belonged to the mynas.  What did they want?  Why were they tormenting him?  Why couldn't he see them?
Lucas tried to open his eyes.  In truth, he wasn't sure if they were opened or closed.  It remained dark.  The birds' calls echoed around him.  The beating of their wings thundered in the cavernous void.  Was he blind?  What had happened to him?  He vaguely remembered Martin and the ghouls.  Martin had done something to him.  He'd blinded Lucas.  He'd enclosed him in an envelope of night.  Claustrophobia gripped his heart.  He tried to move his arms but couldn't feel them.  He couldn't feel his legs.  He tried to suck in a breath but couldn't feel the air rush into his lungs.  Was he dead?
His only choice, if anyone could call it that, was to listen to the birds.  Another voice joined their calls.  It said his name as well.  This one sounded definitively human.  Real.  He trained his one remaining sense on that sound.  The voice grew louder.  It seemed closer.  Soon it drowned out the calls of the birds.   At its crescendo it became a scream.
The voices went silent.
A pinprick of light broke the darkness.  It hovered above like a dim star.  Another speck joined it.  A shaft of starlight lanced downward from the first star.  More pinpricks appeared.  Their own shafts shattered the dark.  Pain stabbed into Lucas's head.  Despite the knifing agony in his skull, he was happy he could feel something.  The darkness vanished.  A low electrical hum filled the silence.  Lucas realized he was staring at a ceiling through a grid of silver bars.  Banks of bright florescent fixtures glared down.
He felt his arms, his legs, and the rest of his body reconnect as if parts of his brain were reuniting them.  His hands trembled.  Tears welled in his eyes.  Immense gratitude lifted his spirits.  He could see.  He could move.  After sitting up, his gratitude all but vanished.  Gleaming silver bars caged him.  Beyond the bars, white concrete walls formed another unyielding barrier.  A surge of anger caught fire in his veins.  Lucas gripped two bars and pried them in opposite directions.
The bars groaned.  One bent a hair.  They were thick, probably three-quarters of an inch in diameter.  They definitely weren't made of silver.  It reminded him all too much of the prison Philip and Kate had put him in.  His arms ached.  His hands trembled violently.  They lost their grip on the bars and slipped off.  His stomach rumbled.  Hunger and fatigue had drained his strength.  He wasn't bending any bars today.  Lucas dropped his hands to his sides.
Then the obvious occurred to him.  He didn't need to bend bars.  He focused on the metal door and Blight hopped.  Except he didn't.  He was still caged.  He tried to shift sight.
Nothing happened.
Tried to open a scar.
Nothing.
Martin had done something terrible to him.  Mangled his brain.  Since his sight had returned and the paralysis had vanished, maybe his abilities would return as well.  On the other hand, Martin or another arbiter might have mind-locked him.
He tried to open a scar again.  No good.  Lucas stared at the metal door set in the concrete walls.  Even if he escaped from the cage he probably wouldn't have the strength to open the door by force.  And there was no telling what lay beyond the door.  Martin had obviously convinced the ghouls to bring him to this prison.  Well, if Martin really wanted to visit the afterlife, Lucas was prepared to grant it.  Maybe by snapping the old man's neck.  He wouldn't mind opening a scar to the afterlife and kicking the lot of them inside.  Unfortunately, he had no idea how he'd managed to access the hellish domain in the first place.
The mynas had something to do with it.  They'd been present both entering and leaving.  Lucas wondered if God really lived there.  If he did, he had to be insane or evil.  That, of course, meant the Devil lived there.  A smile cracked his dry lips.  In spite of discovering that super beings and a place like the Blight existed, the existence of a god or a devil still seemed inconceivable.  He'd have to open his mind to the possibility, though.  Maybe the birds were God.  Maybe they were his messengers.  
Then again, they might belong to a crazy coot who'd trained them to scare the crap out of Lucas.
He returned his attention to the cage.  Four thick bolts jutted from the concrete floor.  Large nuts secured the bottom of the cage to the bolts.  He knelt.  Braced both hands on the nut.  Twisted.  His hands slipped.  He rubbed hands to pants to dry the sweat.  Tried again.  He couldn't budge the nut even a fraction.  This was no good.  Anger and frustration filled him to bursting.  He backed up against the back of the cage.  Charged the short distance forward.  Slammed against the cage door.
Sharp pain tore into Lucas's shoulder.  He bit back a cry and slumped to the floor.  No good.  He had no choice but to wait for Martin and the ghouls to come to him so he sat back and stared at the wall.
The wait felt eternal.  Without a clock he couldn't be sure if an hour or more had passed.  Lacking anything else to do, he ticked off five minutes before growing bored.  The cage was only four feet or so squared and didn't offer much pacing room.  He focused an ear on the metal door.  He thought he picked up a faint noise, but couldn't be sure.  With all the concrete, sounds were sure to be muffled.  He tried to sleep.  The bright florescent lights turned the backs of his eyelids red.  He covered his eyes with a hand.  The resulting darkness brought a shock of claustrophobia.
Lucas jerked his eyes open.
"I'm awake you idiots," he said, yelling at the top of his lungs.  "What do you want with me?"
His voice echoed off the walls.
More time passed.  His stomach rumbled on empty.  Pasty mucous built in his mouth.  If they didn't come soon, the thirst would torture him.  Maybe to death.  He wouldn't go out that way.  He'd bash his head in on the bars first.
During the wait, he occasionally tried to open Blight scars but nothing worked.  Not even a little.  He was pretty sure his technique wasn't flawed.  It would've been dumb for Martin to leave that ability intact anyway, Lucas reasoned.  Somehow, Martin had inhibited that ability.
More time passed.  Lucas hurled insults at the metal door until his voice went hoarse.  Had they abandoned him?  And what had happened to Alexia?  He was amazed the thought of her hadn't occurred to him until just now.  They might be doing terrible things to her.  Nauseating thoughts percolated in his mind.  The ghouls tearing her apart.  Turning her into a ghoul.  Raping her.  She needed him.  He might be too late already.  The thick bars taunted him.  The metal door in the concrete walls mocked him.
Lucas braced his feet against a corner bar.  Gripped the adjacent one with both hands.  Bent his knees into a half squat.  He gritted his teeth and tightened his joints.  His muscles corded.  Hot energy flushed into his legs.  He pictured her, bound, bloodied, surrounded by ghouls, Martin leering in the background.  He had to save her.
The corner bar groaned.  Lucas hadn't realized he was already straining against it.  The thick bar warped.  He pushed with his feet and pulled with his arms until his head felt ready to burst from excess blood pressure.  The bar in his hands seemed to move a fraction.  He blacked out for an instant and fell to the floor, exhausted.  He was afraid to look, to see if his effort had been futile.  He looked anyway.  A gap was there, but was it wide enough?
Lucas poked his head into the gap.  It caught partway.  He wriggled his head, shifted it back and forth.  An ear caught on the bar.  He struggled to angle his head up so the ear would flatten against the bar but only managed to move a little.  Now his head was firmly wedged.  Panic gripped his mind.  His heart fluttered and his bowels threatened to let loose.
"No!"  His scream sounded like a yelp.  Like an injured dog.  He thrust forward.  Pain flared on the left of his face.  Something slicked down his cheek.  His head moved a fraction.  The pain intensified but his head slid through.
He panted and hung his head outside the bars and groaned.  Droplets of crimson blood splashed on the floor.  Somehow, he'd cut himself.  It didn't matter.  Nothing mattered now but finding Alexia.  He turned sideways and slid the rest of his body through the bent bars.  With a thud, he landed on the concrete.  Blood pooled on the floor like raspberry sauce on white frosting.  Lucas slid a hand up his face.  His ear hung loose.  The bar had torn it halfway off.
Acid burned a trail up his throat.  Lucas took deep breaths and beat the nausea down.  His esophagus felt raw.  He remembered how quickly his kind was supposed to heal so he pressed the ear back in place.  Hoped he wasn't holding it crooked.  That would look stupid, rescuing Alexia with his bloody crooked ear.  After a few seconds, the blood stanched.  The ear felt connected.  Then again, it might be glommed on with dry blood.  As long as it held and didn't completely fall off.
The metal door loomed a few feet away.  Lucas slumped against the outside of the cage and gave himself a few minutes to recover.  In the meantime, he attempted to open more Blight scars.  This time he thought he saw a glimmer of silver.  He hoped it wasn't a hallucination.  If he pounded the metal door open, a Blight hop might be his only avenue of escape.  The ghouls must be out somewhere.  Surely they would've heard him screaming earlier.
Lucas approached the door and ran a hand over its polished surface.  He rapped his knuckles against it.  It was solid, not hollow as he'd hoped.  The latch was hidden on the other side of the metal jamb.  His hands shook and his knees felt like jelly.  With a full charge of energy, he could probably knock the door off its hinges.  In his current condition, he'd be lucky to put a dent in it.  One carrot, a stalk of celery, anything might be the difference.  In all the time he'd been here, he hadn't even seen water.  Martin didn't want him at full strength.  He wanted Lucas weak and pliable.  That was definitely how he felt.
Focusing on Martin built the rage.  A few shreds of energy seemed to concentrate in Lucas's belly.  He backed across the room.  Took aim.  Pushed off the back wall like a racer in the hundred meter dash and sprinted at the door.  A hoarse yell escaped his throat.  At the last second, he angled his shoulder to the door, bent his knees, and launched his body.  He hit the door dead center.  The metal shrieked.  Lucas's head clanged against the door.  He wobbled backward and fell on his butt.
When his vision cleared, Lucas examined the door.  The middle was warped, concave.  The concrete on the hinge side had cracked.  Part of the latch was visible.  He pushed himself up unsteadily.  A dizzy spell dropped him again.  One side of his head felt like it'd split open.  A fresh trickle of blood funneled through the caked mess on his ear and dribbled off his chin.  He straightened his head and felt the stream redirect down his neck.  The ghouls might not recognize him.  He probably looked like them now.  Or like one of their victims.
A few deep breaths cleared the remaining fog in his head.  Lucas pushed himself up, walked to the door.  Kicked it.  It groaned.  Dust fell from the top of the jamb.  He kicked it again.  Chunks of concrete thudded down.  The door toppled.  The clang sounded like a warped bell and echoed down the hallway.  Lucas poked his head out.  A long line of similar doors broke the monotony of the hallway to his left.
Where in the hell had Martin taken him?
A few feet to the right, a blank wall ended the corridor.  Maybe fifty yards at the opposite end sat a door.  With so many cells to choose from, why had they put him in the last?  It explained why no one could hear him.
He crept down the hall a few feet.  Tested the first door he came to.  A simple twist lever on the outside inserted a bolt into the jamb.  This door wasn't locked.  He peered inside.  There wasn't a cage inside.  Otherwise, the room mirrored the one he'd vacated.  Martin must have specially prepared the place for him.  As he walked, he noted none of the other doors in his half of the hallway were locked.  He checked each cell anyway in the dim hope that Alexia might be inside one.
A murmur caught his attention.  He stopped.  Listened.  Someone was cursing up a storm.  Other voices, fainter, chimed in.  He continued down the hall until he was right on top of the voices.  They emerged from a locked door about a quarter of the way down the hall from the door at the end.  Someone pounded on the door so loud that Lucas jumped away.  Who else besides Alexia had Martin locked up?  Whoever they were, he needed allies.  Surely they'd be willing to help.
He twisted the lever.  Someone inside caught their breath.  His hearing was still sensitive on his right.  Everything in his injured ear sounded muffled.
"Stand away from the door," Lucas said in what he hoped was a commanding voice.  It'd do him no good if the other prisoners mounted an escape attempt on him.  He pulled the door open.
A petite blonde woman with a defeated expression on her face stared back.  On one side stood a chubby male, on the other, a thin man, his face red and mottled, glared at Lucas.  Almost immediately, their expressions turned to horror and concern.
"Holy shit!  What'd they do to you?" asked the man.
"Lucas Fowler," the blonde said.  "They tortured you?"  She stood and hurried over.  Extended a gentle hand toward his ear.
He jerked away.  "Who are you people?  Why did Martin lock you up?"
"Martin?"  The thin guy raised an eyebrow.   "Andre locked us up.  He's got Martin and others around here somewhere too."
"Andre?"
The blonde waved a hand in the air.  "We'll get to that later.  I'm Lucinda."  She pointed at the thin man.  "Vish," she said.  Pointed at the chubby man.  "And Greg.  Let's get out of this place first then we'll talk more."
She assumed the lead without further comment and headed for the door at the end of the corridor.  Lucas checked the other rooms as they walked but they were empty.
"Where's Alexia?  I have to find her."
"Andre separated us, man."  Vish shrugged.  "Wish I knew."
Lucinda held up a small hand and paused at the exit door.  After a few seconds, she motioned the others onward.  They passed through.  Carpet, stained wooden doors, and glowing sconces markedly improved the atmosphere.
"Is Tollee here?" Vish asked.
"The walls are still blocking me.  I've been down here a million times and never noticed this."
"Probably not the walls then.  Something Andre can switch on."
Lucas reached for a door handle but Lucinda stopped him.  "We need to get out of here.  No telling who's waiting on the other side of one of these doors.  I promise we'll come back for Alexia."
"I can't just leave her.  You don't understand.  I need her."
"I understand, but we'll be able to help her more effectively once I gather your supporters."
"My supporters?"
"A lot of us sympathize with you.  We understand that Martin manipulated you.  Your condition could be the key we've been looking for."
"What the hell are you talking about?"
"I promise I'll explain everything once we get out of here.  There are some really disturbing things you need to know.  Terrible things about your family."  She shuddered and her eyes dampened.  "Lucas, are you well enough to hop?"
He tried to open a scar.  A thread of silver shimmered for a split second and vanished.  "No.  What terrible things about my family?  Do you know where my sister is?"  Fear of her answer choked him with dread.
Lucinda ignored him.  "Vish, you take point.  Once we hit the outside, Greg's gonna hop us out."
Vish blurred up the stairs.  Lucas and the others huffed up after him.  Lucas's legs nearly gave out.  Greg, who was in the rear, saved Lucas from tumbling down.
"Thanks," Lucas said in a mutter.  He felt useless.
Vish burst through the door at the top.  Someone outside shouted.  Vish cursed.  Lucinda exited.  Lucas stumbled outside after her.  Greg was close behind.
Two men grappled with Vish.  He grabbed one by the shirt and flung him skidding across the asphalt.  The other punched Vish in the jaw.  He staggered back.
"You little shit."  
The other man, though larger, looked scared.
Vish roared and punched the man in the stomach.  The man doubled over, gasping.  Vish picked him up and flung him twenty feet.  The man crunched into the side of a green car.
"Stupid seekers."
Greg raised an eyebrow.  "Hey, now."
Lucinda screamed.  "Watch out!"
Someone slammed into Lucas from behind.  Their arms clamped around his in a vice.  Someone else hit Greg.  He went sprawling in the opposite direction.  Vish kicked away Greg's attacker.  Lucinda squinted and gritted her teeth.  The air seemed to vibrate.  A wall of agony disoriented Lucas and tore into his mind.  His attacker's grip loosened.  Lucas couldn't stay upright.  He wobbled.  Vish staggered backward, hands to his head.  He recovered and helped Greg up.
"Christ, Luce, you nearly knocked me out."
Lucas heard feet scuffling behind him.  He turned to see a group of people approaching.  Someone slammed into him from the side.  He hit the asphalt and rolled a few feet.
"Help him," Greg said from somewhere behind.
"Too many," Lucinda said.
Lucas turned in time to see Lucinda, Vish, and Greg blip out as they hopped.  An attacker grabbed each of his arms.  He tried to squirm away.  His strength was gone.  He had nothing else in him.  A familiar brown-haired woman walked over and punched him in the stomach.  His breath whooshed out in a hoarse gasp.
"Murderer," she said.  She looked at someone behind Lucas.  "We've secured him Andre."
He realized it was Kate, Phillip's arbiter.  What was she doing here?
Another familiar face filled his view.  Lucas remembered the man from the cemetery.  Andre.
"Martin didn't do your mind in after all," he said.  "Good."  He turned to the woman.  "Find out how he escaped.  Chain him in his cell if you have to."  He swept his eyes over the bloody side of Lucas's face.  "And someone clean him up.  I don't want him looking like this for his execution."





