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  Summary


  What if you could paint with reality?


  Elijah Brighton can bring a girl back from the dead, travel outside his body, and absorb a lifetime of memories from anyone he touches in the fugue state. Everyone seems to think he’s the prophet they’re waiting for… including the girl he’s falling in love with. The truth is, the fugue is bleeding over into reality, bringing his sketches to life and haunting him with visions of a girl in metal armor. She stabs him with her blade and denounces him as any prophet worth the name—and it’s not like he disagrees. 


  



  People who change the world generally aren’t losing their minds. 


  



  He just wants to hide out in his tent and kiss Kamali, but a vision of his death and an attack on the Human Resistance Movement convince him something bigger is coming. Maybe Augustus—the power-mad ascender he barely defeated. Maybe the Makers, a tinkering cult with their own kind of ascendance. But when his best friend Cyrus disappears, questions of destiny and prophethood will have to wait—because the fugue is always showing a version of the truth, and Eli must discover that truth before his terrifying visions become reality.
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  So this is what falling in love feels like.


  Weightless and heart-stopping, like tumbling through air after missing a step. I’m kissing Kamali LeClair, and her lips are soft and urgently alive. Her tongue flirts with mine, and we’re in a dance, a duet, with only our mouths and our hands. I’m tumbling down a gravity well—the one that surrounds the depth of her being—falling a thousand miles an hour, yet standing breathlessly still.


  It’s like nothing I’ve ever felt.


  She pulls back but not far. Her pupils dilate in the waning light, taking over the deep liquid brown of her eyes. The scent of the pines and prairie grass surrounding us have nothing on her soap-scrubbed skin, but it’s the look in her eyes that gives me that feeling of falling. Like she wants me with the same passion she has for her dance—the Olympic-level art she gave up for the Resistance—and everything else she believes in. Her ballet-dancer beauty steals my breath, but it’s that look that gets me every time.


  I just wish I knew for sure why she’s pointing it at me.


  “Elijah Brighton.” Her words are a soft breath on my face. “You’re getting pretty good at this.” It’s only our second time out here, but we’re not the only furtive couple tucked in The Caves—the assortment of nooks and crannies nestled into the mountainside near the new basecamp. There have to be a dozen people here already, hidden by the boulders and the shadows, and the night is still young. The Resistance is a mixture of human and human-like beings. I count myself as human-like, given the strangeness that I am, but Kamali is squarely in the all-human, delightfully-soft, no-cybernetic-enhancements category.


  “Definitely need more practice,” I whisper. We’ve only just kissed, but my seventeen-year-old male body is so ready for more. The other couples are all grappling with one another and putting their thoughts into action, just like us, but it feels like we’re the first to discover the art of loving through touch. At least, we might… as long as no one stumbles upon us and interrupts.


  My fingers skim the infinite softness of her cheek—the rich brown color of her skin has been darkened by the twilight—then I brush the dusky-pink of her lips. There’s an infinite palette of color in Kamali—lips and eyes and brilliantly white teeth. As always, I itch to paint her, but I’ve left my supplies back in camp. Instead, I lean in to kiss her again, rendering this sense of falling into brush-strokes of intention with my lips.


  The hyper-attention my body has for hers anchors me to this plane of reality like nothing else. When I’m with her, everything else fades—the fugue state, my visions, the way they’re bleeding over into reality now. Lately, I’ve been slipping between the real world and the fugue far too easily. Keeping on the right side of sanity has been a full-time occupation ever since I brought Kamali back from the dead two weeks ago. I’ve been ignoring the sideways looks in the Resistance camp—it’s like they expect me to work miracles outside my tent each morning at ten. Which is why I’ve been hiding out in my barracks, meditating, and trying to keep my grip on reality.


  Except when Kamali invites me to our own private corner of the mountain.


  But it makes me wonder—am I here, in her arms, because I saved her life? Or more accurately, forced her to return from the blissful afterlife she had already claimed... simply because I needed her. Only she doesn’t know that part, and I haven’t told her—I’m a horrible, selfish person that way. I want to think she loves Eli-the-boy, not Eli-the-miracle-worker, but I have no way to tell. And she doesn’t know I snatched her away from the brightness of that otherworldly studio where her soul—or whatever it is I see in the fugue state—was dancing, beautiful and free of the bounds of this reality. It was confirmation of everything she believes in, and she doesn’t remember it. I can’t help wondering if she would still be here, sitting in the grass kissing me, if she did.


  Kamali breaks the kiss suddenly, thrusting a spike of fear through my chest that somehow she read my mind. But she’s peering off into the darkness, listening. A rustle of grass says we’re not alone, but whoever’s tromping through doesn’t see us. The swish passes by as they find their own pocket of privacy. Kamali turns back with a grin.


  I allow an internal sigh of relief.


  Then she cuddles into me, and the sensation of falling is back. “Maybe it’s Cyrus and Basha,” she says. “They’ve been coming here since we arrived.”


  My best friend and hers have been going strong as a couple since they met at the Olympics, but it’s only been two weeks since the Human Resistance Movement decamped from their secret hideout near New Portland and retreated up to their stronghold here in the mountains of Seattle. Two weeks since Kamali broke up with Tristan and kissed me in a field outside the camp. Two weeks of tumbling down the well in love with her.


  “Cyrus hasn’t been this far gone about a girl since Stacey Glickman.” It gives me no guilt whatsoever to spill my best friend’s secrets. He has a well-deserved rep for playing the field, but I know this thing with Basha is different. And if it’s anything like my world tilting sideways with Kamali, I don’t want him screwing it up. Not that it seems likely, at this point.


  She grins at this piece of Cyrus intel. “Unrequited love?”


  I smirk. “Sixth-year primary school crush. Broke his heart into tiny, pathetic, poetry-writing pieces.” I’m sure this will get back to Basha at record speed.


  Kamali’s smile lights up even more. “Poor Cyrus.”


  “Only if he decides to come over and interrupt us.” I run my fingers through the cloud of hair that halos her face—she’s let the million black curls run free. I wrap one gently around my finger, and it’s like playing with spun silk. I’m thinking it’s time for more kissing, but something flashes out in the murky darkness and catches my eye. I know even before I look, but I can’t help myself…


  It’s the girl in armor again.


  The vision plays out like a snippet of vid on a loop. A brown-haired girl raises her broad-bladed sword in the air with two hands, gives a wordless warrior cry that rattles her battered metal armor, then she stabs the earth with her fury. Next, she stares straight at me and mouths the words, You are not the truth! The words are silent because this vision apparently doesn’t come with sound—it just pops up randomly and overlays on the real world.


  Bleeding into it…


  I stare my anger and wish her away. She disappears before she can stab the prairie grass again. This isn’t my normal fugue—that otherworldly state where I defeated an ascender named Augustus and an artificial Mind that threatened to consume the world. That I’ve learned how to control—no meditation or God-mode inducing meds required, just a flick of my will, and the world shifts. It’s part of the not-entirely-human thing. The ascenders have cybernetic, immortal bodies and super-intelligent minds. The augments have human minds with some body parts replaced and enhanced by ascender tech. Most humans in the Resistance are entirely flesh and bone.


  I’m none of the above.


  The visions are part of the fugue, but different. They come whether I want them or not, mixing the two worlds, not unlike when I couldn’t control the fugue at all. Worse, that’s not the only part that’s bleeding over into reality—strange animations are showing up in my art as well. I don’t know what’s happening, and that’s what freaks me out the most—and why I’ve been hiding in my tent, trying to get it under control.


  I’m still not precisely sure what ascenders like Lenora did when they created me, but I know I’m some combination of their tech and my mother’s human DNA. They wanted to create a bridge between here and there… there being a world overlaid on our own where the dead aren’t dead, and reality is both less real and more true. And they succeeded—in the fugue state, I can see people’s souls. If that’s what they are. And the people who have crossed over the bridge I am left pieces of themselves behind, stitched into the fabric of my being. Being a bridge for those souls nearly blew me apart, but after pulling myself back together, I thought I had everything under control. My mind had somehow expanded to hold it all—the memories, the lives. I didn’t think I was in danger of unraveling anymore, but now with this bleeding over… and the armored girl coming unbidden, even at the caves…


  “Eli?” Kamali’s soft voice jars me out of my thoughts.


  I squeeze my eyes shut for a moment, cringing internally. Getting lost inside my head is not good. Especially when the gorgeous girl I’m falling in love with is sitting right next to me.


  I open my eyes. “Sorry.”


  The deep seriousness of her expression doesn’t change. “Can you see them?” She means the other couples, not the visions. She doesn’t know about those.


  I peer out into the dark. I could shift right now and see through the cover of night and barrier of granite to the other lovers, but I don’t—not least because everything feels just a little too out-of-control at the moment.


  Kamali is awaiting my answer, too expectant.


  I turn back to her and slide my fingers into the softness of her hair. “The only thing I want to see out here is right in front of me.”


  She smiles, but it’s bashful, and she drops her gaze. A split second before she speaks, my chest tightens—because I can too easily guess what she wants to know.


  The same thing as everyone else.


  “What’s it like?” she asks, slowly drawing her gaze back up to mine. “In the fugue, I mean. What does it feel like?”


  Like floating. Like I’m going mad. Like falling in love. “It’s nothing special.” I want to keep pretending I’m just a boy and she’s just a girl—but a heaviness settles on my chest. This conversation is happening, regardless of what I want, which is mostly to kiss Kamali and not discuss how strange I am. Or that I might tap into the God she believes in, but I don’t.