Chapter 40

Mikhail clenched his fists and stared at the stained oak door.  His attempts at outside communications had failed.  Andre had apparently fashioned a means to block mind probes.  Something in the walls?  Perhaps an electronic field of some sort?  Mikhail couldn't believe that even with a steady stream of electronic intelligence, he'd never heard of this.  Not once had Andre mentioned it in his executive meetings.  That meant he'd purposefully kept it secret from his top people.  That meant he might have more hidden threats.
The significance could be devastating to the Statists.  If Andre fashioned protective devices whatever blocked the probes, Statist arbiters would be nullified.  The Statists had far more arbiters than the Transcendists.  That was the only advantage the Statists had over their counterparts.  Andre had more executors, more muscle at his disposal.  Both sides had roughly the same number of seekers.  The raw numbers advantage still went to Andre.  Yet Mikhail knew in the advent of attack, his arbiters could make the difference and turn the tide.
Not any more.
Swain punched the oak paneling on the wall.  It split.  He punched it again and again until the wood pulped.  He ripped a panel off the wall.  Behind it was a thin layer of blue foam.  Under the foam, concrete.  Swain kicked the concrete.  It didn't crack.
"I don't think I can get through it," he said.
"Try the door," Mikhail said.
Swain rammed it with his shoulder.  The wood splintered.  He rammed it again.  Beneath the thick oak, gray metal appeared.  Swain rubbed his shoulder.  "This is ridiculous."
"Maybe it's the metal," Anne-Marie said.
Mikhail shook his head.  "No.  Too obvious.  Probes can penetrate solid rock."
"An electronic grid?"
"Perhaps.  I have never seen anything electronic, magnetic, or otherwise stop probes."  Mikhail sighed and held up a hand to stop Swain.  The metal was too thick.  Swain was exhausted from the night's activities.  Andre had not fed them.  Besides, he had seen the thick titanium bar securing the door from the outside.  Brute force was not the answer.
"Will it be war?" Swain asked.
Mikhail pursed his lips.  "What else is possible?"
Anne-Marie shook her head.  "But what if he's already perfected whatever's blocking you?"
"We lay down in defeat?"  Mikhail narrowed his eyes.  "I think not."
Something grated against the door.  It swung outward, creaking on its warped hinges.  Andre stepped in and clucked his tongue.
"Really, Grand Arbiter, you should be more respectful of your host's belongings."
Mikhail decided not to bring up whatever blocked his probes.  Andre might be reluctant to free them with such knowledge.  "Every moment you hold us, you risk war."
"Really, now, this is for your own safety.  Lucas and his cohorts will go on trial soon and we can put this sordid mess behind us."
"Then release us."
Andre chuckled.  "You sly dog.  You're not going to bring it up are you?"
"What would that be?"
"Why your special accommodations, of course."  Andre flicked his hand around the room.  "Surely you noticed its unusual properties."
"The oak is nice touch."
"Right.  Don't play ignorant with me.  We both know you tried to send probes.  You couldn't though, could you?"
Mikhail held back a curse.  Andre planned to flaunt his weapon.  It was a warning.  Should Mikhail return the hostilities, Andre would be ready.
"I'll take your silence for a yes.  I'm sure you've already considered the implications.  I'm sure you know how useless your arbiters might be should you try anything uncivil."
"What is blocking me?"
"Suffice it to say the technology is portable.  I want to ensure peace, Grand Arbiter.  This is a precaution."  Andre opened the door wider.  "Please, go back to your compound.  Think hard about your next steps.  When it's time for the trial, I'll let you know."
Questions darted through Mikhail's mind.  For the first time he felt afraid of Andre.  Afraid of his own ignorance.  What if Andre was bluffing?  If the technology existed, he would have surely used it by now.  Perhaps it had only become available recently.  At this point, Mikhail had little choice but to do as the other man told him.  But he couldn't show weakness.  In case Andre's threat was a bluff, Mikhail had to hold some leverage.
"For every measure, there is countermeasure.  I have no intention to start war.  I do intend to file complaint for full council.  This incident casts doubt on your ability to serve as grand arbiter."
Andre smirked.  "Fair enough.  Once you've had a chance to think this through, I think you'll realize that I'm right.  Lucas Fowler is too dangerous to live."
"Perhaps."  Mikhail shrugged.  "Goodbye."  He motioned Swain and Anne-Marie to follow and exited the room.
A group of scraped and bruised Transcendists stood in the hallway.  Something had happened.  A fight.  Tired eyes said more than words could.  Mikhail's mood lightened.  Andre's grasp on events was tenuous.  He might very well have a deterrent in the form of his secret weapon.  He did not, however, have control over every situation.  People within his faction were rebelling.  Mikhail could stand by and let them tear each other apart.
That still wouldn't save Lucas.  Mikhail needed him.  With training and guidance, Lucas could unite the factions.  He could then quite literally rule the world with Mikhail as his advisor.  Mikhail sighed, continued through the hall as a young girl with questionable taste in clothes and hairstyle motioned them along.  She climbed a flight of stairs and opened the door at the top.  The group stepped outside.
"You're not really going to start a war, are you?" the girl asked.  A breeze ruffled her green-streaked brown hair.
"Does that worry you, child?"
She sighed.  "Yeah, like who wouldn't be bothered?  Don't try acting all mysterious.  I swear you grand arbiters are more childish than newbie seekers."
Mikhail stifled a laugh. He liked this girl's spirit.  "Your name?"
"Dara.  I'm a seeker, unattached."
"What is your opinion of Andre's actions?"
She narrowed her eyes.  "Now you want me to be your little spy?"
"I ask for a simple opinion.  Nothing secret."
"I think the whole mess is stupid.  If you and Andre weren't so bull-headed, always trying to get the upper hand, you could've solved it a long time ago.  Now he's pissed off half the faction and got the other half whipped into a patriotic frenzy."
Things were better than Mikhail had hoped for.  Still, an outright Statist attack would likely unite the rebels.  An outside threat often did that.  On the other hand, he might woo the dissenters to his side.  "I understand your frustration.  I simply want justice.  Do you think execution of Lucas Fowler will serve justice?"
"At this point, I don't know.  Sounds like he was forced to kill people.  That Martin guy did something to his brain.  But what if he's crazy?  He almost escaped—"  She cleared her throat.   "I probably shouldn't have told you that."
"Andre still has him, yes?"
"Yeah."
"He plans to execute him soon."
"I know."
"You understand he might be key to differences between chum and Scions?"
"I've heard the theory."  Dara blew out her lips.  "Don't know if I believe it but it's worth a shot."
"We are also interested.  If theory holds water, the factions could unite.  Transcendists would have proven their theory true.  Would be no need for Statists to exist."
"Are you serious?  Then why would Andre kill Lucas without even trying?"
Mikhail arched his brow in confusion.  "I do not know.  Perhaps this is why others in your faction are so upset."
"I never thought of it that way."  She fixed Mikhail with her piercing green eyes.  "And you don't have a problem with that?"
"I do have problem.  It would be upsetting to be wrong after all this time."
"Then why are you telling me this?  Why do you want Lucas alive?"
"Curiosity.  There are so many mysteries about Scions.  Would be nice to solve some.  Agreed?"
"I don't trust you."  She pursed her lips for a moment.  "But you actually sound reasonable."
"We all want answers," Anne-Marie said.  "Perhaps there's nothing to this.  It would be foolish to squander the chance to find out."
"Did you know Lucas found the afterlife?"  Mikhail had trouble believing it.  Still, he needed every incentive to get this girl and the other dissenters on his side.
Her eyes widened.  "There's an afterlife?  You're crazy."
"No, not crazy.  Lucas knows.  Alexia knows.  Both have been there.  Ask them."
"I can't believe it.  We really will go somewhere when we die."
After hearing Alexia's description of the place, Mikhail knew that wasn't necessarily a good thing.  "Will you help?"
Her body tensed.  "I won't betray my friends."
"I do not ask that.  I ask you to stop Lucas's execution."
"How am I supposed to do that?"
"Lucinda.  Ask her.  Andre has her."
"Not anymore.  She and her posse escaped earlier.  They were trying to get Lucas out but we caught him."
Better and better.  "Where would she hide?"
"I don't know.  I know some of the other rebels.  If you can find them, they might know."
"May I take the names?"
Dara tensed again.  "Fine.  You better not try anything else.  I passed probe blocking with flying colors."
Mikhail extended a probe and tapped into her active memory.  A list of names and faces flashed into his mind.  He withdrew.
"After Andre broke up their secret meeting, some of them came crawling back.  You can find 'em hanging out at the Vortex or other places around here."
"Thank you."
"Sure.  If I find out this is a trick…"
"I do not patronize you, Dara.  We both have same goals."
She flashed her green eyes at him again, distrust still evident.  Turned.  Entered the stairwell and slammed the door shut behind her.
Mikhail walked through the parking lot.  A rickety wooden fence with a broken gate separated it from the road.  They walked through the opening and down the sidewalk.  A few blocks later, they reached the Vortex.  A large gaping skull with swirling vortexes for eyes served as the doorway.  They walked past the bar and into the smoky interior of the restaurant best known for its wide variety of hamburgers.  Mikhail was not fond of most American cuisine, but hamburgers were an exception.
Anne-Marie scanned the crowd inside and pointed to a table of four Scions.  Mikhail examined their faces.  Several of them were among the faces from Dara's memories.  He approached the table.
Two women whose seats faced his direction looked up in startled recognition.  The one on the left was young and thin with dark blonde hair.  The one on the right was older, probably near the end her short lifespan.  Gray streaks had worked into her black hair.  In chum terms she might be in her late forties.  Old for a seeker.
"I'm looking for Lucinda," Mikhail said.
The other two Scions at the table, a man and a woman, turned at the sound of his voice.  Their eyes widened.
"Grand Arbiter Mikhail?  What are you doing here?" asked the blonde.
"Surely you know of Lucas's capture.  Andre also took us prisoner."
"I thought it was a rumor," said the man.  "Andre really has gone power mad."
"I know you have no reason to trust me but Andre can not be allowed to continue like this.  Otherwise we will have war."
"Open war?"  The gray-haired woman's jaw dropped open.  "Grand Arbiter, please understand the vast majority of us don't condone Andre's current actions.  We're trying to temper things.  Slow it down.  Let reason have a chance."
"I agree.  I must speak with Lucinda.  She was also captured.  Apparently she escaped."
"Thank goodness.  We were so worried about her.  After Andre's storm troopers attacked us, we weren't sure what he'd do next."
"So you don't know where she is?"
The members of the group looked at each other, each shaking their heads in turn.
"She might have holed up at a friend's place."  The graying woman thought for a moment.  "She might have gone to the East Village."
"May I?"  He tapped his head.
She looked uncertain.  "I suppose."
He extracted the information with a delicate probe.  "Thank you.  Perhaps you should regroup.  Together we may prevail with logic and not rash action."
"And be slammed by Andre's crazies again?"  The man snorted.  "Not me."
"If Andre thinks he can imprison Mikhail, what else is he gonna do?" the blonde said.  "We've gotta put a stop to this nonsense now."
Mikhail nodded and turned away.  Another seed planted.  Hopefully they would spread the message.  His spirits lifted.  Their response had been unexpectedly positive.  He should have factored the Transcendist fear of war into his calculations.  By provoking Mikhail, Andre was inciting violence.  A majority of living Scions had never seen conflict between the factions.  There had been incidents over the years, but nothing like the Founders War.  So much knowledge and history had been destroyed and lost during that dark era.  Over two centuries later they were still rediscovering information that had been common knowledge among the early Scions.
After exiting the Vortex, Mikhail connected to his network of arbiters.  Since the Lucas Fowler incident, both factions had concentrated most of their forces in the area.  Mikhail sent word for every Statist to come to Atlanta.  Of course their Transcendist counterparts in those parts of the world would notice the absence.  Andre would likely interpret that as a preparation for war.  Despite his possession of arbiter-blocking technology, the mere threat should put more pressure on him.  Andre had a breaking point.  Mikhail simply had to find it.