  “Come on, Eli.” The hard set of her mouth shows that determined look I love… but don’t especially like when it’s pointed in my direction. “You brought me back from the dead. You can’t tell me that’s nothing special.”


  The tightness in my chest squeezes harder. “No, that part was. Definitely.” And the fallout from that continues to grow. People are talking about me. Getting restless. Expecting things. I know they are—I’m simply trying to ignore it while I get my head straight. While I figure out what the fugue really means and what I’m supposed to do with it.


  “Just tell me,” she says, voice soft again. “I have this image in my head of holy light and choirs singing and pure joy. I’m sure it’s nothing like that, I just… I need to know.”


  She’s not far wrong—at least, for her. A knife of guilt stabs me as I leave that part unsaid. “It’s more like seeing people as they truly are. Plus some extra stuff I don’t really understand.” That part’s true—the fugue isn’t just seeing people’s souls. There’s a lot more—the visions, the times I visit places I’ve never been. Some things are fixed, some changeable, some totally not real. At least, no reality I understand. Honestly, I don’t understand most of it.


  “What kind of stuff?” Her eyes are bright with curiosity.


  I trust Kamali. I want to come clean about everything, so there are no secrets between us. I suck in a breath and dare to tell her everything. “I don’t just see the souls, or whatever they are—essences—of people. I call them fugue-state forms. I can touch them as well, have them pass over me like I’m a bridge of sorts between the two states—here and whatever there is. But it’s, well, kind of rough on me. It’s like their entire being crosses through me and leaves a copy of their memories behind. Which is disorienting at best, and at worst, there’s this infinite grayness I get blown out to whenever I’ve encountered a mind stronger than my own.”


  “Like the ascenders,” she says, nodding and hanging on every word falling from my lips.


  It makes me squirm. “Yeah. The ascenders are just too much. I can only skim them, like when I stole Augustus’s personal key.” Augustus is the power-mad ascender we destroyed when we took out the Mind, but he’s almost certain to resurrect any day now. I keep hoping he can’t without his custom bodyform—which I suspect was modified illegally and has mind-enhancing properties—but I know nothing for sure. I’ve been watching and waiting, but so far… nothing.


  “But human minds are okay.” She’s pointed about this, and my chest tightens some more.


  “Well, yeah.” I’m hoping she won’t put it together. Won’t ask.


  Of course, she does. “So, when you saved me, did I… leave something behind?” Her eyes are wide, and her fingers tentatively touch my face. I’d prefer a lot more of that, and a lot fewer questions I don’t want to answer.


  I force the words out. “No, actually. You’re different for some reason.” Which is true—I dragged her back to the world of the living not by being a bridge, but by wanting it more than anything I’ve ever wanted in my life. I give her a small smile. “I think it happened because I believed it could.”


  She nods, eyes still wide. “So you’re a believer now?”


  A frown collapses my smile. “No.”


  An awkward tension reigns between us. It has to seem crazy to her—I can bring her back from the dead, but I don’t believe in her all-powerful God. As if there weren’t enough strange things about me, this feels like the one that could actually keep us apart. Which breaks my heart just thinking about it.


  She studies the dark grass next to us as I flounder for something to say.


  Then she looks up. “What else do you see? The other stuff you mentioned.”


  I let out a low breath of relief. “Well, there are the visions. Like when I saw the Mind before I knew what it was.” That I really don’t understand. Sometimes the visions are of the past, things that have happened in the real world. Sometimes they’re of the future, but not a set future, just like a possibility. Or a warning. And now I’ve got them spilling over into real life, smearing along my sketchpad or popping up like this girl with battered metal armor who keeps haunting me. Which goes back to my grip on reality and how it’s not always a sure thing.


  Okay, maybe I’m not ready to come completely clean.


  Kamali leans closer, peering into my eyes. “I think I saw a glimpse of that vision of the Mind.”


  I frown, just now remembering. “Your dream? The one you had of me?”


  She nods, a little too fervent. “It was like someone was telling me to help you.”


  I grimace, but I can’t let her think I’m talking to her God. “It’s not like that for me. I mean, it’s not someone handing out instructions. Or even hints.” I frown because even that’s not entirely true. There’s a master painter who’s often my first stop in the fugue—he’s a gate guardian of sorts, only he’s mostly cryptic and not helpful.


  “My dream was pretty vague, too,” she said, but the fervent look is still there. “I think we’re connected somehow, you and me. Maybe I could…” Then she drops her gaze again, frowning at the grass between us.


  “Could what?”


  “Could you bring me into the fugue with you?” She almost doesn’t look at me while she says the words like she’s embarrassed by them.


  “I don’t know.” But my mind is suddenly alive with the possibility. This bleeding over started with a sketch of Kamali dancing, my imagination showing up on my pad… and she saw it. I think. I was too busy kissing her to worry much about it. But maybe we are connected, in some way, with the fugue.


  Then the undeniable truth of that settles into me—the fugue and Kamali have been connected from the start. She’s always had this ability to bring it out. From the first moment I saw the beauty of her dance to even now, with this heady feeling of being in love, I’ve been drawn to her like it was a physical force. Words like fate and destiny float up in my mind, but I shove them away. I already know nothing is certain. Otherwise, I wouldn’t have been able to stop the storm of the Mind in the first place. But maybe Kamali is key to getting my head straight with this business of the fugue bleeding over into reality—just like she’s been the center of my universe in every other way.


  “Why don’t we try?” I ask, a smile tugging at my lips.


  Her dark eyes snap up. “Really?”


  My smile grows. “Sure. I mean, why not?” I don’t even know what I’m saying, but the intense look of hope on her face would make me say yes to trying to levitate the moon.


  “How would you…” A sudden flash of fear crosses her face. “What will I see there?”


  I frown. “I genuinely have no idea. But we don’t have to if you—”


  “No, no!” She whips a finger up between us, and the lilting accent of her native France comes out in her admonition. “I want to try this.”


  “Okay, then.” I’m back to smiling when she does. Then I wipe it away with a hand rubbing my face, trying to figure out how to do this. I focus on her eyes and shift a little, bringing the fugue state into equal focus with the real world. Kamali’s standard Resistance camouflage gear fades to reveal the nearly-nude leotard she always wears in the fugue. I’m not certain what it means—people’s clothes in the fugue—but it must have something to do with their true nature. Maybe what they were wearing when they came into being whoever they truly are. Sometimes the fugue-state forms of the Resistance militia seem more real than the version of reality where I’m having tasteless oatmeal for breakfast in the mess hall.


  “I don’t feel anything yet,” she says, breathless, staring at me with her deep brown eyes.


  I grin. Her impatience makes me want to touch her, but I can’t—my hand will pass through her fugue form, and then I’ll know more about Kamali than she knows herself. Not that I don’t want that intimate knowledge, but I want it the old-fashioned way, by her telling me. Not by stealing it.


  “I haven’t started yet,” I lie, holding her off, just so I can get my bearings on how to even attempt this. “Besides, what’s in it for me?”


  She squints her pretty eyes into slits. “What are you angling for, Elijah Brighton?”


  I shrug but then gesture her up to her feet, careful not to touch her. “I’m just saying I might accept payment in the form of kisses.”


  She crosses her arms and purses her lips, but she’s not mad, she’s flirting hard with me. “Is that right?”


  I struggle not to drop out of the fugue so I can kiss her.


  She steps closer, eyes blazing.


  “Hang on, not just yet,” I rush out, stumbling back out of reach. A weird mixture of guilt and aching need to touch her tumbles through me. I point a finger to keep her back. “Never pay before services are rendered. Don’t you legacy city kids know anything?” Which is rich, given I’m far more legacy than she is. I’m still surprised by the things I don’t know, still hampered by growing up in the seclusion of Seattle, the gilded cage of a legacy kid, believing all the lies the ascenders told us about the world. Kamali was a street-wise rebel in the Resistance, willing to give up her dreams to further the cause, long before I even knew there was a cause… or any hope for humanity outside the limits the ascenders put on us.


  Kamali laughs at my lame joke, and the bright smile of it makes my heart sing. Man, I would do anything for this girl. Anything. Including trying to share the impossible with her.


  “On second thought, I think my payment for this should be a dance,” I say, taking another step back from her.


  She frowns. “Here? In the dark?” The caves are just shallow corners of rock carved into the mountain, but she’s right—it’s too dark to dance.


  “You do need some lights.” I wave my hand like I’m conducting a symphony, but what I’m actually doing is painting… with reality. Or at least trying to. The bleedovers before always happened when I was drawing or painting. The wisps of color or dancing lines either disappeared on their own, or I banished them with a wave of my hand—but I could never tell if it was my imagination or the physical action that swept them away. I’ve only intentionally tried to conjure them twice, both times when my barracks were cleared out—I don’t need to fan the flames already burning in camp about what I can do.


  But this time, I want to share. I imagine lights for Kamali’s dance… and to my amazement, they appear, like stars brought down to the meadow to dance with her. Full-to-bursting orbs illuminate the ground, the boulders around us, the rock landscape looming above… and her thin, steel-strong form, elegant even when she’s standing still. By the wide-eyed look on her face and the gasp that’s holding her breath, she sees them, too.


  I grin, heart thudding. “Dance,” I say.


  And she does.


  The gasp becomes a huff of delight. She leaps into the air, a graceful throwing of dancer limbs that has her airborne among the floating globes. She watches them dart under her arms and over her head, moving with her as she twirls across the grass. Her footfalls are certain now, in a light that apparently only she and I can see—the other couples don’t even turn, still wrapped up in each other. I can see them now that I’m immersed in that other reality, the one where solid rock is less substantial than the vibrant light-pulsing bodies hidden behind them. But this light I’m conjuring for Kamali? It’s brightening the whole field. If it were visible to the others, they’d be checking it out.


  I don’t understand this, but I’m as entranced by it as Kamali.


  She leaps higher and twirls faster, scooping up the lights as she goes. They respond to her, seeming to delight in her as much as she does in them. I don’t know what kind of reality this is—is she in the fugue with me? Am I bleeding it over into a reality only she can see? I don’t know, but the fact that we’re sharing it gives me an unexpected thrill.


  Kamali giggles, and I shush her. “Don’t give us away!” I say in a hoarse whisper.


  Her face lights up with devilish delight. She prances toward me with long dancer strides, and I’m afraid she might try to touch me. I hold up my hands. “Not too close.”


  She comes to a skittering stop, and the lights hover around her, will-o-wisp sprites drawn in by the gravity of her being just as I am. She holds up a hand, palm facing the stars overhead, and one of the orbs comes to rest on it. I don’t think I made that happen—I think it was her—but I’m not entirely sure where her desires end and my will to fulfill them starts. Up close like this, their illumination turns her rich brown skin to a silvery white. She’s almost ghostly. Her high, carved cheekbones, which are normally achingly beautiful, turn stark in the specter-like light.


  I frown and wave the lights away, but instead of leaving, they intensify. The brilliant white burns my eyes, blazing her delicate face into a mask of death.


  “No!” I stumble forward, wanting to shove the lights physically away from her, but when I move, they surge even brighter, and I have to cover my face. The flash burns through my squeezed-shut eyelids. I grope forward blindly, calling Kamali’s name, searching for her in the searing light. It’s so bright, it’s heating my skin. Terror grips me so hard I can’t breathe.


  Then the light vanishes.


  A cold vacuum of senses is left behind—no sound, no heat, just utter darkness. Slowly, a gray mist filters in. There’s no field, no stars, no ghostly Kamali, just a body lying on the infinite grayness that stretches before me. I stumble forward and fall to my knees. The body is dressed in camouflage, like Kamali’s non-fugue-state form, but it’s not her—it’s a man, a soldier with brown hair, slender build. He is face down, turned away, but I can already tell he’s dead. The holes burnt into his uniform, the missing chunks of his body, charred and bloody, aren’t the kind that someone survives. Tendrils of smoke still float up from his wounds. It’s as if the lights consumed him, each round globe taking its pound of flesh.


  It takes me a moment to realize—I’m still in the fugue state, but Kamali’s no longer sharing it. She has to be back in the real world, still in the meadow. Safe. I think.


  Is this another vision? I didn’t come here of my own accord, that’s for certain. I reach for the man, expecting my hand to pass through his fugue-state form, hoping to get insight into what this is all about—but he’s solid under my touch.


  I jolt and look quickly around. Is this real? I don’t even know what that means anymore. The same grayness stretches infinitely in every direction. This has to be the fugue, but the only time I’ve seen dead bodies in that state was when the vision of the Mind and its firestorm of death haunted me.


  I turn back to the man and grip his shoulder. His uniform is seared into his body with the heat of whatever killed him, and it’s still warm to the touch. I tug to turn him over so I can see his face.


  It’s me.


  I gasp and let go, stumbling back, falling and scuttling away like a crab. I get my feet under me and run into the gray, closing my eyes and wishing myself back to the reality of the field with Kamali.


  When I open my eyes, I’m flat on my back, staring up into Kamali’s concerned face. Air gasps into my body, and a wave of dizziness overcomes me, keeping me fixed to the ground.


  “Eli! Are you okay?” Her hands are warm on my face. I focus on them, anchoring myself to this plane of reality. I shudder as I work my way up to sitting.


  I’m back in the field.


  It’s night.


  I can’t see the other couples, so I’m not in the fugue.


  I slowly turn to look at the field stretching toward the camp and half expect to see the charred remains of my body. There’s nothing but grass silvered by moonlight.


  “Did you see that?” I ask Kamali, breath heaving out of me like I’ve run a mile.


  “See what? The lights?” She’s searching my face, fear etching it with shadows.


  I pull her close and hold her. “No… the other part.” My voice is a whisper.


  “What other part?” She pulls back to look at me. “I was dancing with the lights, and then it all just faded away. And you fell.” Her words are half sobs. “What happened, Eli?”


  I squeeze her hands, gently. “It’s okay. It’s fine now.”


  By the look on her face, she’s not fooled by my words.


  And it’s not fine. This vision isn’t an annoying girl in armor or a few bleeding paintings… this is a foretelling of my death.


  The last time that happened, the world nearly came to an end.
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  Cyrus is annoying me with his pacing.


  “Are you sure it was you?” He pauses from wearing out the barracks floor with his combat boots and running his hand through his hair.


  “I’m pretty sure I’d recognize my own dead face.” I’ve already spelled it all out, including how the fugue is bleeding over into reality now, but it’s like my best friend doesn’t want to believe it. After all we’ve been though, it’s annoying the crap out of me that he won’t just take it at face value.


  Cyrus makes a grunting sound and turns away to pace some more.


  I sigh and close my eyes for a moment, trying to calm my own jitters. I’m sitting on the Dalai Lama’s rug, the one I use for meditation. It’s on the floor, and I’ve got my back to my cot and the rest of the barracks. I had hoped meditation would help me get some clarity about the premonition, but so far, slipping in and out of the fugue is just getting me cryptic warnings from the master painter about the girl in armor. And unless she’s time traveling from the Middle Ages and switching from swords to the kind of light-weapons that might burn holes in my smoking dead body, that’s not helping.


  Cyrus’s boots thump a steady rhythm back and forth in front of my mat.


  I give him time to puzzle it out, but I’m afraid we’re getting nowhere. We didn’t understand the vision of the Mind until it was almost too late to stop it, and this time, we’ve got almost no clues to go on—just my dead body, charred and burning.


  It doesn’t help that Cyrus and I haven’t talked much since we arrived at the camp.


  He’s been spending all his time with Basha, but it’s not that—I think I disappointed him, just like I did Kamali, with my non-answer about what the fugue really is. Basha’s a believer, and with the influence she’s having on Cyrus… I suspect he’s leaning that way, too. He told me, just after we arrived, how he thinks there’s some greater power in the universe or something. He wanted to know The Answer—what’s out there, is there a God, do we have souls, do we live on past death, all of it. He wanted to understand the fugue, but how could I help with that, when I don’t get it myself? I know Kamali died and I brought her soul back. I think she would have kept dancing in that studio forever if I hadn’t snatched her away, but I’m not even certain of that. And… that’s the extent of it.


  That, and I will probably die a heinous death if we don’t figure out this premonition. I’m sure Cyrus doesn’t want that, either—he’s been by my side since the beginning. All through my mom’s illness, the Olympics, joining the Resistance and fighting Marcus and then Augustus—all of it. He’s always looked out for me, even when I thought he wasn’t. The few times I’ve questioned that were basically the low points in my life—the ones I’m not proud of. The only way I survived growing up in the Orion-sponsored housing in Seattle—a scrawny artist kid with single mom and no family—was with Cyrus always there, standing just behind me and keeping me out of the worst of it.


  I owe him everything. But it’s not even like that. We’re brothers.


  But lately… something’s changed. Granted, I’ve been hiding out in my barracks, trying to get my head straight with the fugue and spending time with Kamali. And he’s been busy with Basha. Still… something’s up with him.


  I pull in a breath and open my eyes. We need to talk this out.


  I glance behind me—the barracks has emptied out. It was time for breakfast anyway, but that’s not why they left. Even as a kid, Cyrus was built like a bear, and he’d beat down any Jolly addict or virtual freak who tried to rough me up for my chit allowance. Any normal person would feel intimidated by the obvious tension clenching Cyrus’s oversized fists as he paces in front of my cot.


  Me—I’m mostly worried about being blasted to pieces.


  He finally stops and faces me. “This is bad, Eli.”


  I rise up from the Dalai’s rug to meet Cyrus’s blazing look of concern.


  “I know. That’s why I told you about it.” I sigh and make sure we’re actually alone. “At least Kamali didn’t see any of it.”


  Cyrus frowns. “But you told her about it, right?”


  “Yeah.” I spilled it to Kamali but kept the details to a minimum. No need for her to try to figure this out—that’s what I have Cyrus for. He’s smarter and older than me and savvier in the ways of the world than I’ve ever been.


  “So why does it matter whether she actually saw it?” He’s puzzling this through like it’s a mystery, but it’s really not.


  “Because I’d rather my second didn’t have an image of my dead body in her head.” As the words come out of my mouth, I realize it’s the first time I’ve called her that. Not that I’d hesitate to make it official, but everything’s still so new…


  “Your second. Right.” He gives me an impressed look like he didn’t expect I’d ever have a second—in spite of the fact that he’s worked overtime to get us together. Like he thought I would screw it up anyway. It rankles me, but only because this premonition’s lighting up all my nerve endings.


  “Anyway,” I say, “I’m glad she wasn’t dragged into the premonition because it wasn’t real. It was just…” My hands are trying to explain something I barely understand. “It’s a vision of the future. And since I haven’t died yet, I just need to focus on not dying. In the future.”


  “Now you’re talking.” Cyrus nods like I haven’t said something obvious. “I’ve been thinking… it’s time for you to leave the Resistance, Eli.”