Chapter 41

Alexia awoke when the door opened.  She'd been shut up in a conference room for hours and had fallen asleep, head resting against the long rectangular table in the center of the room.  Marissa and Andre entered the room.  Black bags underscored Marissa's eyes.  Unshaven and pale, Andre looked even worse.  They had obviously not slept for some time.  Her first impulse was to ask questions.  To demand immediate release.  On the other hand, that might buy her more lockdown time.  With two powerful arbiters in the room, trickery was out of the question.
She waited.
Andre smiled.  It looked forced.  "You've done us a great service, Alexia.  I can't tell you how glad we are to find you alive and well and to finally have the rogues in custody."
"It's been a crazy couple of days.  When can I get back to active duty?"
Andre glanced at Marissa.  Turned back to Alexia.  "I think it's important we debrief first.  Where did you go when you and Lucas vanished from the cemetery?"
Alexia had thought long and hard about her answers.  In the end, she'd decided that no harm could come from full disclosure.  But she couldn't tell them of her feelings for Lucas.  How she longed to know that he was okay.  To hold him against her and feel his breath against her neck.  Such strong feelings for a man she'd only just met felt wrong.  She didn't believe in anything quaint as soul mates, but something in him made her heart beat a little faster.  Made her catch her breath when she thought about him.
Andre could never know this.  He would use it against her.  She told him and Marissa about the afterlife.  About their escape.  About their capture by Martin and the ghouls.  About her connection to Lucas, she told him nothing.
Andre shook his head.  "Unbelievable.  You've physically been to the afterlife."
Something in his tone caught her attention.  It sounded like he already knew it existed.  Like he'd expected it.  Marissa, on the other hand, was pale.  Her breathing was more rapid than usual.  Alexia could almost feel emotions leeching from the woman.  In fact she felt spidery cold whisper across her skin.  Not a hair on her arm moved but the feeling persisted.  She'd felt these emotional emanations before, but this felt much stronger.  Andre's face showed surprise, but his emotional state remained stable.  Logical.  Nothing emanated from him.
"Do you intend to execute Lucas?  I'm certain he was being forced into his actions by Martin.  The man led him around like a puppet."
Andre's eyes darkened.  "I've made my decision."
Anger rolled off him in a hot breeze, counteracting the emanations from Marissa.  The physical reaction was so strong, she broke into a sweat.  This was nothing like before.  Something brushed her hair gently, like static.  She switched sight.  A thick tendril extended from Andre to her.  Her muscles clenched.  Something in her mind went taut.  She flinched away from the glowing strand.  Andre's jaw tightened.  Another probe extended from him to Marissa.  A second later she shot a probe of her own toward Alexia.  Puzzlement swept into Marissa's eyes.
"I see you've learned some new tricks," Andre said.
"Tricks?"
"How are you blocking both of us at once?"
"I'm not trying to block anything.  Why are you trying to probe me?"
Andre shrugged.  "Your mental health has been at risk.  All the trauma you've been through.  Visiting the afterlife.  The ghouls.  I want to make sure you're okay."
"I'm fine.  May I resume my duties now?"
"I think it best if you rest.  Take all the time you need."
"In here?"
"Is there a problem with the accommodations?"
"I feel like a prisoner to be honest."
Andre's face reddened ever so slightly.  In addition to the anger, something like fear trickled from him.  The anger felt hot.  The fear tasted like…crickets.  Like creatures with prickly legs crawling in Alexia's mouth.  She gagged and blew air from her mouth trying to dislodge whatever was inside.  The sensation of barbed insect legs vanished.  Instead, her head reeled.  Dizziness.  Confusion.  What was wrong with her?
She bit her lower lip hard.  Squeezed her eyes shut.  A mental wall seemed to slam into place.  The sensations became muted.  Almost nonexistent.  She didn't need the manifestations to tell her what she'd see upon opening her eyes.
Marissa and Andre were staring at her with open concern and confusion.  Her reactions must have been unsettling.  She probably looked borderline insane.
"You do need rest," Marissa said after a moment of uncomfortable silence.  "What just happened?"
"I'm stir-crazy.  I need to get outside.  How long have I been cooped up in here?"
"I'll have someone look at you," Andre said.  "You're obviously disturbed by all you've been through."
Alexia resisted the urge to bolt.  The idea of being cooped up one second longer inflamed her.  She couldn't take any more.  But where would fleeing get her?  She was obviously in the underground compound.  As a seeker, she might be stronger than the two arbiters, but Andre had executors too.  She wouldn't have a chance.  If they still had Lucas, her first priority should be helping him.
Andre motioned toward the door.  "Marissa, wait outside."
Marissa cast a puzzled look at him then glanced at Alexia.  She stood up and knocked on the door.  A latch clicked and someone outside opened the door.  She left.
"Explain how you're able to block us.  Did the old man teach you?"
"Old man?"
"Martin.  The rogue arbiter."
Alexia lowered her barrier a little.  A jumble of emotions washed over her.  One made her burn with the desire for knowledge.  Curiosity, obviously.  Except this bordered on ravenous.
"Martin didn't tell me anything.  I don't know how I'm doing it."
The curiosity shifted.  Alexia felt an empty pit form where her stomach should be.  Dread.  Andre was afraid of what he didn't know.  The dread quickly shifted to rage.
"Perhaps I should put it to a thorough test."
Fingers of static licked her hair.  She could feel mental adjustments click in her mind, like a series of safety valves closing off.  She switched sight.  Probes of varying sizes roiled from Andre's head.  They attacked her in waves.  Each tendril seemed to shatter and dissolve, rebuked by whatever defenses had clicked on.  Andre's face reddened.  Darkened.  The probes withdrew.  A split-second later, a massive probe burst from his mind in a concentrated attack.  It disintegrated on impact with Alexia's head.
Alexia felt lightheaded.  Pressure built in her forehead.  Her head lolled for a second.  Then the dizziness passed.  Andre was panting.  Sweat beaded on his neck, his brow.  He bolted from his seat and charged her.
"Tell me how you're doing it," he roared.  He grabbed her shirt and dragged her off the chair.  "I'll have all my best arbiters chip away at you until you're left with nothing."
She grabbed his thumbs and clenched them.  She tried to peel his hands off her shirt.  It was like trying to bend titanium.  "How are you so strong?"
Andre smiled.  "I'm no ordinary arbiter."  He grabbed her throat.  Lifted her from the floor.  Tossed her casually against the far wall.
Alexia lost what little breath she had from the impact.  The wood paneling cracked against her back.  She gasped, keeping her eyes glued to Andre.  The left side of his lips curled in a lopsided smirk.  
"I thought arbiters were the weakest physically," she said.
"True."
"You're strong as an executor.  How?"
"In case you hadn't guessed, I'm asking the questions.  Explain how you're blocking my probes."
"Maybe you're deaf.  As I said, I don't know."
He rushed her.  Despite his strength, he wasn't as fast as a seeker.  Alexia flitted to the side, opened a Blight scar and slid inside.  Andre spun.  His glowing eyes scoured the room.
"You can't hide in the Blight forever.  Don't make me send someone inside to bring you back."
Alexia tried the door.  It was locked.  She turned and looked at Andre.  His aura burned bright and intense.  Something about it, however, seemed off.  An occasional streak of black wormed its way around the outer edges.  She approached for a closer inspection.  He swung his arms in the air around him.  Despite her presence in the Blight, he could still hit her, though he wouldn't realize it.  She drew as close to him as she dared and examined his aura.  Faint black smudges corrupted the white nimbus.  Another greasy tongue of black slid past.
This sort of corruption reminded her of the ghouls.  Except the ghouls had the abilities of seekers and executors, not arbiters.  What had happened to Andre?  He couldn't be a ghoul.
Andre extended a probe.  Once it reached the door, however, it fizzled.  He grunted as if remembering something.  He Walked to the door and knocked.  Alexia stood next to him.  If he opened the door wide enough she could slip past.  But he blocked the door with his body.  Panic clutched her heart.  Once he pulled her from the Blight, no telling what he might do.  She grabbed his Blight echo and jerked it away.  It didn't resist.  The body collapsed in a heap against a couch.
Alexia dashed into the hall and looked both ways.  The hallway dead-ended to her left.  Andre abruptly reappeared in the doorway, tendrils rushing from his head down the hall.  He was summoning help.  An executor stood guard outside the door.  Marissa was leaning against the wall opposite him.  She was looking at Andre with alarm.
Without another glance, Alexia ran in the only direction she could.  She passed a large kitchen, filthy and rancid smelling in the Blight, a room full of decaying bunk beds, and a game room complete with pool tables, darts, and video games all in states of Blight-induced disrepair.  A T-junction intersected the hall.  Voices sounded from ahead.  It could be seekers.  If they were already in the Blight, they'd see her.  She hooked left.  In seconds, she'd reached a metal door at the end.  She flung it open and almost cried.
A corridor of cracked concrete floors and corrosion-laced metal doors greeted her.  She was in some sort of dungeon.  No turning back now.  The seekers would realize she'd come this way any moment.  Maybe there was a back door.  She laughed without humor at her overly optimistic thought.  Most of the doors in the hallway hung open.  She rounded a slight curve in the hall until the end was visible.  There was no door, just a blank wall.  A warped metal door lay in the center of the hall amidst chunks of concrete and dust.
She looked inside.  A daunting titanium cage was bolted in the center of the floor.  Two bars on the end had been bent.  Beneath the bent bars, blood had pooled, darkened, and caked on the floor.  Someone had crawled through the blood and tracked it to the door.  Lucas?  Had he been here?  Had he escaped?  Relief flooded her.  A bubble of odd joy grew in her chest.  If he'd escaped, then—then everything was all right.  It meant he'd recovered from whatever Martin had done to his mind.  
She felt such intense relief that for a moment her own jeopardy escaped her mind.   It probably had to do with this new side of her that was awakening.  The side of her that had seen the future.  Lucas must be important.  An image flashed into her mind.  The Washington Monument.  The figure atop it.  Ghouls streaming from the sides of the National Mall, killing, stoning chum, and turning them into more ghouls.  Was that Lucas atop the monument?  Would he control the ghouls?  Or would he stop them?
Uncertainty ruptured her bubble of joy.  Someone moaned.  Alexia jumped and stifled a scream.  The moan had come from across the hall.  The door there was closed and latched.  She reached to open it, remembered she was in the Blight.  If she entered, the door would reset and lock her inside.  She switched to Normal and walked inside.
A figure lay bound in titanium chains on the floor.  The chains were wrapped so tight in places, that the skin was raw.  She gasped when she saw the face.  Lucas.  One side of his face had traces of dried blood.  His ear was crooked.  He must have tried to escape and been captured.  She took his hand and Blight hopped across the room.  The chains remained wrapped around him.
How had Anne-Marie freed Mikhail and the others from the chains?  Was it a matter of concentrating on exactly how much you wanted to bring with you?  She shifted them back to Normal and tried again.  This time she focused on Lucas.  Hopped.  It still didn't work.  Maybe the chains were too tight.  There must be some trick to it she didn't know.
"Damn it."  She examined the chains and noticed a thick padlock.  Letting go of Lucas's hand, she took the padlock and held it at an angle so its loop didn't touch the chain.  Hopped.  She looked at the padlock and expected to see Lucas and the chains still attached to it.  Instead, only the padlock remained in her hand.  With a sigh of relief, she shifted back to Normal and unwrapped him from his metal cocoon.
He groaned every time she shifted him.  They'd done something to knock him out.  How much could one man take?  That didn't concern Andre.  He wanted Lucas dead.  In all likelihood, only protocol had kept him from eliminating him outright.  Andre didn't want his compatriots to know about his extra abilities.  Didn't want them to know about his dark side.  If he did away with Lucas without trial, even his loyalists might question him.
Then again, they might not.  She couldn't rely on anything or anyone but herself to get out of this.
After freeing Lucas, she slapped him a few times.  No response.  She could carry him.  That wouldn't work for long.  Once the seekers checked the other hallways, they would come down this one.  She remembered the sensations of Andre's emotions.  Perhaps she could sense Lucas's emotions and determine if he was okay.  She dropped her mental guards and opened up.  A ravenous feeling assaulted her.  Dry air choked her throat.  Lucas was thirsty and starving.  She ran her hands over his face and slapped his cheeks.
"Lucas, wake up.  Wake up, please."
As she ran her hands over his forehead, something seemed to prick her palm.  She jerked her hand away and examined it.  Nothing.  She felt his forehead again.  A needle of pain stabbed her palm in the same spot.  She checked his skin.  Aside from being pale and dirty, nothing protruded from it.  Had Andre done something to his mind?  Alexia pressed her palms to his forehead.  A warm flush rushed up her neck, through the top of her head and out.  It felt similar to the tingle of her extra sense, only more controlled.
A window opened in her mind.  Through it, she saw white.  The view twisted and angled down.  Now she saw hair.  Her hair.  The image was blurry.  She squinted.  The image sharpened.  What was happening to her?  Lucas appeared in the window.  Alexia switched sight.  Suddenly she understood.  A glowing probe extended from her.  It was curvy and looped.  The tip was pointed at Lucas.
Somehow she was using an arbiter probe.
She willed the probe toward Lucas.  It darted at his head like a laser.  Alexia gasped.  Lucas groaned.  Thoughts, images, and emotions flooded through the probe and stormed into her mind, overwhelming her.  Her head pounded.  With a cry of pain, she jerked away.  The probe disintegrated in a shower of sparks.  Alexia's pulse slowed.  Her head stopped throbbing.  Weak relief flowed into her limbs.  She didn't have a clue how to use probes.  If she persisted, she might brain-damage the both of them.  On the other hand, Andre would likely kill them both anyway.  At worst, Andre would find two brain-damaged Scions drooling in his prison cell. 
It took Alexia several tries to make another probe appear.  They seemed to follow the same path her tingle always had, up her spine.  Was there a spot in the body these things emanated from?  Maybe it was different for everyone.  She wanted to practice extending the probe.  Unfortunately, she didn't have the time.  It responded to her mental commands by darting about like a hyperactive snake.  The probe flicked into Lucas's head again.  This time, she tried to shut the same mental gates that had kept Andre and Marissa out.  The probe flickered like a florescent bulb.  Its diameter constricted.  But it remained.
A trickle of images entered Alexia's mind.  She swept the probe across Lucas's forehead.  The images and emotions changed as if flipping stations on a television.  The probe was still moving too fast.  She gritted her teeth.  Willed the thing to slow down.  After that it crawled across his head.  The storm of emotions and imagery changed less frequently.  It was still almost too much to process.  Seconds dragged on.  Her mind was filled with the noise from Lucas's thoughts and she feared someone could sneak up on her at any moment.
Frustration mounted and she had trouble guiding the probe.  Where was that spot?  She ran a hand over his forehead until something pricked her palm.  She pressed her finger against the spot and felt the invisible point dig into her finger.
"Go there," she said, commanding her probe into place.
The probe zipped to the spot.  A void replaced the onslaught of Lucas's memories.  Alexia gasped.  She hadn't expected that.  Tracing her finger to the other side of the prickle, she directed the probe to follow.  A jumble of memories appeared.  She repeated the process on the other side and experienced the same thing.  Thomas had given her some instruction on the workings of arbiters.  They achieved mind-locks by preventing clusters of neurons from firing.  Skilled arbiters knew exactly where to block the neurons for different effects.
Most Scions learned how to deter such attempts by a single arbiter.  Lucas, of course, had never learned.  Alexia had no idea how to correct such a thing.  She'd been under the impression that an arbiter had to keep an active probe to mind-lock an individual.  In this case, it was obvious that her probe was the only one in Lucas's head.  Some arbiters apparently had ways of permanently affecting the neurons.  How did they see the neurons, much less affect them?
Something flickered in the void.  Lightning cascaded across the windowed view from her probe.  Alexia's eyes widened.  A forest became visible.  A seemingly infinite number of bulbous gray trees appeared.  Crooked roots and branches extended from each tree in several directions.  The network of trees flashed with light.  Bright bursts appeared where the branch of one tree intersected another.  One group remained dull and unlit.  No, not trees, Alexia realized.  These were neurons.  Fascination caused her mouth to drop open.  She panned the awesome view and drew a soft breath at every spark in the electric forest.
She noticed the inactive cluster of neurons again and cursed herself for the lapse of purpose.  How had they been deactivated?  She magnified for a close inspection.  Thought back to biology class.  Neurotransmitters between the cells passed the information along, she recalled.  She picked a neuron at the edge of the cluster and examined the space between it and the active cell adjacent.  A thin film of some sort coated the connections.  It looked similar to the goo that coated chum in the Blight.  Alexia looked at other synapses on the active cell.  The thin film was absent on all but the synapses next to the inactive cell.
Removing the film would likely restore function.  She directed her probe to scrape it off.  It rubbed without effect against the membrane.  She searched for an edge to grasp and peel up but couldn't find anything.  She became so focused on the problem that the windowed view through the probe seemed to grow until it filled her sight.  Nothing worked on the membrane.  She had no idea what to do.  She stopped prying at the membrane for fear she might damage the neuron.  
Frustration and anger gripped her.  Electricity coiled in her probe like a bright rope of spiked plasma.  She released it.  A jagged blue bolt crackled from the probe and splashed against the membrane.  The gelatinous material split.  The synapse sputtered and sparked.  Tiny particles shuttled across the cleft.  Another spark leapt from the synapse and the membrane tore until it gaped open.
Relief flooded her.  She became aware of her body again and her eyes focused on Lucas's face.  Her back muscles knotted painfully tight.  A sharp cramp pierced her rib.  Lucas's jaw twitched.  His eyes fluttered for a brief second.  It was working.
An iron grip settled on the back of Alexia's neck.  Her feet left the ground.  The concrete wall rushed to meet her body.  She bounced and thudded on the floor.  Through the haze of pain she heard people talking.  She pushed herself up and looked.  Two of Andre's seekers and an executor glared back.