  “What?” I lean back from him. I expected a grilling about the fugue and what it really means, not this… I don’t even know what this is. “I can’t just leave. My mom’s here. Kamali’s here. Even Lenora’s here.” What in the world is he talking about?


  Cyrus’s scowl gets darker. “I thought you’d be over your shiny-pants patron by now.”


  I scowl right back. “I’m not into her,” I practically snarl. “But her mind is splintered, remember? Left over from when she was trying to help us save the world? And it’s looking like I’m the only one who can pull her back together. If she could do it on her own, she would have by now.” I know Cyrus hates the ascenders, but come on—he has to know Lenora is on our side. Or at least my side. She created me, after all. I get why he hates them—his parents were killed for chits in a crappy legacy ghetto and his grandfather died from something the ascenders could have cured but refused to. Just like my mom, only we managed to save her. Well, the Resistance did, but only because Cyrus and I made it happen. Despite some ascenders actually helping the Resistance, Cyrus will never see them as anything but the enemy.


  My best friend shakes his head and stares at the mat, like I’m hopeless.


  It riles me even more—which is strange. Lately, I’ve been more patient than this. Living through the almost-end-of-the-world does that, plus I’m now carrying the life experience of dozens of people. My perspective changed radically overnight—I’m just not the same seventeen-year-old guy I was only a month ago. But this idea that I’ve got a lingering lust thing for Lenora straight-up pisses me off, especially since Cyrus knows how I feel about Kamali.


  I narrow my eyes. “How can you even talk about leaving the Resistance? What happened to fighting for our freedom?” I make air quotes of sarcasm. “I thought you had bought into everything the Resistance was selling.” I don’t say Basha has been the main instigator in transforming my best friend into a fervent believer in the cause, but it kind of goes without saying. Basha acts like she’s flighty and clueless, but it’s all a ruse. She’s as sharp as Cyrus and twice as savvy with the social stuff. I think he likes her simply because she’s always one step ahead of him.


  My best friend glares at me then turns to stare at the tent wall. The canvas is letting in some of the morning sunshine, but it’s basically blank.


  “Oh, I see,” I say bitterly. “You think I should leave, not that you should come with me. That’s Basha talking, isn’t it? She thinks I should find a new place to sleep.” I guess I’m not just disappointing Kamali and Cyrus—the whole camp must be pissed I haven’t turned into the prophet they were waiting for. And Basha would have her feelers on those strings of tension better than anyone.


  Cyrus whirls back to me. “Basha has a few things to say about you and your new reputation. And I don’t think she’s entirely wrong. But this isn’t about that, Eli. I’m your friend, your best friend, or have you forgotten? Are you too important to listen to the likes of me now?”


  “What?” This time, my mouth literally drops open. “What are you talking about?”


  Cyrus gestures angrily at my cot. “You’re always in here, meditating or doing whatever you’re doing in the fugue state. I know you’re mentally gone somewhere else because you don’t even answer me half the time. You’re out there talking to God or whatever you’re doing.”


  My mouth is still open, so I shut it. “I’m trying to figure out the fugue. Trying to get control over it. I told you it’s messing with my head. Bleeding over. Besides…” I fling my hand toward the door of the barracks. “It’s not exactly friendly out there for me right now.”


  “I know!” Cyrus steps closer, and some of the anger drops off his face. In a flash, I can see it’s not anger at all—at least not directed at me—and that he’s just afraid. Fear isn’t something I’m used to seeing on Cyrus, so it freaks me out.


  “People are saying things about you, Eli. You’re already collecting your own zealots, for God’s sake! And do you know what happens to prophets, my friend? They get killed.” He’s shaking now, his muscular arms twitching under the camouflage, and the visceral fear that’s rolling off him startles me even more. “And now you’re having this vision? That’s a bad sign, man. Really bad.”


  I let out a low breath. “Just because I see it, doesn’t mean it’s going to happen.”


  Cyrus crosses his beefy arms. “Yeah? And how well did that work out with your visions of the Mind?”


  He has a point, although not the one he thinks. “That’s exactly what I’m saying—that vision changed, again and again. In the beginning, everyone died. By the end, we defeated it.”


  “Only because we actually did something about it.” He uncrosses his arms and gestures like he wants to throttle me. “Come on, Eli! You can’t stay here. You’ve got Augustus resurrecting at some point, you’ve got people calling you a prophet, and now your vision is telling you the same thing I am. This is no place for you. It’s time to leave.”


  I clamp my teeth together to keep from retorting that there’s no way I’m leaving Kamali. She gave up everything for the Resistance—her home, her dancing—and she’s a true believer in the cause as well as her God. If I asked her to choose—the Resistance or me—I will not like the answer.


  “What about my mom?” I say, desperate for something. “You want me to just leave her here?”


  He gives me a look that’s unimpressed. “Your mom’s gen tech treatments worked. Her lymphoma’s completely gone. She’s fine, Eli. And besides, no one’s after her.”


  I swallow. Because it feels too much like he might be right. “Where would I go, Cy?”


  He draws in a deep breath. “At least you’re asking the right question now. And I’ve been thinking about that—”


  The swish of the barracks’ canvas door cuts him off. We both turn to see Tristan standing in the threshold.


  “Eli, there’s someone who wants to see you,” he says.


  Cyrus and I exchange a look—Tristan isn’t exactly our favorite person. He was there when we defeated the Mind, and he was an indispensable part of that, but he’s kept his distance since I brought Kamali back to life. And he’s been part of the rumor mill that spread that news like wildfire.


  “Tell them I’m busy,” I call out from the back, not moving a muscle toward him.


  Tristan looks pained, but he stays in the threshold. “I’ve been trying to hold her off for three days. I can’t talk her out of it. I said I would ask you personally to speak with her.”


  I sigh, but it’s not like there’s a lock on the door. Tristan is just giving me a heads up that there’s a situation. “All right, fine.”


  Cyrus shakes his head, but he keeps by my side as I cross the floor, passing the orderly line of cots on either side.


  When we meet Tristan at the door, he drops his voice. “It’s time for you to do something about this anyway, Eli,” he says softly.


  I check my pace and peer through the slit of the door. “Do something about what? What are you telling people now?”


  He holds up his hands. “I’m not telling them anything they don’t already know. But in the absence of any explanation for the impossible, people are going to generate their own ideas. And with you keeping quiet, there’s only so long they’ll listen to my theories. Then they come up with their own. You wouldn’t believe how crazy some of them are.”


  Cyrus is frowning, but it’s less of a glare than I expect. “He’s got a point,” he says, but he doesn’t seem happy about admitting it. “People make up things unless you counter with the truth.”


  “And that truth is?” I raise an eyebrow at him.


  “That you’re a legacy kid who just happened to be around when a miracle occurred.” Cyrus gives Tristan a dark look.


  I raise both eyebrows—that explanation is not going to fly.


  Cyrus shakes his head, looking exasperated, then he points a finger at me. “Just take care of whatever this is. Then you and I need to finish our discussion.”


  “Fine.” I push aside the flap of the door.


  Outside, a young woman waits for me. She’s mid-twenties and muscular-looking, like a lot of the Resistance militia, and dressed in standard camouflage with her thin fingers clenched tight into fists. Basha, Cyrus’s second, stands behind her, lips pursed.


  Cyrus speaks first. “Bash, who’s your friend?” The Resistance has hundreds of members—I didn’t know them all before, and now that we’ve moved up to Seattle, there are even more coming and going all the time. Our camp is a base of operations for a sprawling network of cells, smaller camps, and lone infiltrators all over the world. Cyrus knows more Resistance members than I do, but Basha is practically a walking directory. Her bubbly personality is just a cover for wheedling social information out of everyone she meets. Not in a bad way—she’s Kamali’s best friend, after all, and Cyrus wouldn’t fall for someone who didn’t have a good heart—but Basha operates continuously on five different social levels I don’t understand.


  “Go on, Melanie,” Basha says, tightly to the woman. “Tell my friends why you’ve come to see them.” Her normal exuberance is locked down hard—her delicate Arab features are scowling at me, and her short, wiry frame is fired with an angry energy.


  Melanie steps forward, ignoring Cyrus and training her bright blue eyes on me. “My sister was one of the wounded when the ascenders took the camp in Oregon.” Her eyes drift down to my wrist where the remembrance tattoos are inked, one above the other—one says 17, the number lost in the first attack; the other says 55, the number lost at the camp. Both were cases of Augustus looking for me, tracking me down once he had some idea I was tapping into the fugue.


  I swallow but say nothing. There were a lot of lives lost because of me, and even more who suffered injuries or just plain torture at the hands of Augustus.


  She drags her blue eyes back up to mine. “My sister survived, but she lost an arm.”


  I frown because the ascenders should have taken care of that. We have lots of augments—militia members injured while fighting whose ascender-tech replacement parts are even better than the originals. They’re the heroes of the Resistance, giving us a little more leverage against the mechanized sentries the ascenders use against us.


  “Was she able to get an augment?” I ask, ready to be amazed if the answer is no.


  Melanie’s jaw works, and for some reason, this makes her angry. Which I don’t understand.


  “Yes, she did. And it’s everything the other augments say—better, faster, stronger. But my sister hates it. She hates everything about the ascenders. She wants nothing to do with any of them, and now a part of her body is pure ascender tech.”


  I still don’t understand. “She could’ve said no, right?” This feels horribly insensitive, but I’m just not getting this. “I mean, it’s not like they forced her to take the augment, right?” I glance at Cyrus and Tristan. Cyrus is scowling, but I can’t imagine the ascenders forcing an augment on anyone. Tristan’s face is carefully neutral. He’s been in the Resistance far longer than any of us and must know it would be nowhere without the technology the rebel ascenders provide. But some humans can’t look at their perfect, immortal bodies and see anything other than the enemy. Like Cyrus.