Chapter 42

Tollee was still in a daze.  Jason sat across a table from her.  A pizza with the works steamed atop the table.  Jason reached into his backpack and pulled out a flask.
"Vodka."
"How did you know that's what I like?"
"I know a lot of things."
"You're chum."  She switched sight to make sure.  A gelatinous layer of ooze coated his skin.  Bottomless dark pits stared where his eyes should be.  His lips were blistered, mouth toothless and black.  Nubs remained where his ears should be.  "This isn't possible."
He rolled his eyes.  "The high and mighty Scions.  Why don't you call yourselves gods and stop the pretense of being humble?"
"I don't—"  She clamped her mouth shut.  He was right.  He knew exactly how she felt about chum.  He'd witnessed her reactions first hand.  "I can't help the way I was raised to think."
"No, but you can change it."
"This still doesn't explain anything.  You Blight hopped and rescued me.  You're stronger than me.  You seem to know all about us.  But you're chum."
"Look again."
She choked back a gag.  "I don't want to."
He gripped her forearm.  "Look again."
She did.  Instead of the usual sickening features, his skin glowed in the Blight.  His aura was pure, white and healthy.  "This isn't possible.  I just saw—"
"You saw what I wanted you to see."
"You're telling me you can control my mind like an arbiter?"
"No, but I can control how you see my echo in the Blight."
"How?"
He shrugged.  "It takes a lot of time and practice.  Right now we don't have time to go into it.  Not with the storm that's brewing."
"If you hate Scions so much, why does it bother you?"
"First, I don't hate Scions.  I am one, after all.  Second, if events unfold into all-out war, who do you think will suffer the most?"
"The Statists?"
Jason snorted.  "Stop thinking like a Scion elitist.  Normals will suffer the most."
Tollee's face burned.  She wanted to snap back at him with something witty.  Wanted to put him in his place.  Unfortunately, he was right.  Martin had beat it into her head that chum weren't human.  They were animals that resembled Scions.
"What do you want me to do?"
"You were inside Andre's compound.  What's he planning?"
"How did you know I was there?"  She gave him her best glare of suspicion.  "You know way too much.  There's something you're not telling me."
"That's true.  I can't go into everything, but I work for a group that's interested in preserving history.  The Scion version of it anyway.  They keep tabs on everything.  I'm one of those tabs."
"A spy?"
"More like a monitor."
"I'm surprised the factions don't know about you.  Who activated you?"
"Nobody activated me.  I was born switched on.  Thankfully a Scion's special abilities don't kick in until you get older.  Otherwise I would've freaked my friends and family out."
"How'd you get into this group?"
"I was kidnapped."
Tollee gasped.  "What?"
"One of their seekers noticed me and noticed I was too young to have been activated.  They think it's vital that Scions remain secret from the Normals.  They snatched me, indoctrinated me, and got me to work for them."
"And you're okay with that?"
He shrugged.  "It was necessary.  Otherwise I might've started showing abilities Normals don't have and drawn attention to myself."  He took a bite of pizza.
"Normals?  Is that your term for chum?  Why do you need me?"
"This group only cares about one thing.  Preserving and recording our history.  They don't believe in interference.  I, on the other hand, see something bad is coming and want to stop it."
"How can one person do that?"
"Maybe I can't.  Lucas Fowler might be able to."
"He's the cause of this in case you didn't know."
"Actually, you and Martin are the cause.  Lucas is an unintended byproduct."
Tollee looked away.  "I didn't know what I was getting into."
"Didn't know.  Didn't care.  Typical.  My group found the entire experiment intriguing.  I was assigned to watch you.  You don't know how tempted I was to stop you right then and there."
"That day on the roof?  I wish you had."
"It doesn't matter now.  We know Andre has plans for Lucas.  Hell, he has plans for everyone.  All my group cares about is writing down the details.  We had a person on the inside who's since gone missing.  Did you find out anything while you were there?"
"Only that he and Martin were in cahoots.  Andre wanted to make me go through a truthing session.  I don't think he cared if I survived it."
"Why a truthing session?  What information do you have?"
"He thinks I know about the afterlife.  Last time I saw Martin, he was unconscious.  If he found out something, he didn't tell me."
"And that's it?"
"I guess."
"Did he mention anything about his plans?"
Tollee laughed.  "To me?  Yeah, right.  I saw a chance to escape and took it."
"Lucinda and her group escaped.  Lucas almost made it out with them but they caught him."  Jason stared at a throng of passersby for a moment.  "Like it or not, Lucas is the one who can put a stop to all this."  
"How?"
"He has a connection with the ghouls.  Maybe he can send them back where they came from."
"How does that solve the Andre issue, war between the factions and all that?"
"If we can present him as the key to the Mystery, maybe faction members will come to their senses.  Withdraw support from Andre."
"That sounds pretty weak."
"It's all we've got."
"Are you proposing we engineer a jail break?"
"I think we should join Lucinda's group.  If enough people rebel against Andre, he might have to put his plans on hold."
"I don't know where Lucinda is now.  If she escaped, she's probably not nearby."
"Don't worry about that.  With my group's network of informants, we'll find her."
"Does your group have a name?"
"Ad Infinitum."
"As in forever?"
"Before the Founders War, Scions used that saying it to identify one another.  When the factions declared a truce and created the Covenant, it became a greeting between grand arbiters."
"Makes sense now."
"What does?"
"Martin made me paint these weird infinity symbols inside the Blight to mark the locations Lucas was supposed to do his work.  I didn't think the paint would stay, but anything you take into the Blight with you will stay there."
"Interesting.  Martin knows about the old sign."
"Why'd he have me paint it?"
Jason shrugged.  "Before the Founders War, the symbol indicated a safe area for Scions to be themselves.  There were a lot of independents and rogues though.  Beyond that, I'm not sure what significance it has.  Martin might know something we don't."
"When are we going to look for Lucinda?"
He pulled out a cell phone and looked at the screen.  "No need to look.  I know where she is now." 





Chapter 43

Mikhail pushed through double doors and went inside an old gymnasium.  The hardwood floors had grayed over the years.  The basketball goals were still intact, but the nets were missing.  Scions stood in clumps around the gym floor.  Some sat on the rickety bleachers.  The people closest to the door looked at Mikhail with alarm.  Some stiffened and backed away.  The cavernous facility echoed with the din of conversations.
A chubby seeker approached.  Mikhail recognized him as Lucinda's seeker, Greg.  "This way, Grand Arbiter."
The man led them across the floor to a back room.  Inside, Lucinda was sitting on a desk.  Red rimmed her eyes.  Her face was pale.
"I feel like I'm making a terrible mistake," she said.  "I don't want violence.  I don't want war."
"Neither do I," Mikhail replied.  "Thank you for having me."
"Andre already attacked our group once.  He'll find out about this eventually and do it again."
"I have people on the way."
"Statists?"
Mikhail shrugged.  "Of course.  Can you convince your people we are on same side?"
Greg groaned.  "This feels wrong.  Like I'm rooting against my college football team or letting people talk bad about my mom."
"Your momma wears army boots," Vish said with a smirk.
"What does that even mean?" Greg rolled his eyes.
Lucinda gave them a weary glance and shook her head slowly.  She turned and focused on Mikhail.  "I want guarantees, Mikhail.  Whatever I say goes.  You're not in charge here."
The girl was more stubborn than he'd suspected.  Once she faced Andre, truly faced him, perhaps she'd relinquish control.  The pressure would break her.  Pressure usually separated the stubborn from the strong.  Mikhail needed the extra bodies.  He needed them to align against Andre.  All the same, he'd still have to use Lucinda as the intermediary.  As a puppet.  Too many would balk at taking directions from the leader of the opposing faction.
"Of course you are in charge.  We want peaceful resolution."
Lucinda's eyes went unfocused for a moment as she received an incoming probe from someone.  Only the inexperienced needed that much concentration, but Mikhail resisted the temptation to tap into her line of communication.  Greg glanced at her then left the room.  He returned a moment later with Tollee and another man in tow.
Lucinda got off the desk and gave Tollee a hug.  "I can't believe you're got away."
Tollee's lower lip quivered.  "That bastard was going to put me through truthing.  He's insane.  He knows all about Martin and his experiments.  I think he's the one who started this crap."
"Christ!  I told you so."  Vish slammed the back wall with his fist and the cinder blocks cracked.
"That rotten son of a bitch," Greg said.  "We need to tell the others."
Lucinda held up a hand and gave Tolle a searching look.  "Are you certain?  Do you have proof?"
"No.  But he knew me.  He said he picked me out for Martin when I was little."
"How did you escape?"
"Someone opened the door.  I hopped out then found some stairs and got out of there."  She pointed with her thumb at the young man with her.  "Jason rescued me.  Sort of."
"I don't recognize you," Lucinda said.  "Are you Statist?"
"He is not with us," Mikhail said.
Jason shook his head.  "I'm independent."
Anne-Marie whispered in Mikhail's ear.  "His wrist.  Look at it."
Mikhail walked over and took the man's hand.  He looked on the bottom of the wrist.  Nothing.  Anne Marie touched him and changed sight.  In the Blight, he saw it.  The symbol.  Ad Infinitum.
"I see the rumors are true."
"You've heard of us?" Jason asked.
"Not in so many words."
"Who's he with?" Lucinda asked.
"An historical society of sorts.  I did not think they involved themselves in faction politics."
"They don't.  I'm getting involved on my own."  Jason looked around the room.  "I think it's irresponsible that Ad Infinitum wants to record the war but they don't care about stopping it."
"Youth and idealism."  Mikhail chuckled.  "Ad Infinitum has rules for a reason.  You must have vital information, otherwise you would not be here."
"Andre has Lucas Fowler.  We had an insider who said Andre wasn't really planning on killing Lucas.  At least not yet.  He plans to control him."
"For the ghouls?"
"I don't think so.  Before our source vanished, he said there were some things about Andre that didn't add up."
"That doesn't help," Lucinda said.  "If Tollee is right, Andre was behind Martin and the entire Lucas Fowler incident.  But why?"
"Martin wanted to find the afterlife."
"Lucas and Alexia found it," Mikhail said, remembering the warehouse.  "She called it Hell.  She said spirits of the dead live there but do not see each other."
"Martin told me the ghouls came from the afterlife," Tollee said.  "That's why they're insane."
Lucinda squeezed her eyes shut and pinched the bridge of her nose.  "Why does this matter to Andre?  Intellectual curiosity?"
Mikhail remembered something.  Something important.  "When these events first happened, I met with Andre.  He said it was like Cross incident."
"It's frighteningly like the Cross incident," Jason said.  "Even Ad Infinitum has competing theories on what really happened back then.  What they don't dispute is that Cross killed Scions.  The ones he killed came back to life completely deranged."
"What became of the ghouls?"
"We don't know.  Some were captured, but our records are incomplete.  We don't know exactly how many people Cross murdered or why."
"The difference between Cross and Lucas is control.  Cross wasn't an arbiter's puppet," Lucinda said.
"That's our theory."  Jason pulled out his cell phone.  It seemed none of the kids nowadays could live without them.  After a moment, he showed them some text he'd retrieved.  "This is the official historic account according to Ad Infinitum."
"Wow, you guys have it all online?" Vish asked.
"What did you expect, ancient scrolls?"
Mikhail scanned the concise text.  It listed victims and several who were thought to have been victims.  There were no pictures, of course, only general descriptions.  After reading it, he clicked in a search box and entered Lucas's name.  A thorough biography appeared.  Mikhail skimmed most of it until one sentence jerked him to a halt.
Lucas and his parents were declared DOA by the paramedics.  They attempted resuscitation on Lucas and succeeded.
A quick scan of Cross's history confirmed a similarity.  An arbiter had found Cross dead on his front doorstep one morning.  The man had just died so the arbiter was able to resuscitate him by reigniting his neural impulses and forcing his heart to beat before decay set in.
"Both Lucas and Cross died," Mikhail said, handing the phone back to Jason.  "Both were revived shortly after death.  Both are or were executors."
"You think they have a special connection to the afterlife because of that?" Lucinda asked.
Mikhail shrugged.  "It is only connection of significance I see."
"Who was the arbiter that found Cross?"
"We don't know," Jason said.  "He vanished shortly after the first murders occurred."
"A victim?"
"Probably."
"Why are we wasting time with all this crap?" Vish asked.  He looked out the open door at the gathering crowd.  "We've got more than enough people to force Andre down.  Then we can ask him anything we want."
"I usually don't agree with Vish," Greg said.  "But I think he's right.  Every minute we waste here, Andre is gathering his forces."
"Hell yeah, bro."  Vish slapped Greg on the back.  "Let's kick some ass."
Mikhail shook his head.  "We may not be able to confront him."
Lucinda's eyes darted to his face.  "Why not?"
He explained about the material that blocked arbiters and Andre's threats to use it.
"Of course," Lucinda said.  "That explains a lot.  We won't stand a chance without arbiters."
"Who needs arbiters when you have executors?"  Vish pumped his fists.  "With Mikhail's bunch, we'll have more than enough."
"I won't have violence."
"You are right, of course."  Mikhail leaned against the wall.  "Without our arbiters, Andre's will have free reign to wreak havoc on seekers and executors.  They'll have our people battling illusions and each other.  Andre will not hesitate to pull all dirty tricks out of bag."
Tollee gasped and put a hand to her head.  She slumped.  Jason caught her before she hit the floor.
"What's wrong?" he asked.
Mikhail probed her and sensed the problem immediately.  "Andre placed a remote in her head."
Lucinda rushed to Tollee's side.  "A remote?"
He tied off a probe inside her.  A large cluster of neurons were lighting up like a mini-nova in Tollee's head.  Mikhail isolated the neurons with one probe.  Sent another to quell the eruptions.  After a microsecond in real time, he'd managed to snuff Andre's work.  Tollee's eyes jerked open.  She whimpered and looked around, her eyes dancing wildly.
"What's a remote?" Lucinda asked again.
"Highly unethical.  Forbidden.  He tied off a fragmented probe in her neurons.  It self-sustains for a short period and makes tracking the subject easy even if not attached to the subject.  It can either be set to expire harmlessly or set to activate like a microscopic bomb.  When activated, it can cause a blinding headache for a few seconds usually followed by an aneurysm and death.  Sometimes it only causes a cascade of destruction in the neurons, leading to severe retardation in the subject.  That is perhaps worse than death."
Jason cursed.  "Well do something.  Fix it."
"I think I'm okay," Tollee said.
Mikhail nodded.  "I have already fixed it.  What I could not prevent was the transmittal of information.  Andre and his force know our location.  You must decide our course."  He turned his gaze on Lucinda.
She turned a shade paler and gulped a deep breath.  She eased herself onto the desk again and stared blankly at the wall.  Good.  The girl was learning she was out of her depth.  Mikhail waited a few seconds more.  He would ask if she wanted guidance.  That was the first step.
"Everyone into the main room," she said.  "Now."
Mikhail stood and stared as the group filed out.  Perhaps he'd underestimated the girl.  Perhaps she was not merely stubborn, but strong.  Anne-Marie raised an eyebrow and gave him a smug look.  He gave her a questioning look.  She smiled and followed Lucinda.  After a moment, he followed.
Lucinda stood atop the bleachers that lined the wall.  The clustered groups of Scions melded into one large crowd.
"It looks like we're about to face Andre again.  Anyone who wants to leave should do so right now.  I don't want violence, but we know how he handled things the last time.  If something similar happens, we're going to have to fight back."
Nobody moved.  Tense, determined faces stared back at her.
"Good.  I want every arbiter and their attached people to separate into groups.  If you're not attached, we'll match you up with a group."  She continued outlining her plan and describing Andre's plans to use technology that could nullify the arbiters.
"She seems level-headed," Anne-Marie said.  Mikhail heard the satisfaction in her voice.
"Yes, quite."
Anne-Marie smiled.  "I like it when people surprise you."
"I am glad you find this amusing."
"You can't control the world."
"Where are our people?" Swain asked.
Mikhail motioned with his head.  "East of here.  Hidden.  I knew this might happen."
"You really think Andre is on his way now?"
"At minimum he will put people to watch and track."  At worst it could be a bloodbath.





Chapter 44

Andre had Tollee's location.  He had Lucas.  He had Alexia.  In essence, he had everything he needed.  His remote inside Tollee's head had informed him of everything Lucinda and her group was up to.  Before Mikhail snuffed it out.  He didn't need to confront the rogue factions or Mikhail.  But he wanted to.  He wanted to show them who he really was and why they needed to fear him.  Why they should accept his leadership without question.
He'd already told Marissa and his other most loyal people.  Showed her what he could do and what it meant for the future.  Now he needed Lucas to show him how he'd entered the afterlife.  Once Andre had access, he could bring back anyone.  He could find Scions from the times before the Founders War.  All the valuable knowledge lost during the Founders War would give him a major advantage.  It would ensure his rule.
Even better, he would have the key to eternal life.
Marissa and Thomas were waiting on him in the prison block.  Alexia was huddled in a corner.  Blood had crusted on her nose.  Her eyes were black and blue and red and puffy.  She wouldn't try to escape again.  She would stay with Lucas until the end.  Serena had done the same for Cross.
Andre removed the remote mind-lock he'd placed on Lucas.  Grand arbiters had access to a wealth of information that other Scions didn't.  Only he, Mikhail, and any other living grand arbiters knew about tying off remote probe fragments or permanent mind-locks.  These techniques were forbidden for good reason.  Only the most skilled of arbiters could successfully use them.
Lucas groaned.  The executors had wrapped him back in his chains again.  Andre took a seat and waited.  After a few seconds, Lucas opened his eyes and gazed blearily at his captors.  He tried to speak, but a croak emerged.  Andre motioned and Kate placed a cup of water to Lucas's lips.  He drank, coughed and sputtered, then took another sip.
He tried to rise, but the chains prevented him from moving much at all.  He let his head rest on the floor and stared at Andre.  "What do you want?"
"Entry to the afterlife.  Show me how to do it and you'll be free to go."
"I don't know how I did it.  It just happened."
"What about the mynas?  What's their role in all this?"
"I don't know.  Maybe they controlled everything.  Maybe it's not me at all."
"Think very hard about this."  Andre motioned an executor toward Alexia.  The man brought her back and stood her where Lucas could see her.  "I'm going to help you think."
"By hurting her?"  Lucas strained against the chains.  "That won't make me remember.  It happened by accident."
Andre extended a probe.  It couldn't penetrate Alexia's defenses.  He'd forgotten about that.  This woman would be an interesting study.  Unfortunately, since he couldn't torture her mind, he'd have to resort to physical means.
"First, we'll start with broken fingers.  Next, we'll move to broken toes.  From there, the legs."
Lucas squirmed in his chains.  His face turned bright red.  "Don't hurt her.  I'm telling the truth.  That day in the graveyard, I panicked.  I ran.  Alexia grabbed me and I wanted to Blight hop out of there.  Instead, we ended up in Hell.  You don't want to go there.  I don't know how I got there.  I don't even know how I got out."
Andre motioned to his executor.  "Break the fingers on one hand."
"Stop!  Please, I'm begging you."
The executor reached down and took Alexia's little finger in one hand.  She resisted.  Pulled away.  Vanished into the Blight.  A second later she reappeared.  Two of Mikhail's seekers had her by either arm.
"Andre, listen to me.  It must be the birds.  When we escaped the afterlife, there were myna birds.  Maybe if you take me outside we can figure it out."
Andre nodded.  "Interesting idea.  I have people blanketing the area.  Don't try to escape."
"Can you let me out of these chains?"
"Unwrap him, but chain his arms behind him," Andre told the executor.
Minutes later, they emerged in the parking lot.  Little Five Points was teeming with chum.  The chain-link fence guarding the parking lot behind the theatre had boards against it providing some privacy.  Still, it wouldn't prevent chum from accidentally seeing something.  At this point it didn't really matter.  Once Andre knew how to access the afterlife, once he knew how to use it, it would be time for Scions to reveal themselves.
It would be time for him to take control.