  Melanie’s anger has morphed into inarticulate frustration. “I was the one who talked her into taking it. I just couldn’t see her giving up the opportunity to be whole again, but… it’s taken her down hard. She’s been depressed ever since, and I’m afraid…”



  My eyes go wide. “You think she might take her own life? Over that?”


  Melanie’s pale cheeks flush, either with anger or embarrassment, I can’t tell which. “I’ve already caught her trying.”


  Oh, man. “Look, I can talk to her if you think that would help—”


  Anger flares up in her eyes again, and she takes two steps forward, getting in my face.


  I reflexively lean away.


  “She needs her arm back!” Melanie shouts. There’s fury in her voice, and suddenly, I can see it—I’m responsible for the camp being invaded. I’m responsible for the loss of her sister’s arm. And now, in Melanie’s eyes, I’m responsible for fixing it.


  “Look, Melanie, I can’t—”


  “Don’t tell me you can’t! The ascenders wanted you for a reason.” Her voice is tight with anger. “You saved Kamali. Everyone knows it. If you can do that, you can do this.”


  My mouth just drops open, but no words come out. Because I can’t. I can’t heal her sister’s arm. I can’t replace flesh that’s been blown away weeks ago. I’m not a miracle worker, despite what Melanie believes. The ascenders have far better tech and can work actual miracles I never could.


  “Melanie, I can’t—” But I stop because the fury is boiling even hotter on her face.


  Suddenly, Cyrus steps in front of me and puts a hand on her shoulder.


  She shoves it off.


  “Melanie,” he says, calmly. “The ascenders have all kinds of tech. I’ve seen them do impossible things, even regrow full flesh limbs. When I was back in Seattle, my boss worked the black market. You wouldn’t believe some of the stuff that came through. Maybe we can find a replacement that wouldn’t be ascender tech, you know what I’m saying? If not with the Resistance, then I might know a guy who can help us out.”


  Emotion wars across Melanie’s face, but Cyrus has captured her attention, and the heat of her anger is off me. “Could they really regrow it?” 


  Cyrus gives me a quick glance. “I don’t know—no guarantees—but I can try to find out, okay? Either way, I can promise you, Eli is not the one to fix this for you.”


  Melanie frowns, but she lets Cyrus turn her and gesture her away from my barracks. Basha goes with them, but not before giving me a sad shake of her head, like this is somehow my fault. Like I should have seen this coming and taken steps to avoid it.


  I watch them go, only realizing Tristan is still behind me when he speaks up.


  “You need to start talking to them, Eli.” He gives me a cool look.


  I’m tempted to tell him to shove off. This is the first real time we’ve talked since I brought Kamali back. Not that I have any need to talk to the guy she used to be with, but I never found out why they broke up. She won’t discuss it.


  “What exactly do you want me to say, Tristan?” I can’t help the edge in my voice.


  He shakes his head, like I’m kind of pathetic, and stares at the grass by his boots. “I’m not your enemy, Eli.” He looks up. “In fact, I’d really like to not be on the opposite side of you on anything. I saw what you did for Kamali—”


  “And you couldn’t wait to tell everyone about it, too.”


  The accusation hangs in the air between us.


  He nods, staring at the ground again, biting his lip. “I was angry and amazed and in awe… and so I told everyone. Then I broke up with Kamali.”


  “And why was that, exactly?” There’s still a small, leftover pain lodged in my chest from that—because she didn’t leave him. It was the other way around.


  Tristan snorted a mirthless laugh and looked up. “Because I can’t compete with a Savior.”


  “I’m no Savior.” I glare at him, thinking it was a mistake to even start this conversation.


  Tristan’s looks unimpressed. “It doesn’t matter what else you do, Eli. You could die tomorrow in a fiery blast, and you would always be her personal savior.”


  I wince. His words about a fiery death cut a little too close. But what he’s saying is also worming into my head. Are Kamali’s feelings for me forever tainted by the fact that I saved her life? Or that I can access the fugue? Is that why she let me fall into orbit around her? It digs at my nagging fear that it isn’t the man in me she loves… if she loves me at all.


  “Anyway,” Tristan says, grinding his boot into the ground. “All that is in the past. Kamali can choose to be with whoever she likes. This is all bigger than that, now, anyway. You have to realize that.”


  “So everyone keeps telling me.” I look away from him and cast my gaze over the sprawling camp—canvas barracks for the humans and augments, glowing white pods for the ascender rebels, gleaming silver ones for the command center and the med pod.


  “Eli.” The soft seriousness of his voice draws me back. “I don’t know what you are, or what you can do, or what your purpose is here. I can only guess at all that, and that’s exactly my point. I saw you save Kamali. It’s not something I can ever un-see. And now the question is—what else are you going to do?”


  “I don’t know.” It’s the most honest thing I’ve said in a long time.


  Tristan nods. “For what it’s worth, if I were you, I probably wouldn’t know, either. But you need to figure it out. And soon.” There isn’t any anger or frustration behind his words. It’s more of a warning, but the kind a friend would give.


  For some reason, it compels me to be honest. “Cyrus thinks I should leave.”


  Tristan shakes his head. “I don’t think this is something you can run away from.”


  Then he gives me that sad look—the disappointed one that everyone seems to wear lately—and walks away.


  The tightness in my chest is back.


  I’m afraid Tristan is all too right.
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  I stride across the grass of the camp toward the med pod.


  After the encounter with Melanie, I retreated to my barracks for the rest of the morning, but Tristan is right—this isn’t a problem I can hide from. The thought of leaving the Resistance—really the thought of leaving Kamali—is tearing me up inside, but events are grinding on whether I like it or not. If I have to leave, or am forced out, one thing has to get done before I go.


  I need to put Lenora back together.


  There was a time when I would’ve given anything to be her second. At first, she was my untouchably beautiful ascender patron. Then she was responsible for my creation. Then she was my ally in fighting Augustus. She’s as responsible for my being alive as my own mother, and that best sums up how I feel about her now—she’s an important part of my past, if not my future.


  And she’s broken.


  Augustus pulled her into his mind, and I can’t even think about what he did to her without spawning nightmares. Marcus rescued her. Leopold gave his life to get her back. But she was left in pieces, her mind shattered, and I’m all-too-familiar with how that feels. Every time the fugue bleeds over into reality, there’s a whisper of fear at the back of my mind that I’m coming unraveled. And if I can’t tell the difference between reality and the fugue, it’s a quick ride to Crazy Town from there. Which is where Lenora has been living for the last two weeks. I’ve been waiting to see if she could find her way back, but that doesn’t appear to be happening.


  And time is against me now.


  As I near the shining silver pod, I glimpse a thin camouflage-clad figure hurrying toward me. Kamali. I stop in my tracks. Even as she strides fast with her long legs, her movements are graceful like the Olympic-class ballerina she is. Only her beautiful face is marred with a scowl.


  I wait until she reaches me. “Hey, I need to stop in the med bay to—” I’m cut off when she throws her arms around my neck and squeezes tight. “Woah! Are you all right?” I say into her hair.


  She pulls back just as quick. “I heard about Tristan bringing that woman to you.” She’s pissed.


  I grimace. “Kamali, I’m sorry, I just couldn’t do anything for her.”


  “Of course not!” She gives me a look like that’s obvious. “I can’t believe Tristan put you in that position. I’m ready to kill him! But I wanted to make sure you were all right first.”


  I should probably feel guilty that she’s pissed at Tristan, not me, but I don’t. Not in the slightest. “Hey, take it easy on Tristan,” I say, hoping she won’t. “I think he was trying to nip that whole thing in the bud.”


  Her look only gets darker. “He was testing you. Baiting you. I’m sure of it.” She crosses her arms fiercely in front of her chest, and the idea of leaving her seems as impossible as launching myself off the planet’s surface. I simply don’t have the power to wrench myself away, not when she’s looking at me like this—like she’s ready to do battle on my behalf.


  “He probably was setting me up, but it’s all right,” I say, gently taking hold of her shoulders. I don’t like seeing her wrapped in rage, even if it’s directed at Tristan. “Besides, he’s right—I’ll have to face the fallout sooner or later. I was just hoping for later.”


  She frowns. “We need to talk about that fallout. And I’m worried about your vision, too.” She glances around. The camp has settled into the usual routine of patrols, exercise, and a few people playing off-duty ballgames. She swings back. “You don’t have to answer to anyone for saving me. And you shouldn’t let anyone pressure you into… into something you’re not ready for.”


  I frown because she’s right—I’m not ready—but it’s embarrassing when she says it out loud like that. I want to object, but she’s darting looks around again.


  There’s no one to overhear us, but she still drops her voice. “Maybe we can find a quiet spot in the back of my barracks to talk.”


  I’d like nothing better than alone-time with Kamali, but I really can’t put off fixing Lenora any longer. “I’d like to, but I told my mom I’d stop by and try to help Lenora.” I bite my lip, waiting for her reaction. My complicated relationship with Lenora has been a sore spot for us from the beginning.


  “Oh… right.” Kamali steps back, then a realization steals across her face. “You’re going into the fugue with her, aren’t you? To fix her?”


  My grimace takes hold of my entire body. “Yeah. That’s probably the only way to reach her.” I don’t like that she’s made that connection immediately—she and I shared the fugue just last night, and now I’m doing it with Lenora? The crumpled look on Kamali’s face is twisting my stomach up hard. I want to say it’s not even a sure thing I can fix what’s wrong and that it’s probably dangerous, but none of that would help.


  As I’m struggling for words, Kamali says, “Well, then… I will… talk to you later.” She turns away and practically runs back in the direction she came.


  “Kamali, wait—” But she doesn’t stop, and I don’t go after her.


  What would I say, anyway? It’s not that way with Lenora and me… anymore. That’s not going to help. It’s only made worse by the fact that Lenora’s an ascender. Kamali’s parents abandoned her, all because of a liaison with her mother’s ascender patron. She has legit reasons to be disgusted by the idea of humans and ascenders together. Even so, I don’t know how Kamali could think I would want anyone else, given the way I am around her. I’ll just have to show her how I feel after I fix Lenora. If that’s even possible.


  I suck in a breath and step up to the door of the med pod.


  It slides open to reveal my mother sitting at Lenora’s bedside. My ex-patron is radiantly beautiful, as always, especially now that she’s back in a custom bodyform, a cybernetic body tailored to her unique personality. She’s unmoving—motionless the way only an ascender can be.


  My mother stands as soon as she sees me. For a change, her beauty shines with a vitality that rivals the artificial perfection of the ascender’s best efforts. She was sick for so long, it’s still a shock every time I see her this way. Her long blond hair is full and lustrous again. The pale skin of her cheeks is flushed with pinkish good health instead of fever. Even the dark circles under her eyes have all but disappeared. The ascenders’ gen tech finally did its job.


  “Elijah, come here,” my mom says, gesturing me over. She still uses my full name, just like Lenora used to.


  “Any change?” I ask, but I can tell the answer just by looking.


  “I thought I saw her dreaming or something.”


  “Do ascenders dream?” I ask with a small smirk. “I didn’t think they hardly even slept.”


  “Oh, they definitely sleep,” my mom says in a knowing way. Which only reminds me that Augustus was the ascender who seduced my mom and convinced her to carry his genetic experiment—me.


  “You know, there are some things I’d really rather not know.” I wrinkle up my nose in disgust, only partially in jest.


  She laughs—it’s clear and high-spirited, like before the disease ravaged her.


  I can’t help grinning. It still seems a miracle—the normal, tech-induced kind the ascenders specialize in, not the kind my mother and Lenora both think I’m here to bring about.


  “It’s time we brought Lenora out of her dreams,” I say.


  My mother nods, and I lean over Lenora’s body to get a closer look. Not that I need to—if this works, it will happen in the fugue state. I just need a moment to get straight what I’m doing.


  My mother’s soft hand lands on my arm. “She’d want to be here for this part of your work, Elijah.”


  “My work?” It’s not like I go around healing ascenders of their mental problems every day.


  “Yes, your work. You’re only getting started, you know.” Her eyes take on that shine—the kind she has when talking about her ancient religion or why she and Lenora created me. They’re both believers, and now that I’ve brought Kamali back, my mother expects more from me—probably more than anyone else in the camp. One reason I’ve delayed fixing Lenora was precisely to avoid my mother, who’s been keeping vigil over her bodyform.


  I fix my gaze on Lenora’s expressionless face, but my words are for my mom. “If I’m able to repair the damage to her mind, the two of you are going to gang up on me, aren’t you?”


  “We only want you to fulfill your potential.”


  “My potential seems only to cause problems.” I clamp my teeth together. The last thing I want right now is a fight with my mother.


  A voice from the doorway speaks. “That’s certainly true.”


  My mom throws a scowl over her shoulder. Marcus is standing on the threshold. He’s Lenora’s ex-lover, an ascender who has both tried to kill me and saved my life—I still can’t decide whether he simply annoys me, or if I outright hate him. But he saved Lenora’s cognition, so I’ve been leaning toward tolerance lately.


  Plus, I can’t seem to get rid of him.


  Marcus strides in, his new bodyform a little too overtly masculine, with a bulked-up, muscular-appearing form that’s faintly ridiculous given the inherent strength of the ascenders. This is the first time I’ve seen him in his new custom job, and I’m all set to mock him for it when a small hitch in his step makes me frown.


  “How’s the new bodyform working out for you?” I had assumed the twitches after the rescue were an artifact of his rental body, but now…


  “Well enough,” he says tightly.


  I grimace as his fingers give a small flick that doesn’t seem intentional. Rescuing Lenora’s cognition was difficult for both of them—she was left scattered, and he seemed affected as well. They both resurrected into rentals from his hastily-made backup. It took time to get custom bodyforms made outside of normal ascender society, and Marcus and Lenora are both rebels now—apparently, damaged rebels.


  “I thought the custom bodyforms would work better,” I say carefully to him.


  “Cognitions aren’t simply an outgrowth of the substrate, Eli.” His voice is rough. I think I’m annoying him. “You should know that by now.”


  I gesture to Lenora’s inert form. “How about for her?”


  “Obviously not,” he says, the annoyance unmistakable now. “Isn’t that why you’re here? I’ve heard you finally decided to put some of those very interesting abilities of yours to good use, rather than hide in your tent all day.”


  “You heard that, did you?” I ask with an arch in my voice. “That’s funny because I haven’t told anyone except my mother.” I peer at her.


  She shakes her head and glares at him.


  I give Marcus a lift of an eyebrow. “Spying, are we?”


  He looks affronted. “Trust me, figuring out what you humans are going to do next isn’t that difficult. Besides, if you delayed any longer, I would have come looking for you. The natives are getting restless.”


  I sigh. The speculation about What will Eli do next? seems to circle me tighter and tighter wherever I turn. My mother’s expectations are probably the most extreme, followed closely by Marcus. And Lenora, when she resurrects, will be the most fervent among them. I shake my head and try to focus.


  I turn to my mother. “I’ll message you when we’re done, all right? I don’t think it will take long.” I have no idea if this will even work, but I’ll know that soon enough.


  “All right, Elijah.” She gives Marcus an extra scowl. “But if this one causes you any problems, I have a few ascender friends who could be of assistance.”


  That sends both my eyebrows hiking up. Given Marcus could crush us both with his ascender strength, I’m a little surprised to hear the not-so-subtle threat. Then again, my mother has always been very protective of me, even when I didn’t realize it.


  Marcus gives her a mystified look like she’s an ant who decided to speak.


  She turns on her heel and marches from the med pod.


  I smile at Marcus. “I wouldn’t recommend messing with my mother.”


  “The thought never occurred to me.” He waves that away like some kind of inexplicable human oddity. “Perhaps we could get to work, now?”


  “We?” I give him a skeptical look. “I thought you’d done all you could.”


  “I have,” he says impatiently. “However, I’d like to make sure you don’t screw this up.”


  I narrow my eyes. This isn’t the first time since he’s resurrected that Marcus has cared more than necessary about Lenora. They were seconds at one time, but I thought that fell victim to both their ambitions—hers to bring out my abilities, and his to control them. Right until Marcus saved her, they were still mortal enemies, as far as I could tell.


  Now I wasn’t so sure.


  “You’re worried about her,” I challenge him.


  He looks away. Seeing Marcus uncomfortable is plain odd. “Let’s just say I understand what she’s facing. The dissociation of one’s mind is a primal fear for ascenders. We don’t fear dying, Eli. With backups, that’s seldom a possibility. We fear losing the thing that makes us what we are.”


  “Your mind,” I say softly. “That I understand.” All too well.


  He peers at me. “You’ve never explained precisely how you were able to destroy Augustus’s attempt at creating a bridge to the afterlife.”


  “Really? Must have slipped my mind.”


  He gives me a dark look. “At least tell me you’ve been watching for Augustus to resurrect.”


  “Augustus and his creepy assistant Hypatia, too.” I frown. “I’ve thought there was something odd about her all along. Maybe Augustus wasn’t just tampering with his own cognition.”


  Marcus nodded. “He would only attempt something with his own mind if he had a relatively high confidence in the process. There had to be prior experiments.”


  “Including experimentation on other ascenders? Hypatia seemed on board with his crazy plans, though. I don’t think she was a victim in this.”


  “She’s dangerous as well.” Marcus scowls at me. “I’m not hanging around the Resistance for my own entertainment. I’m assuming you’ll let me know the moment you sense either one of them resurrecting.”


  “I promise, you’ll be the first to know. Right after I tell everyone else.”


  His glare intensifies to loathing. “Don’t make the mistake of thinking you’re too valuable to lose.”


  Okay, that sends a shiver down my spine. “What are you talking about?” I don’t like the glint in his cybernetic eyes. Or the flush of color across his skin—a light, sparkly sheen that seems to say he enjoys making me uncomfortable.


  “It’s possible that I’ve been studying your fugue sessions, as they were recorded in my labs.” He holds my gaze, no doubt enjoying the rise in heat in my face. “I think I might be able to induce a similar mental process in a different host. One that might have genetic similarities, or possibly identical genetic makeup, to yourself.”


  He’s lying. I tell myself this to counter the chill running through me. “The other experiments, the ones like me… you told me they all died.”


  “Fortunately, I have living tissue to work with.”


  I narrow my eyes. “What the hell, Marcus? Are you cloning me?”


  “You’re in no position to stop me.” He smirks. I swear he’s baiting me. “Let’s simply call it insurance.”


  Insurance. In case I get blown up in the fiery fate that my vision foretells. Marcus doesn’t want to be aced out of his access to the fugue state just because I might be dead.