Chapter 45

Lucas didn't have any idea how to reenter the afterlife.  He didn't know how to summon the myna birds.  They seemed to show up on their own accord.  His stomach felt leaden.  His muscles quivered from exhaustion.  Another familiar feeling formed in his gut.  A sick, twisting feeling.  The ghouls were nearby.  He tried to communicate with them.  Maybe they could help or at the very least, interfere.  Whatever bound him to them might allow mental contact.
It didn't.  He simply knew they were nearby and coming closer.  Perhaps they would try to save him.  They probably wouldn't be able to, not with the manpower Andre commanded.
"I need food," Lucas said, hoping to delay his inevitable failure.
"You can eat after."  Andre motioned to the executor who held Alexia.  "Should he start breaking bones?"
Lucas gritted his teeth and focused.  A Blight scar opened.  He let it close.  What were the mechanics to opening a scar?  "Did you block me from opening scars earlier?"
"No.  You had a problem?"
"Yes.  But now I can do it again."
"Probably remnants from Martin's interference.  He scrambled your eggs a bit."
"How does it work, opening a Blight scar?  I don't know how I do it, it just happens when I concentrate."
"It's innate to seekers.  We don't know how it works."
"I'm trying to understand so I can shift my thinking.  All I'm getting now are the Blight scars."
Andre nodded.  Motioned with his hand.  Alexia screamed as the executor snapped her little finger.  She collapsed.  Another seeker gripped her by the hair.  Jerked her up and held her in place.  She whimpered.
"Stop it!  Stop it!"  Lucas rushed them.  Andre back-handed him.  Lucas flew backward and skidded on the asphalt.  After a few seconds, he groaned and managed to get back to his feet despite the chains keeping his hands behind him.  A few of Andre's people looked surprised.
Andre sighed.  "I'm stronger than I look."  Nods of assent replaced the surprise.
"You're like me, aren't you?" Lucas asked.
"Almost.  One different skill set."
"How?"
"Stop wasting time.  Remember your task."
Lucas closed his eyes and thought back to his time in the afterlife.  Static seemed to tousle his hair.  He remembered the last few minutes.  The agony as the spirits overwhelmed him and Alexia.  The myna.  The sudden connection he'd felt to the bird.  Like trying to wiggle his ears.  He felt it, that extra muscle or sense, whatever it was.  The parking lot grew quiet.  A laugh echoed through the air.  A myna swooped and landed atop an electrical wire strung between utility poles.  Another bird appeared out of thin air and landed next to the first.
More mynas appeared, converging from all directions.  They lined up along the electrical cable until it sagged.  Andre stared, his mouth open.  The other Scions edged nervously away from the electrical cable as it looked like it might snap loose any moment.
The sight of the birds filled Lucas with hope.  He could summon them, but how to open a scar into the afterlife?  More birds fluttered in, landing atop the fence, the theatre, the utility cables.  
"Help me," Lucas said.  One of the birds fluttered down, landed at his feet.  It cocked its head sideways.
"Lucas."  It drew out the vowels and laughed.  "Lucas."
"This is twisted shit," one of Andre's men said.
Lucas focused on the air.  A silver scar split the quantum fabric.
"Change," the bird said.  "Change."  The other birds joined in, shouting the same word until his ears rang.
Lucas remembered the color of the scar in the afterlife.  He focused on the silver line hovering in the air.  The color transitioned to blood red.  That was it.
The myna at his feet flapped up from the ground and perched on his shoulder.  It leaned its beak in to his ear.  "Forever."  The word sent a chill down Lucas's back.  How did the birds know this?
A maelstrom of activity erupted.  The birds jetted from their perches, flying in tight circles around the parking lot.  Andre's men batted the mynas as they swooped low, sending spasmodic and limp bird bodies flying.  The vortex of mynas expanded like a black tornado.  With a precision that stunned Lucas, the birds poured into the scar and vanished.
"You did it," Andre said.  His eyes were dark with the Blight as a seeker showed him the scar.  He pointed at two executors.  "Grab hold of him.  We're all going in, including her."  He indicated Alexia.
The two men looked at each other with trepidation in their eyes.  Both grabbed Lucas by an arm.  Andre and his seeker grabbed Alexia and joined Lucas.  Lucas allowed the scar to pull them inside.
His lungs filled with liquid.  He couldn't breathe.  He was in a black void that pressed against him like oil.  Nothing was visible, not even his extremities.  He tried to shout.  Couldn't.  Tried to move.  Nothing happened.  Either seconds or an eternity later, screaming pierced his ears.  Not his.  Someone else's.  Sight faded in like the opening scene in a movie.  One of the executors was on his knees, eyes squeezed tight, mouth wide open in a hoarse scream.
Alexia lay in a heap a few feet away.  Andre pushed himself up and stared.  He pulled Lucas to his feet and waved at their surroundings.
"It looks the same.  What the hell did you do?"
"Go to the streets."  Lucas pointed toward the privacy fence.  Wails and cries echoed from that direction.  "Whatever you do, don't allow a spirit to touch you."
Andre pushed Lucas aside and ran to the gate.  He flung it open.  Several spirits roamed the area.  A young woman was beating her face against a glass pane until the glass shattered.  She grabbed the glass and rammed it into her gut.  The glass made a sickening crunch as it shattered inside her flesh.  She howled in agony.  Her body slumped but no blood stained her shirt.  Abruptly the window reset, unbroken.  The glass shard vanished from her body.  She stared dully for a few moments then began crying at the top of her lungs then jumped to her feet and ran screaming down the street.
"What the hell was that about?" one of the executors asked.
"This place functions like the Blight?"  Andre directed his question at Lucas.
"Yes.  Objects reset after a few seconds."
A small boy wandered up the sidewalk.
"It's a kid," the executor said.  He walked over to the boy.
"Don't touch him!"  Lucas shouted.
The boy continued past the executor without seeing him.  "He can't see me?" the executor asked.
"They can see their surroundings, but not us or other spirits."
"What a nightmare."  The executor reached out his hand for the boy.
"Stop!"  Lucas shouted. But the executor's hand brushed through the boy's shoulder.  The executor snapped his hand away, face clenched in pain and shook his hand.  The boy spun toward him.
"Daddy?"  His eyes locked onto the executor's position.  "Daddy!"
The suicidal female spirit ran screaming down the sidewalk back toward them.  She passed through the boy.  Her eyes widened and she skidded to a stop.  "Larry.  My candy.  I need it bad.  I need it bad."  She sprinted toward the executor.
Andre side stepped out of girl's path.  The executor flung his hands out defensively.  The girl passed through him.  He screamed and dropped to a knee.
"Holy shit, it hurts.  It's like being sliced up with ice shards.  He staggered to his feet and dodged another attempt at contact by the crazed spirits.
"We've got to get out of here," Alexia said, cradling her injured hand.  "They'll kill us."
Lucas thought back to the little girl and the swarm of spirits that had chased him and Alexia.  He wondered if they were still attuned to him, or if it faded.  A strong arm clenched his shoulder.  Andre.
"Can they kill us?  What's happening?"
"When the spirits touch the living, it seems to infect them and draw them to the living person.  If another spirit touches an infected spirit, they're drawn the same way."
"Can they wander anywhere or are they limited to the place they died?"  He glanced at the Transcendist theatre.  A slight shudder worked through his shoulders.
"Most of them seem to stay close to where they died.  Unless they're infected by living flesh.  Then they'll go anywhere."
The executor, meanwhile, was still dodging the raving girl and the boy.  He leapt atop a building and stared down at them.  "When are they going to stop chasing me?"
"I don't know if they do."
He cursed.
Andre had a faraway look in his eyes.  "Is Blight hopping possible here?"
Lucas shrugged.  "I couldn't get it to work.  The first time I was here, this place seemed to sap my strength.  Then again, I was drained already."  After witnessing the executor's leap atop the building, though, it seemed those abilities still worked.  Lucas was still too drained to test the theory.
"Oh no," Alexia said, and started sobbing.  The pale spirit of man with white-blonde hair shambled past, muttering.
"We had a deal," he said, shaking his fist and shouting at the theatre.  "Where are you bastards?  Where the hell am I?"
Alexia's eyes bore into Andre.  "You killed Victor you son of a bitch!"
He shrugged.  "He was just chum, and nosy at that.  Do you really think I could reveal our society and let him live?"
"Who's Victor?" Lucas asked.
"I worked with him on your case," Alexia said, her tear-stained eyes following the hapless spirit as he walked back to the theatre.  "He was a complete asshole but you didn't have to kill him you bastard."
"Enough."  Andre motioned the group to follow him.   He walked down the sidewalk a few blocks.  Driverless cars passed by in stop-motion intervals.  Lucas and the others followed close behind.  The executor with the two spirits chasing him had to stay atop the low roofs to avoid contact.  They stopped at a small park with a red-brick warehouse condominium complex at the top of a hill behind it.  A large oak dominated the center.  Bare dirt rutted with the tree's roots met sparse grass at the edge of the tree's canopy.  A bum slouched against the tree.  He mumbled to himself.
"Martin was right," Andre said.  "I remember the day that chum died.  He died in that exact spot a few years ago.  Seeing Victor and this bum here proves that everyone goes here, not just Scions."  He looked at Lucas.  "Alexia told me you had a homecoming of sorts here in the afterlife."
Grief lodged in Lucas's chest.  It hardened into a knot of anger.  "Why do you care?" he said.
"I don't really.  Just wondering what it was like."
Alexia stiffened.  Her eyes widened as if realizing something.  "You know more about their deaths than you're letting on."
Andre faced her.  Her skin paled and a look of horror replaced the certainty.
"I forgot about your newly discovered abilities," Andre said.  "You two are one surprise after another."
"You and Martin have been looking for this place a long time.  And Lucas wasn't your first attempt."
A lopsided grin settled on Andre's face.  "I've seen all I need to.  Lucas, take us back." 
Lucas looked at Alexia then back at Andre.  A sickening twist grew in his guts.  He glanced up and down the streets.  The ghouls were nearby.  He could sense them even in this place.  He cleared his head and focused on a Blight scar.  Adjusting it had worked last time.  Nothing appeared.  Panic skittered down his spine.  Opening a Blight scar wouldn't work here.  Instead, he pictured a dark red scar in his mind.  Still nothing.  He thought back to his final moments here last time.
"What's the problem?" Andre asked, his smug voice laced with a touch of fear.
"The scar back to Normal is different."  It was supposed to be black.  He focused.  Imagined a black scar.  Felt the newly active part of his brain open up.  The scar split the air like tar splashing against a wall.
The others grabbed hold.
The return trip was a nightmarish repeat of the first.  One of the executors vomited the second they arrived in Normal.  The world spun and heaved like a storm-tossed boat underneath Lucas.  Shouts echoed.  Screams split the air.  He looked up in time to see three ghouls sprint toward them.  In their disoriented state, the executors were no match.  Andre's seeker grabbed him and hopped him out of danger.  The ghouls snatched Lucas and Alexia in their manic grips and a noise like popcorn popping came before the lurch of a Blight hop.
Time seemed to fast-forward.  The nausea churning in Lucas's stomach finally went numb from sensory overload.  After the first hop, the ghouls resorted to running in the Blight until they reached a familiar dome of bald rock.  Stone Mountain.  The ghouls stayed in the wooded areas around the lake at the base of the mountain and set Lucas and Alexia down.
A cooler sat nearby.  The female ghoul opened it and pointed to the vegetables inside.  "Yours, Savior-Creator."
Lucas's stomach growled.  He inhaled the contents of the cooler.  After it was nearly empty, he leaned back.  It felt as though his mind had taken a complete break while eating.  He'd almost forgotten the ghouls had rescued them.  Or was it captured?
The ghouls were wearing normal attire that looked right out of an Old Navy advertisement—jeans, t-shirts, and sneakers.  They looked more like a group of yuppies than maniacal killers.  The black ghoul squatted and named each member of his group.  "Strike," his finger indicated the female.  "Hurt."  The other male.  "Agony."  He pointed at his chest.  "We need your help."
Their clothes looked normal but their names were bizarre.  "Help with what?"
"We are sick.  One died."
"But there are still three of you."
"We made a fourth.  He died.  We tried a fifth but she did not come back to us."
He remembered the instant the ghouls and Martin had appeared and kidnapped him.  There had been a fourth.  The man they'd captured during his flight from the cemetery.  Lucas's stomach knotted.  All the world needed was more insanely strong lunatics tearing people apart.
"We need to know how.  We want to rescue more."
"All of them," Strike said in a croon.  "All."
Lucas shook his head.  "To do that you'd have to murder more people.  You'd be sending them to the same fate."
Strike's eyes flared.  "You know how to save.  You will save them, right?"
Alexia moaned.  Lucas walked to her and examined her broken finger.
"It's healing crooked," she said.
Lucas felt the break.  Alexia's face paled.  He pressed the bone into place.
"Give me a strip of cloth," he told Agony as he took a firm twig off the ground.
Agony reached inside a duffel bag and tore a strip from a shirt.  Lucas pressed the twig against Alexia's finger and wrapped the cloth tight.  She pressed her other hand to his cheek.
"Thanks."
Lucas took her hand in his and stared into her eyes.  He felt incredibly bound to her.  So connected, it frightened him.  Over the years he'd lost the meaning of love.  Lost all knowledge of caring for someone the way he now felt about her.  He wondered how it could be possible in such a short time.  And why now?
She smiled.  "I wonder the same thing."
"How did you know what I was thinking?"
"I wish I could tell you.  I can use probes like arbiters, but I can't control them very well.  I sense emotions like physical energy.  That's how I found out about Andre's connection to Martin."
"Something binds us together.  I won't let them separate us again."
A tear welled in her eye.  "We might not have a choice.  I saw something terrible in the future.  Hundreds of people murdered.  Converted to ghouls."
"It is the plan," Strike said, singing the words.  "The plan, the plan, the plan."
"No, the plan is bad," Hurt said.  "It just sends more to the dead place."
Agony looked at the two of them.  "We need to save more."
Alexia stiffened.  A pool of black engulfed her eyes.  Her gaze grew distant.  After a moment, she shook her head.  A trickle of blood dropped from her nose.  She pulled Lucas to her, whispered in his ear.  "For God's sake, convince them it's wrong.  Please.  You might save the future."





Chapter 46

Tollee stood on the roof of the gymnasium, Jason by her side.  Lucinda and Mikhail looked down at the knots of Scions gathered into groups on the wide green lawn below.
"This is insane," Tollee said to Jason.  "Chum are all over the place near Andre's compound.  They'll see everything."
"At least we're doing something."
Lucinda raised a hand above her head.  Tollee switched sight and saw a web of probes dart from Lucinda into the groups.  One intersected Tollee.
Meet at the staging area.
An image flashed into Tollee's mind.  Lucinda's mental directions continued.  A countdown began.   Reached zero.  The groups Blight hopped, leaving Jason and Tollee alone.
"I'm not going," Tollee said.
"That's brave of you."
"This isn't about bravery.  It's about stupidity.  I never asked for this."
"But you're a direct cause of it."
Tollee opened her mouth but couldn't think of a response.  That seemed to be happening too much nowadays.
"Don't you feel a little responsible?"  Jason sighed.  "I know you felt guilt.  I could see that the day you were casing that poor woman.  The one who's now an insane ghoul out there somewhere."
Something stung Tollee's eyes.  Tears.  She turned away and buried her face in her hands.  "I'm so stupid.  So scared."
Jason grabbed her arm, spun her around.  "We're all stupid sometimes.  We're all scared sometimes.  That's what makes all of us, Normals and Scions alike, human."
She pressed her face against his chest and sobbed.  His arms closed around her.  She felt safe.  Secure.  Cared for.  It reminded her of the other time he'd hugged her.  Maybe she could count on him.  Maybe he'd be there for her in the future.
"You're right."  She looked up into his eyes.
His hand brushed her cheek.  Caressed her jaw line.  His lips pressed to hers and a thrill fluttered through her.  She shivered, but it was a good shiver.  A really good one.
"I'm proud of you."
"You shouldn't be."  She choked up.  Took a deep breath.  "All those dead people I'm responsible for."
"You'll have to live with that burden."
"You don't understand.  It started a long time ago.  Lucas wasn't the first tool Martin used."
"I know."
"Lucas's family is dead because of me."
Jason's eyes grew distant.  He shook his head.  "We don't have time to discuss this now.  We need to rejoin the others."
She nodded and recalled Lucinda's directions.  Tollee grabbed Jason's hand tight, stared at the horizon.  They hopped into the unknown.

* * * * *

Andre laughed.  He couldn't help it.  Lucas's escape or imminent death by murderous ghouls didn't matter.  He didn't need him anymore.  He didn't need anyone.  During Lucas's attempt to access the afterlife, Andre had probed him intimately.  Lucas's scar-opening ability was different than ordinary seekers.  Everyone thought it was a switch, on or off.  Partly true.  Andre had studied hundreds of Scions over the years, constantly searching for what made them different from chum.  Trying to determine what made one a seeker, another an executor, and yet another an arbiter.  What made one an expert while another had only mediocre skills.
Studying Lucas had been amazingly enlightening.  The difference was patently obvious.  Unfortunately, the switch that seemed to differentiate abilities was more like a series of switches, a maze of neurons with many possible configurations.  Andre had never been able to see that before.  But Lucas operated on a different level.  He could control the quantum frequency as he opened a scar.  That was how he could enter the afterlife.  That was how he managed to Blight hop halfway across the country in one bound.
No other seeker seemed capable of changing the frequency.  Andre had tested Thomas the moment he returned to the compound and discovered that.  But Andre's mind had been forged from another unique template long ago.  Comparing his neuron patterns to Lucas's, only a few a missing links stood out.  They were patently obvious now and easy to change, but he would need another arbiter to do it.
He sent for Marissa.

* * * * *

"What you want is wrong," Lucas said.  "Maybe there's a way we can save the spirits from the afterlife, but killing more people is not the way."
"Wrong!"  Strike smashed the base of a pine tree with her fist.  The trunk splintered.  "Nobody can be trapped.  Nobody."
"That's impossible.  To bring anyone back means sending someone else in."
Hurt sat on the ground.  "We are wrong, Strike.  The Savior-Creator is correct."
"Wrong!"  She smashed another tree.  "Save them.  Save them all."
Lucas glanced at Alexia.  It was hopeless.  Rage and insanity consumed Strike's mind.  He looked at Agony.  Whatever he decided could be key.  Strike usually obeyed his commands.
"We can figure it out," Lucas said.  "It'll take time, but there's a right way to do it."
Strike flashed toward Lucas so fast, he almost missed her intent.  He dodged.  She plowed into a sapling and demolished it.  She spun.  Charged him.  Fear bit into Lucas.  The ghouls were incredibly strong.  He braced for impact.  Strike's clawed fingers raked toward his eyes.  Despite her speed, Lucas saw it coming.  She seemed slower than he remembered.
His right hand caught her left wrist.  He twisted, sidestepped.  Whipped his arm and flung her crashing through the trees.  Her body crunched against a thick oak and slid to the ground.  She groaned and pushed herself up.  Her eyes blazed with hatred.
"You are not Savior-Creator.  You are the betrayer."
Agony placed himself in front of Lucas.  "Strike, he is right.  We can't kill any more.  It is not saving when we are killing innocents."
A piercing scream erupted from Strike.  "My wife, my love is trapped there.  You are betrayers.  All of you."  A massive scar split the air, shattering the trunk of the pine tree she'd hit.  "You all deserve the final death."  She vanished into the Blight.  The tree toppled slowly away from them and thudded into the ground.
"Strike is a man trapped in a female's body," Alexia said in amazement.  "Maybe that explains why he—or she is so insane.
Agony slumped.  Tears poured from his eyes.  "What have we done?"
Lucas realized Agony and Hurt were starting to sound more and more normal.  There might be hope for them.  Strike had apparently hit her limit.
"It's not your fault."  Lucas placed a hand on Agony's shoulder.  "You're getting better now.  That's the important part."
"I know.  But I remember everything we have done.  So many dead.  For nothing.  We sent them into Hell.  We are demons."
"There's nothing we can do for them.  Not now."
"What should we do?" Alexia asked.  "Andre obviously plans to do something with the afterlife.  I think he wants to bring back Scions with lost knowledge.  Or maybe he wants his own army of ghouls."
Lucas looked at the group.  Two ghouls.  Two Scions.  They didn't stand a chance against Andre.  It didn't matter.  Time to end this.
Alexia gasped.  Her eyes blackened again.  She put her hands in front of her, warding off some invisible attacker.  Lucas rushed to her side and knelt.  He gripped her hand.
"What's wrong?"
No answer.
"Alexia?"
No answer.
Hurt and Agony crowded around.  Lucas waved them off.
Seconds passed like hours.  Alexia's breathing quickened.  Slowed.  Her eyes came back into focus.  She looked at Lucas, fear in her eyes.
"It happened again."
"What did?"
"I saw what might happen."
"Did we change it?"
"Yes."
He breathed a sigh of relief.  "Good."
"No.  Now it's worse.  A lot worse."  She started to cry.  "You're going to die."

* * * * *
Mikhail stood before the assembled Statists and sent instructions with his probes.  Unlike the Transcendists, he had far more arbiters, fewer executors, and about the same number of seekers.  More mind than muscle.  Lucinda's group, amazingly enough, formed orderly clusters in the staging area.  They would attack at four in the morning, several hours away.
Attack might be too strong a term.  Lucinda wanted to talk with Andre first.  She'd ruin any chance of surprise.  That left Mikhail with little choice but to conduct the real attack himself.  There was only one goal:  kill Andre.
If Andre still had Lucas and Alexia, he may have turned them to his side.  If that was the case, there would be no choice but to kill them as well.  To do that, he would employ mundane methods.  Sniper rifles.  He'd convinced Lucinda to hold her talks with Andre outside for security and to keep him off balance.
Just as Andre had his shock troops, Mikhail had a core of highly-trained soldiers.  Seekers with their superb eyesight and senses made excellent snipers.  Swain, though an executor, had advanced military training before Mikhail had attuned him.  Mikhail sent out his final instructions and the assembled Statists left for their assignments.  Doubts about his plan, however, came from an unexpected source.
"Are you certain this won't turn everyone against you?"  Anne-Marie placed her hand on Mikhail's shoulder.  "This is unprecedented.  If you do this, what's to stop others from breaking the rules?  From assassinating you?"  Her hand trembled.
"It is only way, my dear."
She glanced around at the few remaining Scions.  A tear trickled down her cheek.
Mikhail reached for it hesitantly.  Brushed it away.  "Why do you cry?"
Her eyes peered into his.  "Why don't you look and find out?"
"I cannot."
"You're afraid to."
He nodded.  "It is a healthy fear.  We cannot allow some things to happen."
"You're breaking the Covenant.  You'll be a target.  Hunted.  This won't bring anything you hope for.  You're willing to violate the Covenant, yet you won't break one simple personal rule."
"My dear—"
She pushed his hand away and turned her back to him.  "Go ahead.  Destroy the truce.  Violate the Covenant.  Become an outcast.  Destroy everything good and noble I ever saw in you."
Why did she do this to him?  Doubt wormed into his heart and morphed into dread.  Perhaps he was wrong.  Her words hit him hard.  Much harder than he would like her to know.  This was why he'd never allowed—
"You know I am right."  Anne-Marie's gaze bored into his soul.  She knew him too well.  She could read him when even skilled arbiters could not.
"Perhaps."
"Mikhail, do what's right.  If you don't, we will never see each other again.  I will go away and never return.  This I promise."
The sudden prospect of life without her at his side cut into his heart.  But Andre was too important a target.  His plans might destroy everything.  They might make the Covenant irrelevant.  Worse, Andre might end up the supreme arbiter.  Mikhail and his brethren would still be outcasts.
"What about Andre?  You know his plans will do far worse to Scions than what I plan."
"Give Lucinda a chance.  Can't you see she has the right idea?  If Andre does anything to harm her, then nobody will blame you for putting him down.  But kill him before you give her a chance, and you'll be the monster."
Mikhail let the thought brew.  She was right.  The correct course was so obvious, so simple he'd overlooked it.  Let Andre make the first move.  If he made the wrong move, finish it.  Here he had thought young inexperienced Lucinda to be the stubborn stupid one while he, the might grand arbiter of the Statists, leapt into the bog without a stick to feel the safe way through.  Anne-Marie had long been his conscience, his way to see things from another view and he had ignored her sensible counsel due to his own ignorant stubbornness.
"You are, of course, correct.  I will do as you say."
Anne-Marie smiled and his heart lifted.  She touched his hand, but only for a second.  The way she did it, so different than usual, warmed him.  It stimulated him and he felt his face burn like a schoolboy's.  He cleared his throat and looked away.
"I told the snipers to block their minds from arbiter contact for safety.  To take the first opportune shot."
"Send them a message.  Override them."
"They are blocking all contact.  We'll have to go to each one so I can order them to stand down."
"Where are they stationed?"
Mikhail knew.  But it would take time.  Maybe too much time.  He took Anne-Marie's hand and sent her the first coordinates.  No time to waste.





Chapter 47

Dara hopped out of the old yellow station wagon her friends referred to as the Banana amidst a cloud of pot and cigarette smoke.  She waved to her friends as they drove off.  They were chum but she loved hanging with them.  The way things had gone lately she was starting to doubt the moral superiority of Scions.  Andre, someone she'd once almost worshipped, had turned out to be twisted and creepy, like the cool uncle who one day tried to touch you in your dirty place.  Mikhail didn't seem much better.  Lucinda, on the other hand, was a woman with ideals.  A little blonde at times, but still kind of smart when it counted.  Dara had given serious thought to joining up with Dara or simply staying with her chum friends until the entire mess blew over but felt she might be shirking responsibility.
The compound was a few blocks away.  The closer she got, the less appealing a place it seemed to stay the night.  But Dara was a little drunk, a little stoned, and extremely tired.  Dancing at the clubs for hours on end was exhilarating but it took its toll, even on a young Scion.  She glanced at her phone.  Almost four in the morning.  She ambled down the street, entered the gate, and went to the back door.
Her ears popped.  The air displaced all around her.  She spun.  Lucinda stood a few feet away.  Groups of Scions ringed the parking lot.
"Hi, Dara."
Dara felt like she'd been dunked in ice water and soberness clawed through the haze in her brain.  "What the hell is going on?"
Lucinda sighed.  "Will you get Andre?  We need to talk."
The door behind Dara slammed open.  Thomas and Marissa emerged.  Marissa's eyes were dark with fatigue.  She might have been crying.  Thomas looked terrible.  Worn out.  What had happened?  Fear tangled in her throat.  She didn't know what to say.  What to do.
"Hello, Marissa," Lucinda said.  "I need to speak with Andre."
"He knows.  He's coming."
A crooked red slit appeared in the air.  Andre emerged, a smile on his large face.
"What is that?" Dara asked.  "How is it visible in Normal?"
Marissa took her by the arm and led her away.  Andre turned to Lucinda and started talking.
"You should go, Dara.  Leave now."  Marissa's lip trembled.
"Go where?"
"Anywhere but this city."
"But my friends.  What about you?"
"Go."
"Screw that.  I'm sticking this out."  Dara pulled her arm from Marissa and walked back to Lucinda and Andre.
"You've violated the Covenant.  Step down peacefully.  None of us want violence," Lucinda was saying.
"I'm afraid you and Mikhail will be required to step down."
"You're outnumbered.  I spoke with council members earlier and they concur with my conclusion."
Andre laughed until his face turned red.  "You're still green, Lucinda.  I don't think we need a council anymore.  We don't need factions either."

* * * * *

Alexander had a clear bead on Andre.  First opportune shot.  This was it.  He took a long breath.  Applied pressure to the trigger.  Released the air from his lungs in an even flow.  Dark hair abruptly blocked his view.  A girl.  The young one who'd arrived just before everyone else.  Except for the tip of his nose, Andre's head was obstructed from view.  Easily remedied.  Alexander shifted left on the catwalk a few feet.  The shot became clear again.  Nobody could withstand a headshot in the right place.  Not chum, not a Scion.  Not even a grand arbiter.
One bullet and a puff of pink mist.  Game over.
Alexander controlled his breathing.  Slowed his heart rate.  This would be a long-distance money shot.  He took in the last breath.  Released it slowly.  Squeezed the trigger.
The air displaced behind him.  His military training took over.  Alexander dropped the rifle.  Rolled to his back.  Pulled a pistol and aimed—at Grand Arbiter Mikhail and Anne-Marie.
"Sir, I'm sorry."  He stood and saluted from force of habit.
"Everything is ok, Alexei.  I have new orders for you."

* * * * *

Dara couldn't believe her ears.  Nobody else in the general vicinity could either.
Lucinda furrowed her brow.  "Andre, you can't be serious.  I'll give you an hour to step down and hand command to someone responsible."
"You overestimate yourselves."
"I hardly think so.  Look around."
"I'll give you and Mikhail an hour to turn yourselves over.  I will assume control of the factions.  The council will be abolished.  Any questions?"
Lucinda stepped away.  "Andre, under authority of the Council, I'm putting you under immediate arrest and mind lockdown."  She motioned to a group of people.
Andre vanished.  A dark shadow appeared atop the theatre.  "I've been busy Lucinda.  You think I'm outnumbered?"
Crimson scars split the air in various points around the parking lot.  The din of babbling voices and screams rose above the roar of confused Scions.  Swarms of people emerged from the scars.  No, not people.  Ghouls.  Dara could tell by the way their eyes rolled.  By their crooked gait.  By the way they began to tear through the assembled Scions like grass.
Dara hopped by sheer instinct to a safe place, an old water tower in an adjacent vacant lot.  Someone cursed.  She screamed.  A man leapt to his feet and regarded her.
"Who are you?"
"Dara."  She noticed a sniper rifle.  "Who the hell are you?"
"I'm not authorized—"
"I don't give a crap.  Can you use that gun?"
"Of course."
"Then shoot the fucking ghouls!"
"Christ.  I was wondering what the hell was going on."
He lay on his stomach.  Took aim.  Dara magnified the horde with her seeker sight.  A shot rang out.  Red fog misted behind a ghoul.  It dropped.  Then another.  And another.
"I'll run out of bullets.  I wasn't here to kill off a damned mob."
"You were here to assassinate Andre."
"Yes."
"Then do it.  He goes down, maybe the ghouls do too."  She zoomed her sight and spotted Andre atop the roof.  She showed the shooter.  "What's your name?"
"Alexander.  Alexei to friends."
"Seeker, right?"
"Yep."  He took aim.
Dara magnified her sight until she could see the expression on Andre's face.  The bullet exploded from the rifle.  Dara followed the trajectory of the bullet, her senses acute enough to actually see it.
Just feet away from Andre, the air swallowed the bullet up.
"Holy shit."  Alexander peered down.  "Did you see that?"
Dara switched sight.  A network of gaping scars surrounded Andre.  "He's holding open scars like shields."
"I see them.  Those aren't Blight scars though.  Something about them is way off."
"Where the hell do they go?"
"No idea.  This is FUBAR.  Andre has flipped his mind."
"What should we do?"
He shrugged.  "Kill ghouls until I run outta bullets."