  “It’s strangely reassuring that you’re still the same jerk you were before you knew I could bring people back from the dead.” I glare at him, but I’m tired of our verbal sparring. And besides, I came here to do a job. Then I need to get back to Kamali and consider what fate I have ahead of me.


  Marcus tips his head, acknowledging my insult, and it almost makes me laugh.


  I turn back to Lenora. “How are we doing this, then? She’s not responsive outwardly. How much can you communicate with her via transmission?”


  “There’s an occasional coherence, but it almost seems accidental.” His voice is tight. “I’m certain all the pieces of her cognition are there—I felt them as I carried them and as they transferred, one by one—but I’m not at all sure how you’ll manage the cohesion necessary to restore her, Eli.”


  The softness in his voice makes me look up. “I’ll do what I can. I promise.”


  He says nothing, just nods.


  I take a seat on the floor, cross-legged, resting my hands upturned on my knees—it’s my meditation pose, and it’s no longer necessary for me to enter the fugue state, but it’s a convenient way to leave this reality without falling over and smacking my head on the ascender-tech flooring of the med pod.


  “Let me know if you sense her cognition is restored,” I say.


  Then I close my eyes and shift into the fugue.
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  My first sensation is that my vision is blurred.


  I focus harder on Lenora’s fugue-state form, but it’s not something wrong with my eyes—whatever that means in this plane of reality. Her delicate face and limbs are genuinely buzzing in such a high state of flux I can’t clearly see her. I rise up from the floor, leaving my physical body behind to approach this vibrating, chaotic essence that lies prone on the ascender-tech bed.


  Unlike her physical form, her fugue-state form is human-looking—long blond hair, amazing curves, mile-long legs. I don’t know if she was this stunning when she was human—before she took the nanites into her brain and ascended—or if this is some melding of her human and ascender selves. That’s the question that burns through much of the Resistance, in human and ascender minds alike—do the ascenders have souls? They have fugue-state forms, but what are those, exactly? Kamali’s dancing fugue-state form lived on past death, affirming everything every believer wants to believe about life after death—including Kamali herself. Which is why I should tell her, even if she’ll hate me for bringing her back. But ascenders are a whole different story. Lenora’s fugue-state is almost too perfect to be human—did it change when she ascended? Can souls change over time? What does that even mean? I don’t know—and I’ve yet to see an ascender in the fugue state that has actually died.


  Although Lenora looks tormented enough, she may wish she had.


  It spikes pain through me to watch.


  I reach a hand toward her, cautious. This flipping between states reminds me of the ascenders’ personal key—the complicated, multi-quantum-state shape that’s really an amorphous cloud of information which only settles into a key under certain conditions. Conditions also hidden within the matrix of its own data. I’ve handled enough ascender keys now—Augustus’s, Hypatia’s, even the keys that kept Leopold and Marcus trapped inside their own minds—that I have a deeper understanding of how they work. I probably could tamper with one, nudging it just enough of a shift to change its form… and that might help me here. But most of all, Lenora’s indeterminate state reminds me of the key itself—she’s flipping through a dozen possibilities at once, when what she really needs is to be locked down into a single pattern of cognition.


  What did Marcus call it? Coherence.


  I plunge my hand into Lenora’s scattered state…


  …and I’m wrenched immediately from the med bay and flung into a fuzzy gray box.


  There are a dozen Lenoras here.


  It takes me a moment to adjust.


  The room is like the one I found Thompson trapped in—the human painter who was my main competition in the Olympics and murdered for it. He was lost and angry, which is how Lenora must feel. Or maybe all the Lenoras. There is literally a dozen, sitting and standing and staring at the walls of her gray box, which must be some representation she has conjured for the trap of her mind. One Lenora is curled up in the corner, crying. Another pounds on the wall with her fist and shouts static-filled words at it from two inches away. One mutters as she paces the length of the room. I’m not even sure she’s using words—in the fugue, speaking in pictures is as sensical as anything else. Regardless, the picture-sounds are going by so fast, they’re unintelligible.


  The room is crowded. I edge past the Lenora who’s staring blank-eyed at nothing, and I’m careful not to touch the one who’s pacing. I work my way toward the back of the room. None of them seem to know I’m here, but the room buzzes with the energy of a raging ascender mind. I crouch next to the version of Lenora that’s sitting in the corner. Her legs are tucked up tight to her chest, her arms locked around them, and her long blond hair acts a shield for her face, but I can hear the sobs and see the erratic rise and fall of her shoulders. Her soul is crying, and I want to join her. I may not be in love with her anymore—if I ever truly was—but I can’t stand seeing her broken like this.


  “Lenora.” I keep my voice soft. I’m in the fugue state, so speaking seems a little superfluous, but it’s the way I think about communicating, so it’s natural to have it happen that way. Just as it’s natural for Lenora to express her pain and fear by curling up in the corner and crying—or at least a part of her is.


  She doesn’t respond to my voice.


  I glance at the other Lenoras, and a surge of pride runs through me—she’s not taking this lying down. Sure, there’s one part of her that’s terrified, but eleven more are railing against this situation and trying to fix it.


  “Lenora, it’s all right, I’m here.” This time, my voice gets through to her, and the sobbing stops—or really pauses just for a second like she’s holding her breath.


  Of course, there’s no such thing in the fugue.


  She doesn’t look up, but I hear her voice anyway. “Eli?”


  “Yeah, it’s me.” I debate touching her. It feels like a violation, but I’m already inside her fractured mind, like a surgeon who’s invaded the patient’s body but is cautious not to touch anything that doesn’t need fixing.


  She slowly looks up, revealing her tear-stained cheeks. “You’re here.” Suddenly, every head in the place turns—all the Lenoras have ceased their activity to stare at me.


  I take this as a good sign. It means they’re still connected.


  I keep my focus on the crying Lenora—I think she’s the one in charge. “You need to pull back together now.” When I was blown out to the void, it was difficult to focus or even form mental words. What helped bring me back was a sense of who I was—a clarion call of identity. “You’re a powerful ascender, Lenora. You’re my patron. My creator. Try to remember.”


  New tears glisten at the corners of her eyes. “I’ve tried. I can’t. There are pieces… missing pieces…” Her eyes glass more, and her focus drifts away from my face to stare at some distant point over my shoulder. Maybe it’s the place where some parts of her mind have disappeared to… or perhaps died?


  I don’t know. It sends a shudder through me.


  But Marcus said all the parts were there. He felt them. I have no idea what that means, but I’m going with it. I stand up from my crouch, and my movement drags her attention back to me, only in slow motion, like she’s not really in control. She’s being pulled by the gravity of my being in the middle of all dozen of her forms.


  All the parts that need to come together.


  We’re in the fugue state—and if there’s one thing I know about this state, it’s that reality is only perception here. If I can imagine it, I can make it happen. Which is part of why, when it bleeds over into reality, it freaks me straight out. I push that thought away and focus on each of the Lenoras in turn. They’re all staring at me. I raise my arms like I’m reaching for them. Maybe I can literally pull them back together. I gesture for them to move closer to one another, and it works—they shift from one spot to another, jittery and jumping like bad cuts in a vid, moving instantly from one spot to another. As they get closer, they smear, like they’re trying to blend or merge, but then they snap away before they do. The energy of the room ramps up, a weird vibrating that’s shaking my arms, which are still outstretched, still trying to paint with the reality of Lenora’s personal prison.


  “Lenora,” I warn, my focus still on trying to bring the pieces together. “Help me.” I glance back down at the crying Lenora, but her head has ducked back into her arms, her hair falling forward again.


  She’s shaking her head, back and forth, back and forth.


  “Try,” I beg, flicking looks between her and the ever-more-jittery other Lenoras.


  Suddenly, the crying Lenora’s head snaps up. “I can’t!” she shrieks.


  It’s a sonic blast—I’m thrown to the far wall of the room, opposite her. The other Lenoras are likewise tossed by the force of it, crashing against the ceiling and walls and floor of the room in which they’re all trapped. Some waver, like static-filled holos threatening to blink out of existence.


  I push away from the wall then hold out my hands. “Okay. All right. It’s all right, Lenora.” I cautiously edge forward. The energy of the room has started to make the walls hum. Or maybe that’s the stunned Lenoras, singing a nonverbal complaint—I can’t tell. Slowly, I approach the crying Lenora again, fighting against the despair that maybe I can’t do this. Maybe there are limits to what’s possible, even in the fugue state. She’s scattered, and it’s almost like she doesn’t want to come back together. She’s been this way too long, and she’s lost hope. She doesn’t believe it can happen.


  Belief.


  I crouch in front of the crying Lenora. There’s one thing Lenora has believed in for years, decades even. One thing she’s been willing to sacrifice herself for, multiple times. Something she gave everything to create and nurture, that she fiercely believed in against every obstacle and threat the universe threw her way.


  Me.


  “Lenora, I need you,” I say.


  She looks up. The focus of her beautiful blues eyes on me is so intense, it adds a thousand gigawatts of energy to the hum of the room. “You need me?”


  “You’re my creator,” I say, and the hum steps up a notch. “You had a purpose for me, and I need your help to fulfill it.” I’m not just saying this to motivate her, although I know it will—I suspect it’s actually true. The bleeding over into reality, the restless members of the Resistance all looking for a prophet to lead them, even Augustus and Hypatia, if they resurrect—I’m going to need Lenora’s help to figure out how to stay sane and stay alive through all of it.


  “You need me,” she cries, and her voice expands to fill the room with sound. Suddenly, we’re both standing in the middle. I haven’t done this—this is entirely Lenora in charge of her own mind now.