* * * * *

A ghoul clawed at Tollee's face and missed by a hair but caught Jason on the shoulder.  He spun and went down hard.  The ghouls were far too powerful to fight for executors, let alone seekers.  Tollee was faster.  Not by much.  The ghoul, its human face writhing with insanity and anger, charged for Jason.  Tollee grabbed it from behind and Blight hopped but not in the usual way.  This time she went straight up.
Tollee usually only hopped up to reach the top of a building.  Not to reach thin air.  She'd used a wisp of cloud and the moonlight for guidance.  Now for the tricky part.  Timing.  The ghoul screamed.  She shifted back to Normal, looked down, and released the ghoul.  She had to be a mile up.  Probably less.  At this height it really didn't matter.  Gravity caught her and the ghoul.  She focused on the ground.  Hopped.
The asphalt stung her hands as she hit the ground hard and fell to her knees.  She shifted back to Normal automatically.  Jason pulled her up.
"Where did you go?"
A piercing scream rose above the din of the fighting.  They looked up.  A dark spot grew larger.  Tollee grabbed Jason and pushed him away.  The ghoul cratered in the asphalt behind her a second later.
"Smart girl," Jason said.  "Let's do it."
They each rushed a ghoul from behind.  Put their hands on them.  Hopped.  Jason smiled as they shifted back to Normal a mile above the ground and released the ghouls.  This time she hopped back to the ground before gravity created the momentum that had skinned her knees the first time.

* * * * *

"It's raining ghouls!"  Alexei laughed.
Dara watched as two seekers methodically hopped ghouls a half-mile up into the air.  Bodies plummeted, plowed into the ground.  A few landed atop others in the crowd, however, creating casualties.  Dara recognized Tollee as one of the resourceful seekers.  Tollee seemed to realize the unintended damage the bodies were doing.  Soon the bodies were falling closer to Andre's position.  They didn't faze him.  His web of scars simply swallowed anything that came too close.
Dawn began to break on the horizon.  Chum were coming outdoors.  Starting off their mornings.  The fighting had spread to the streets.  Bodies lay everywhere.  Most were Scions.  A group of arbiters had banded behind a wall of executors and were mind scrambling attacking ghouls.  It wouldn't be long before their position was overwhelmed.
"Who's that?"  Jason pointed toward the Vortex hamburger joint.
A group of shadowy figures had appeared.  The pink rays of the sun lit their faces.  Dara recognized one in particular.
Lucas Fowler.





Chapter 48

The theatre parking lot was pockmarked with craters.  Blood soaked into the concrete and asphalt.  Bodies sprawled everywhere.  The coming dawn revealed every horror from the early morning battle.  Dara had never seen anything like it.  Alexei was out of ammo.  Some groups of Scions had hopped away from danger.  Those who'd remained were barely holding on.
Tollee and her companion had several other seekers helping now.  They blipped in and out, taking unsuspecting ghouls far into the sky to plummet to their deaths.  Their work hardly thinned the horde still emerging from the crimson scars Andre had opened.
Lucas ran for the parking lot.  He leapt over the ruined fences and landed in the center of a skirmish.  Two ghouls attacked.  He sidestepped.  Grabbed each one by an arm.  Smashed them into each other so hard their skulls shattered.  More attacked.  He flung them away like dolls.  But more came.  He couldn't keep it up forever.
"We have to help," Dara said.  "Somehow."
"Let's go closer."
They hopped to the roof of a tall building across from the theatre.
"You're not unique any more," Andre said, shouting at Lucas like jealous fourth grader with a new bicycle.  "I have everything now.  Even better, I have knowledge.  You can't touch me."
Lucas swept away a ghoul with a crushing backhand.  "What in God's name have you done, Andre?  How many people did you kill for this?"
"You'd be amazed what I've learned over the past few hours.  Thanks to you, friend.  All thanks to you."
Dara could tell Lucas's intent.  He was about to attack Andre.  The scars might take him anywhere.  Maybe somewhere he couldn't return from.  She hopped in his path.  He almost bowled her over.
"You can't attack him.  Look in the Blight."
His eyes darkened.  "Where do those scars go?"
"I don't know."
Lucas spun.  His arm intersected an attacking ghoul.  He flung the ghoul at Andre.  The creature vanished.  "Nice trick."
"I have better ones."
Lucas cried out.  His hands pressed against his head.  Dara looked in the Blight and saw the reason.  A mass of black probes extended from Andre and into Lucas.  Dara had never seen anything like them.  They looked slick and shiny like black eels.
Lucinda appeared from the Blight with Greg and Vish.  Vish's face was bruised.  His fists were crusted with blood.  Greg was cradling an arm.  Lucinda was filthy but her eyes were focused.  Glowing white probes exploded from her head and crashed against Andre's black ones.
"What are those things?" Greg asked.
"Drain probes," Mikhail said.  "Do not engage them, Lucinda."
Dara jumped.  She hadn't heard him arrive.
Lucas's eyes went vacant.  He fell to the ground, his eyes unfocused.  Unseeing.  Someone screamed.  Alexia.  She fell to her knees by his side.  Shook him.  Pleaded with him to wake up.  Tears cascaded down her face.
"I need some help back here," Vish said as another mass of ghouls rushed him.
A bullet zinged through the air and demolished a ghoul's face.  More shots rang out and several more ghouls collapsed.
"We need to retreat," Lucinda said.  "We can't beat these numbers."  She put a hand on Alexia's shoulder.  "I'm so sorry."
"I told him this would happen."  A sob shook Alexia's body.  "He came anyway."
"Surrender is your best option," Andre said from his perch atop the theatre.  "Actually, it's your only option."
Alexia pressed her hands to Lucas's face as if searching for something.  "He's still in there.  I can feel him."
"Oh shit," Alexander said.
Dara looked up and around.  They were surrounded by ghouls.  Fine red threadlike probes ran from their heads to Andre's.  She hadn't noticed them from the distance, but looking through the Blight she could see them clearly now.  It must be how he was controlling them.
"I think we've reached the end game, friend."  Andre smiled and looked at Mikhail.  "Hopping won't do you any good.  I have more of my army waiting in the Blight."
"What is your goal, Andre?"  Mikhail asked.
"Isn't it obvious?"
Alexia gasped.  Her tear-stained eyes focused on something distant.  Dara looked in the same direction, expecting some new threat.  The morning sunlight grew dimmer.  A shadow crept up the ground behind her.  Dara looked at the horizon.  A black cloud stormed toward them.
"What the hell is that?"
Lucas pushed himself up.  His eyes darkened to pitch black holes.  His skin paled.  A trickle of blood ran from his nose.
"How?" Andre asked, his eyes growing wide.
A cacophony of voices overpowered even the screaming ghouls.  The ghouls abruptly ceased their advance.  They peered at the ominous cloud.  No, not a cloud.  Black birds.  Mynas.  They swooped.  Laughed.  Called names.  Hundreds of names.  A new blood-red scar split the air in the parking lot.  The thin red probes puffed away the moment the scare opened.
"Mommy?"  A nearby ghoul in the body of a young man looked at a myna that had perched atop a fence post.
"Home," the myna said.  "Home."
The ghoul whimpered but nodded.  He loped into the scar and vanished.
Ghouls filed from all directions.  Each seemed to have a guiding bird, some had more than one.  They entered the scar while Andre screamed at the top of his lungs for them to stop.
"If you can control the birds, I can too," Andre shouted.  More red probes shot from his head but they puffed away when they reached the birds.
"You're making a fundamental mistake," Alexia said back.  "Nobody controls the mynas."
"Wrong."  Andre's eyes darkened.  His face mottled red.  The birds ignored him.  Probes of varying colors darted from his head to the birds.  One bird dropped dead.  Another took its place.  Andre roared.
Dara observed Andre's shield of scars in the Blight and noticed how bits of the web were vanishing.  Chinks were forming in his armor.  Andre was losing his concentration.  He was weakening.
A young man pushed his way through the knot of defenders.  Tollee was pulling on his sleeve, trying to keep him back.
"What are you doing, Jason?" she asked.
"I know who you are," Jason said to Andre.  "You're the arbiter who aided Cross."
"Impossible," Mikhail said.
Andre smiled.  Not an amused smile.  The sort of smile someone gets when he has been found out.  "The one and only."
"I don't understand," Mikhail said.
"And you never will, friend.  The day I revived Cross, something happened to me.  Something surged from his mind and into mine.  Something amazing.  It rewired me.  Whatever happened to him during his first death changed me.  Whatever it was made him mine."
"That was too long ago.  Not even arbiters live that long.  You haven't aged nearly enough."
Andre shrugged.  "Physically I haven't aged much.  But I am aging.  This body will die."
"You opened these scars.  To afterlife?"
"To the afterlife and beyond."
"Time to end this, Andre," Lucas said.  His hands were shaking.  Sweat glistened on his forehead.
Andre scoffed.  "It's already over.  For now."
"Forever."
"I don't think so."
"How many innocents are dead thanks to you and Martin?  How much blood is on my hands thanks to you?"  Lucas's voice broke and tears welled in his eyes.  "You've destroyed me."
"You were destroyed before we found you.  A pathetic hermit wasting his days away.  I'm your creator and your savior, Lucas Fowler.  I could be the savior of all Scions.  You're all too close-minded to accept my vision of the future that could be.  What if I told you eternal life was ours for the taking?  That we'd never end up in the afterlife?  We could rule here."  He looked past Lucas.  "If you're looking for someone to vent your worthless rage on, maybe you can use Tollee.  After all, she killed your parents."
Tollee's face blanched and she gave Lucas a look of sheer fright.
Lucas waved the accusation aside with a swat of his hand.  "I don't even know who that is.  You're a coward, Andre.  Whatever extra abilities saving Cross granted you, they've corrupted your mind.  You nearly did the same to me."
Jason cut back into the argument.  "What really happened to Cross?  Was he executed?"
Andre grunted.  "I guess you'll never know."  A yellow scar formed behind him.
Mikhail cried out in pain.
"Mind-lock not working, friend?"  Andre laughed and vanished into the scar.
"No!"  Lucas rushed to Andre's former position and looked at it, as if Andre might reappear at any moment.  He turned.  "Who is Tollee?"
Dara backed away, sensing that something bad was about to happen.
Jason stepped forward.  "Don't do anything rash, Lucas.  We've all been through a lot here."
"Who is Tollee?"
"I am," a frightened voice said.  Tollee stepped forward.  She was shaking.  Tears pooled in her eyes.
"You?"  He clenched his fists, looked at Alexia.  Looked back at Tollee.  "Tell me about my parents."
"It's true.  I'm responsible for all this.  Everything."
Jason cut her off.  "Not true.  You were a pawn like everyone else.  Martin and Andre used you."
Lucas roared.  He turned and slammed the theatre with his fists.  The cinder blocks cracked and spider-webbed.  He turned for Tollee, took a deep breath, and paced away from her.  He stopped a few feet away and looked at her.  His eyes were rimmed with red.  "Tell me everything."
Tollee whimpered and took in a shuddering breath.  "Martin tried this before.  He used another Scion.  You were supposed to be the first victim, like David Young.  Instead, he messed up and wrecked this Scion's brain.  The guy reached your home and went crazy and killed everyone."
Lucas slumped against the theatre.  A tear trickled down his cheek.  "What about my sister?"
Tollee edged toward him.  "I don't know what happened.  I ran away.  Martin said he terminated the insane Scion once he was able to take control again.  It wasn't until later when Martin was trying to figure out what went wrong that he realized you'd survived.  He'd activated the Scion part of you just before the attack and that's the only reason you survived."
Lucas shook, though whether it was rage, grief or sheer exhaustion, Dara couldn't tell.  He held up his thumb, displaying a silver ring worked with the Ad Infinitum symbol.  "He left this behind."
Jason pushed forward and looked closely at the ring without touching it or Lucas.  "That's not a ring just anyone would be wearing except—"
Alexia pushed Jason and the others back.  "I think that's enough.  Let him rest."  She held out her hand to Lucas.  "Let's go."
He looked at Alexia with red-rimmed eyes and nodded.  He took her hand.  His eyes possessed such gentleness when he looked at Alexia that Dara didn't need to be a mind reader to know his feelings.  Lucas and Alexia vanished inside the Transcendist compound.





Chapter 49

The factions lay in shambles.  Many Scions had died.  Many more had vanished, escaped from the carnage.
Lucinda stared at the wreckage of what she had thought was a superior society.  One that would solve the world's problems.  Instead, Scions had shown themselves to be as bad as their chum counterparts.  Perhaps worse in many regards.
Her people had worked quickly and efficiently over the past week to clean up the carnage.  Bodies were moved into the Blight for the time being.  Blood and bits of flesh were washed away.
Seekers were questioning the local chum to determine how much had been seen.  Thankfully, most locals thought there had been a gang fight.  Many of the locals also did a lot of drugs, namely hallucinogens.  One witness thought she'd been tripping on acid.  It appeared their secrets had not been critically breached.
Finding a new starting point, however, would be difficult.  The tattered remnants of the Statists had joined ranks with the Transcendists.  Mikhail resigned his position as grand arbiter and retreated to the Statist Atlanta compound.  The remaining members of the council had voted Lucinda into the now sole position of grand arbiter.  She hadn't asked for it.  The responsibility felt like a crushing weight in her chest.
A thorough search of the Transcendist compound revealed more horrors than anyone had thought possible.  A natural cave underneath the prison block was filled with human remains.  Some had been there so long, they were mere skeletons.
Martin Augustus's body was discovered.  Alexia also identified the body of Victor, an investigator she'd worked with.  Andre had promised the poor man answers about the Scions.  Instead, he'd experimented on him with lethal results.
It was obvious Andre had been doing that sort of thing for decades and not one of his closest advisors had suspected.  Marissa, Thomas, and the other Andre loyalists were allowed to remain free and help with the cleanup.  Lucinda wasn't sure if that was the smartest move on her part, but she didn't have the resources to keep them locked away.  She refused to use Andre's prison facility.
An even larger problem loomed.  The battle had whittled the number of active Scions down into the hundreds.  Where once there had been two factions spanning the globe, only a paltry number remained.  They now hovered on the brink of extinction.
* * * * *
Mikhail felt relief such as he'd never known.  He was free.  No burden of command.  No Scions looking to him for advice.  Now there was only one that mattered to him.
Anne-Marie waited at the door, a suitcase by her side.  He set his own next to hers.  No need to take anything more.  They had plenty of money.  They knew where they wanted to go.
"I still can't believe you're doing this," Anne-Marie said.  "I never thought you would give up your responsibilities."
"Times have changed.  Old dogs like me are no longer needed."  He sighed.  "Like after Founders War, everything is starting again."
"For the better I hope."
He smiled.  A facial expression he'd not used much in recent memory.  He brushed Anne-Marie's soft cheek and explored her hazel eyes.  Then he did something he'd wanted to do for years.  He kissed her.  Nothing compared to this.  All the power he'd dreamed of seemed like dust.  He loved her.  He always had but had never been able to say it or act on it.  His definition of responsibility had not allowed it.  From the first day he'd attached her they had both known there was something more.
"It is already better," he said.
Swain walked down the stairs.  His eyes were red, his jaw tight.  "I wish you two the best."
Mikhail opened his arms wide and hugged his faithful executor.  Anne-Marie did the same.  They were all attached.  A family of sorts.  This would be extremely hard on Swain.  Like a true soldier, he had not asked to join them.  He would be alone.  Mikhail had told him where they were going.  He could visit any time.  But this departure had a feeling of finality to it.  He wondered if his eyes would ever see Swain again.
"Goodbye my friend."
Mikhail and Anne-Marie picked up their suitcases and joined hands.  They left the former Statist compound and everything they'd known behind.






Chapter 50
 
Lucas jerked awake.  Sweat stained his shirt.  He felt weak despite having eaten recently.  He pushed himself up and staggered down the hall, outside, and onto the balcony.  Mikhail had given him a room at what used to be the Statist compound.  Now it was simply fancy lodging for Scions.
A knot in his stomach told him Hurt and Agony were nearby.  After close proximity over several days, the usual nauseating twists in his gut had muted to an uncomfortable ache.
Agony stepped onto the balcony.  "We are leaving."
"When you find her, what will you do?"
"Try to help her.  Strike must not be allowed to continue our failed attempts."
"I agree.  Let me know if I can help."
Agony placed a hand on Lucas's shoulder.  "We will."  He took a deep breath and gazed over the balcony.  "Death was commonplace in my first life.  I killed so many and saw so many killed.  Now it haunts me.  It agonizes me to know how many innocents I sent into the afterlife."
Lucas marveled at how far Agony and Hurt had come in the past week.  Lucinda had assigned arbiters to help recover their lost memories and patch the scrambled synapses that attempted to drag the ghouls into insanity.  Calling them ghouls hardly seemed appropriate any more.
"Were you a soldier, Agony?"
"I think so.  I remember bodies.  I remember killing.  I remember their faces."  He looked at Lucas with a pained expression.  "One day we must learn how to restore this body to the true owner.  Hurt has agreed as well."
"I hope that one day we can understand how to change things in the afterlife," Lucas said.
"One day."  Agony gave Lucas's shoulder a gentle squeeze.  "Until the next time, Lucas."
Lucas choked on emotion.  Took a deep breath.  "Until the next time."
He watched as the two ghouls walked down the long driveway from the compound and disappeared from view.
"They should probably change their names," Alexia said from the doorway.  "I think Bob and Fred would work."
Lucas chuckled hollowly.  "I guess they wear their emotions on their name tags."
She joined him at the balcony.  "What now?"
Lucas turned to her.  "I don't know."
"Lucinda wants me to stay on as her general counsel for a while.  I suspect it has to do with that future-prediction ability of mine."
He smiled.  "I suppose that could be handy.  Figured out how to summon it at will?"
"Are you kidding?  I guess it's similar to your ability to summon different scars except nothing I've tried makes it work.  Maybe I don't know how to look for the proper quantum streams or whatever the heck some of the science folks told me to try.  Those nerds couldn't teach a kid how to tie his shoe without tossing in words like 'quantum' or 'algorithmic aberrations'."
"You made that last one up, didn't you?"
She laughed and squeezed his hand.  "I have to protect my ignorance somehow."
Lucas looked back outside and his smile faded.  He stared at the expansive green lawn.  "Truth be told, I feel lost and ignorant right now.  I don't know what to do with myself.  Some people still stare at me like I'm a devil.  Like I'll start killing again."
"Some people regard you as a savior.  A hero."
"It's killing me from the inside out.  I don't want to be a monster.  I don't want to be a hero.  I just did what I had to do.  Nothing more."
"What do you want?"
"I want my parents back.  Thinking of that hellhole they're trapped in is killing me.  I can't stand it.  I don't even know if my sister is alive."
"We'll find the answers."
"My parents will be insane by the time we do."
"Look at Hurt and Agony.  They came around."
"I want to talk to my parents.  I want them to know I'm trying."
Alexia hugged him and pressed her cheek to his chest.  "Please be patient.  I promise we'll figure this out."
He kissed the top of her head.  She took his cheeks in her hands and pulled his mouth to hers.
"Lucas, I stink with it comes to this kind of stuff.  I don't know how else to say this, so I'll just say it.  I'm falling in love with you.  I know there's no reason to it—we only just met."
He put a finger to her lips then brushed them lightly with his.  "I love you too.  After all that's happened, I won't even try to figure this gift out.  From the first minute I saw you, I felt drawn to you.  I want to be with you."
She smiled and kissed him harder.  A tear trickled down her cheek.  "I'm glad you feel that way, hot stuff."  She glanced outside, wiping vigorously at her wet cheek and sighed.  "I'm supposed to meet with Lucinda in a few minutes.  Why don't we go on a proper date tonight?  Maybe catch dinner and a movie in Buckhead?"
He laughed.  "That sounds way too normal, but perfect.  I'll see you later, then."
She kissed him again and left the room.  The smile faded from Lucas's face and joy drained from his heart with every step she took away from him.  He couldn't stop thinking of his parents.  He couldn't stop thinking of the torture and agony every second in that place brought them.  How every moment there was a notch closer to insanity.
He formed an image in his mind and hopped.  He emerged from the Blight across the street from a house.  His parent's house.  Lucas opened a scar and focused on it until the color changed to crimson.  Forever.  He entered.  For a moment, it was deathly quiet in the afterlife.  Then the cries of lost souls echoed through the streets.  Familiar voices carried across the street.  He looked over.  Saw his parents calling for each other.  Heard them calling in vain for him and his sister.
High in the sky, a black cloud circled.  A black mote detached from it, fluttering down and landing on his shoulder.  The black myna said nothing.  It stared with Lucas at the lost souls.
Lucas dropped to his knees and cried.
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Life pulled the plug on humans at two on a Sunday afternoon.
The last thing I remembered before the end (besides a particularly juicy day dream involving me, Chris Rogers, and the Halleluiah Chorus) was a blinding headache of the brain freeze variety.  Everything blurred for a second and then I was on an endless grassy plain, hands pressed to my head.  Other people stood nearby with headache-contorted expressions twisting their faces.
My head didn't hurt anymore but I still said "Ouch" to make things official.  Others echoed the sentiment.  I looked around and got my bearings.  People dotted the gently undulating terrain like lost sheep.  Even though the place looked like Kansas, I didn't need to tell Toto that my Facebook Places status wasn't anywhere on the planet Earth, much less Kansas.  The sun looked pale, white, and totally alien.
The first person I recognized was Ms. Tate, the neighborhood Bible thumper, who, unfortunately for my sanity, was naked and sagging like rotten fruit in places I didn't think could sag.  I jerked my head away before I contributed the contents of my stomach to her wardrobe.
Ms. Tate wasn't the only fashion victim in the vicinity.  A scrawny wrinkled dude showed his stuff in tight cutoff jean shorts, a pot-bellied guy terrified nearby children in his red banana hammock, and a middle-aged woman sauntered past in nothing but a pink fishnet unitard.  I glanced down, half afraid I'd be strutting my birthday suit or wearing something atrocious like a striped sweater skirt, but I wasn't.  I wore a yellow summer dress like the ones I'd loved to wear when I was little.  Thankfully, this one wasn't kiddy-sized.
Kyle, my best friend, ran over.  He wore jogging shorts, black tennis shoes, and a t-shirt with a Linux penguin on it.  That was pretty much what he wore all the time, attire that stuck its tongue out at the mainstream while maintaining the ability to escape enraged mobs.  He glanced at Ms. Tate and just as quickly looked away.  His eyes looked like they wanted to jump out of his head and run away screaming.  "Lucy, what the hell is going on?"
"I'd use Google to find out, but I seem to have misplaced my house along with my laptop."
"It's like everyone in the neighborhood got teleported right out of their homes."
I reached out a hand and touched his arm.  He felt solid, warm.  The hairs on his arm pricked up at my touch.  He stared at my finger as it traced his skin.  Then he reached over and pinched me on the rib.
"Ouch!"  I pinched him back.
He jumped away and laughed.
"What are you two laughing about?  This is no joke."  Ms. Tate's face twisted into a scowl and her hands latched onto her hips.  A frumpy checkered dress with a choke collar now covered her droopy bits.
"Sorry, Ms. Tate," I said.  "Just making sure we're not dreaming."
Kyle snapped his fingers.  "I'll bet that's it.  Drugs in the water or something.  We're having a mass delusion."
"Terrorists," Ms. Tate said.  "Heavens to Betsy, we're under attack."
Seeing Ms. Tate nude definitely qualified as terrorism but I couldn't count on Homeland Security to lock her away.  "I think Betsy is already in Heaven."  I groaned.  "I just want to go home."
So I did.  Just like that, I was home.  But home wasn't a warm safe place full of life, noise, and activity anymore.  Mom and Dad were there.  I was there.  If I checked the backyard my little brother was probably there too.  Mom rested in a heap on the kitchen floor, a thin stream of drool leaking from her mouth.  Dad lay face down on the floor in front of the TV.  Dead news anchors stared blankly from the TV.
My forehead rested on the edge of the kitchen table, masked by my dark brown hair.  One arm hung limp at my side.  The other arm was propped on the table, a pen in hand.  Correction:  my body was doing that.  My ghost stared at the scene and started screaming.
I rushed out of the backdoor and saw a small body half-hanging out of the tree house my dad had built for Robby.  I screamed some more and waved my arms like I was fending off a swarm of bees.  Tears burned my eyes and I collapsed into a ball.  I bawled for a good while until the illogic of a crying ghost hit me.  Ghosts shouldn't be able to feel or cry or laugh.  If I was dead, I should either be burning with demons or singing with angels.  Somehow I was doing neither.
I couldn't just leave our bodies lying around to rot.  I turned Mom's cooling body over and left it to rest against the cabinets.  Food had stained her blue sari.  I turned Dad over, trying to ignore how death had robbed the sparkle from his blue eyes, and dragged him to the couch.  I had no desire to lug our bodies across town to the graveyard but we deserved a proper burial, maybe next to Licks, our last dog, in the backyard.
Dad's body blipped like a skipped frame in a movie and reappeared facedown on the floor again.  Mom returned to her original position.  It was just like I'd never moved either of them.  I probably should have been surprised, but at that point emotional overload tripped a breaker in my brain.  I whimpered.  I walked to my body and took the pen from my dead fingers, dropped it on the floor.  About ten seconds later, the pen reappeared back in the clutch of my ashen hand.  I squatted and looked into my unseeing eyes, their usual sharp hazel color now dulled and fogged.  I'd always liked my eyes.  They'd been my best feature.  I figured they weren't my eyes anymore.  My old body seemed like a dear friend that I'd never see again.  I brushed the hair from its eyes, slapped its cheeks.  Why was I dead?  A stripe of blood had crusted under my nose.  I'd noticed blood on my dad's ear.  I checked my mom and saw a streak of red under her nose.  What the hell killed us, simultaneous aneurysms?
Another flood of tears hit me.  I rushed into the front yard and gulped a few deep breaths, trying to fight back hysterical hiccups.  Outside, a cool wind blew.  My summer dress billowed in the breeze.  My hair danced in the wind.  I felt alive.  In fact, I felt better than I'd ever felt before.  Well, aside from the nauseating depression hammering in my chest.  Movement down the road caught my eye.  I ran over and spotted Kyle pacing in the front yard of his house.
"Please tell me this is a dream," I said.
He stared at me, eyes haunted.  "Everyone.  It's everyone."
"Everyone?"
He grabbed my hand and marched down the street.  His grip was tight, manic.
"You're hurting me."
"Impossible.  You only think I am."
"Kyle, stop it.  You're squeezing my hand too hard."
He stopped and spun to face me.  "You can't hurt ghosts, Lucy."  He grabbed a landscaping brick from the side of a driveway and pressed it into my hand.  "Hit me."
"Are you crazy?"  The brick vanished from my hand and reappeared on the ground. 
He rolled his eyes and grabbed my hand again.  We walked the streets of our Candler Park neighborhood, a quaint area just east of downtown Atlanta.  Bodies inhabited the houses. Crashed cars littered the roads, the drivers and passengers dead.  Dead clerks manned the registers in stores, and dead shoppers lay in the aisles.  Dead joggers lay on sidewalks.  Dead construction workers slumped over power tools.  Dead, dead, dead.  Everyone.
Life had jerked the carpet out from underneath us and left a shattered mess.
Aside from the wounds sustained from falling or crashing, the bodies didn't show signs of trauma that would indicate why they'd died.  They didn't look bloated or diseased.  The streets slowly filled with mourning ghosts as people returned home or to that last familiar place they were visiting before the end came.
Animals seemed to have survived the apocalypse.  We saw dogs licking the faces of their dead owners and cats rubbing against the unresponsive legs of corpses.  A potbellied pig squealed and curled up next to the body of a young woman with spiky green hair.  Squirrels played in the trees and bird songs filled the air.  We could walk right up to wild animals.  Some would sniff the air and look at us but they didn't run.  I picked up a cute little chipmunk but it popped back to its earlier position just like everything else in the real world did when I took it, which kind of sucked.  I'd always wanted a pet chipmunk.  I raised my fist and shook it at the universe.
We stopped at the Flying Biscuit where my cousin Jane worked.  A sick greasy odor drifted from the back.  I imagined a dead cook frying atop the gas stove and choked back puke.
"Can ghosts barf, you think?" I asked Kyle.
"I have no idea.  I think ghosts can probably do whatever they want."
"Jane wasn't working today.  I don't see her body."
"Want to go into town?"
Jane's dad had a condo in Midtown.  She'd used it for parties since he was always away on business.  Jane liked things too crazy for my tastes.  She'd already done pot, cocaine, and just about anything else that would alter her state of mind.  She'd lost her virginity at the ripe age of twelve to Richie Sanders who was fifteen at the time.  They'd done it in my parents' bathtub when we were out of town on vacation.  I'd always wanted to be a free spirit like she was.  I'd wanted to give up the haughty pursuit of valedictorian and go crazy for once instead of fretting all the time about graduating early and getting into law school.  But I was too much of a control freak, OCD about everything when it came to planning my life.  My short little life.  Maybe Jane had it right.
It should have been a long walk to the condo, but the world blurred around us and suddenly Kyle and I stood outside the high rise building just in time to see someone jump off the roof.  I screamed the second I saw the body, arms wind-milling as it plummeted thirty stories.
A man in a charcoal business suit face-planted into the ground about twenty yards away.  The pavement cracked around his body.  Blood and brains splattered, pooled, and raced along the cracks.  I was still screaming and running in place.  Kyle hollered a string of curses.  The cracks healed.  The blood vanished.  The man pushed himself up and stared at the unblemished asphalt, felt his undamaged face.
"Are you okay?" I asked between gasps.
"No."  He brushed himself off, although the dust had already vanished from his cheap slacks.  "This can't be real.  This can't be death."
"It's something," Kyle said.  "Maybe something in between."
"This is worse than death.  Now I have to spend eternity with my nagging wife and mother-in-law.  What did I do to deserve this?"
"I don't think there are rules anymore.  Do what you want."
"I might just jump off this building again."
Kyle shrugged.  "Might as well."
The man looked up.  His body blurred upward to the roof.
"Wow."  I wanted to do that.  So I did.  The surface of the high rise shot past and I joined the man on the roof.
Kyle arrived a second later.  "This is too much," he said.
"Understatement of the year."  At that moment I stepped on the road to acceptance.  This was happening.  I was dead.  All my hard work and dedication toward a better future had been a total waste.  And, wouldn't you just know it?  The finale to my favorite TV show was tonight.  Couldn't the apocalypse have waited one more day?  I ground my teeth.  Yep, this was Hell all right.
After reigning in my anger and disappointment, I realized that I hadn't seen my parents or brother since dying.  Those first few hours of death had blurred together and I hadn't even thought about looking for them.  Most of my neighbors had been there on that grassy plain, but not my parents and they'd died only a few feet away from me.  It was possible I'd overlooked them in that initial flurry of confusion.  Another prospect frightened me.
They might not be in the afterlife.
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