  Her belief in me—that I could fulfill the purpose for which she created me—has turned the other Lenoras into ghosts of vapor and mist that buffet me as they flit around. The crying Lenora remains in the center with me, her gaze never leaving mine, but the rest are quickly becoming a vortex, spinning around us faster and faster.


  The energy raises my hair like a static charge.


  “You need me.” Her voice booms with the power of a god, shaking the walls and vibrating all the other parts of her into a shrill, screaming blur.


  This could be the most dangerous moment for me—normally, an encounter with an ascender mind would blow me straight out to the void, that gray nothingness place where I can barely keep my own cognition in one piece. I know the seams of my mind are stronger now, knitted together with the bits and pieces of those who crossed over the bridge I am, but I’m dead center in the middle of a mind more powerful than any I’ve survived absorbing so far.


  I resist the urge to flee. “Yes, I need you.” I’m still the glue pulling her together, the gravity of purpose that’s driving her to do this thing, this pulling together of broken-hearted pieces she wanted to leave shattered. It feels like she’s borrowing a piece of me—or maybe it’s just my fervent desire to have it happen—either way, I’m fixed in the center of the hurricane as the pieces of her spin faster and tighter around us.


  She flings her arms out and tips her head back, mouth wide. An unholy scream rips through the gray walls of her self-imposed cell, blasting them outward. I lean away, but it’s difficult, like a tremendous vacuum is pulling me closer. The thunderous whipping wind around us becomes even more frenetic. Then something shifts—a release—and I know I have to leave or be permanently welded into this collapsing-star process that is Lenora.


  I close my eyes and picture myself free of her. I’m instantly transported away from the sphere that is her being in the process of coalescing.


  Coherence.


  She shines like a brand-new star, and I feel the brilliance of it burn into my essence even from a distance. It’s glorious… and I still can’t decide if what I’m seeing is Lenora’s soul.


  If the definition of a soul is that it can survive past the physical manifestation of life on earth, then it seems obvious that humans have souls. Kamali’s soul danced in a studio of her own creation after her body died. Lenora’s essence was scattered, but her cybernetic body was still generating power, still serving as a host to all the disparate parts of her. And all the Lenoras appeared the same as the original—same long blond hair, same perfect face. If this beautiful new being forming right in front of me is Lenora’s soul… was it still a soul when it was splintered into pieces?


  Can a soul be divided into parts?


  This idea hits my brain like an electrical short.


  I just stare at Lenora as she floats in the grayness. She seems dazed, and I understand why—when I pulled myself back together in the void, it took me days to assimilate. My mind had to expand to hold the pieces, the lives and memories, but it was stronger than before. For Lenora, maybe repairing the pieces will make her even more powerful than a normal ascender. But what does it mean if we—she and I—can be broken into pieces and then restored?


  Does this mean we have no souls?


  It’s another jolt to my brain.


  When an ascender makes a backup of their cognition, are they making a copy of their mind, or are they cleaving their soul into parts? If the copy is just a piece, can a soul be regrown from that bit of residual soul DNA, like re-growing a limb? Or does the original body release its piece of soul when it dies so the soul parts can come together again? Maybe that’s what happens when an ascender resurrects. Is that what Augustus is waiting for—his soul parts to find one another and collect back together?


  Or maybe the fact that ascender souls can be divided means they were never something whole to begin with. Never something real. Just an echo or copy of the real thing, sustained by electricity until the power goes out. And then… nothing.


  Maybe people like Cyrus are right.


  Maybe ascenders have no souls.


  Like Lenora.


  Like me.


  The fugue feels suddenly colder, vacant and foreboding.


  I don’t feel soulless. I feel like one, complete entity, even if I can still sense the new parts inside me, the traces of the human souls that have passed over the bridge I am. In a way, I’m a collective like Lenora, only comprised of more than just my own parts. I was scattered; I reformed.


  Do humans do this? A chill runs through me with that thought… because I don’t think they do. Which means I’ve got far more in common with Augustus and Lenora than I do with Kamali’s bright shining soul, dancing in the afterlife.


  Suddenly, Lenora’s eyes snap open to stare at me.


  A fraction of an instant later, she’s zipped across the void, and her essence or soul or whatever it is, beautiful and vibrant and alive with intelligence, is staring at me with a panicked look.


  “Eli!” she cries out. “Wake up!”
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  I’m snapped back to reality, and Lenora’s there, hovering above me.


  Only it’s not the reality I left.


  She’s carrying me in her arms and running across the middle of the camp. Her ascender strength has no problem with my weight, but I’m instantly mortified and also freaked—the air is filled with screams and shouts and the sound of electric gunfire.


  I struggle against her hold. “Put me down!”


  She doesn’t. Instead, she dashes in a blur of ascender speed around the side of a silver pod used for storage next to the mess hall.


  “It’s no longer safe for you here, Eli,” she says in a rush. Then she releases me and falls into a crouch, facing the corner like she’s half cybernetic sentry bot, half mother bear protecting her young. From what, I have no idea. With the storage pod on one side and the mess hall on the other, we’re tucked away, hidden from whatever’s happening in the camp. The shield overhead—the one that’s supposed to protect us with an invisibility cloak as well as block hostile fire—is absent. The harsh afternoon sun beats down on us.


  Something is terribly wrong.


  “Lenora!” The anger in my voice pulls her attention from her intense scrutiny of the corner we just came around. “What is going on?”


  “The camp is under attack,” she says quickly, then whips back to face whatever’s out there. “I don’t know what happened. I was in a dream—some kind of unconscious hallucination—but then something brought me back so I could protect you. We need to get you to safety.”


  She doesn’t remember… but that doesn’t matter right now. I step back and hold up my hands. “Hang on, I can’t just run away. Where’s Kamali? And Cyrus and my mother?”


  “I don’t know.” Black tendrils writhe along her skin and frustration burns on her face. “But we have to go now, Eli.”


  I glare at her. “Not without my family and friends.”


  A group of six militia storm past the end of the pod, huddled in a tight formation, weapons out. One sees us but just gives a nod, and they keep going. They’re heading toward the transport ships at the other end of camp. I half shift into the fugue so I can see through the pod and the other barracks walls beyond.


  The camp is in chaos.


  People are running everywhere, taking shelter where they can, not that the canvas barracks provide any protection other than visual. They’re fleeing the area by the med pod and the command center, and it’s obvious why—there’s a fight raging between two groups. One is clustered in front of the armory, behind a barricade of vehicles and crates, while the other uses the command pod as cover. It’s a good hundred feet away, but I recognize Delphina, the spiritual leader of the Resistance, in her fugue-state form of skintight black gear fighting next to her mother, Commander Astoria. They’re in the command-pod group, firing light cannons at the people looting the armory of weapons and gear.


  The camp is definitely under attack, but not by sentries—although I just now realize that I’ve never seen one in the fugue state. The attackers appear human, but I doubt they’re ascenders. Otherwise, they’d be trashing the command pod and taking prisoners. Not that I can imagine an ascender like Augustus would be here at all—he’d just send sentries. Which makes me wonder who in the world is attacking us and where the Resistance’s ascender rebels are—I scan the fight but can’t find any I recognize. Then a littering of bodies near the med pod draws my attention. One of them is definitely Marcus’s fugue-state form—imposing and tall, overtly masculine and inhumanly attractive like his bodyform, but not quite as bulky. All the fallen bodies, including Marcus’s, still glow with the vibrancy that humans and ascenders have in the fugue-state, brighter than the med pod and other things I can see through—so they’re out, but not dead. I remember what dead looks like—I climbed over the Dalai Lama’s body once while half in the fugue, and there was no spark there, not like the forms of the other, still-living prisoners.


  I scan the rest of the camp, searching for Kamali and Cyrus and my mother.


  “We need to get you to the ships!” Lenora insists, gripping my arm and tugging me away from the melee happening at the far end of the camp.


  I yank my arm free. “I haven’t found Kamali yet.” I keep searching, but it’s hard to see anything in all the commotion. I’m tempted to leave my body and just go to her, but then Lenora will pick up my collapsed physical form and whisk me away… and I’m not leaving the camp without my second. It takes me several heart-stopping moments, but I finally find her and my mother huddled toward the back of a barracks that’s filled with civilians. Cyrus and Basha are part of a garrison manning a barricade to protect them. Grayson is there as well—he’s a senior militia with augmented ascender-tech legs, although in the fugue state, he appears completely human, with a ragged kilt and linen shirt. He’s still standing, so his ascender-tech must still be functional, just like Lenora—they’ve escaped whatever took the other ascenders out.


  Grayson and Cyrus and the rest have blasters at the ready, but they’re not engaged in a firefight. Most of the enemy forces are concentrated near the armory, although a few runners are slipping through the camp—sometimes alone, sometimes in groups of two or three. I can’t tell if they’re Resistance militia or the enemy. Whoever the enemy is.


  I pull back out of the fugue. “All right, Kamali and the others are holed up near the med pod. They’ve only got one augment protecting them. We need to go back.”


  “Eli, no! It’s too danger—” A motion catches her attention and cuts her off.


  An augment has swung into our temporary hideaway. She peeks back around the corner from the way she came, watching for something, and doesn’t immediately see us. Both her legs are completely replaced, but her augments are black metal, weathered and scarred. It’s not ascender-tech, which means, even though the girl is clad in the same black body armor the Resistance wears, she’s not one of us.


  Lenora yanks me behind her.


  The girl’s attention whips our way—her black combat helmet is clamped tight to her head, but her long brown hair swings in a ponytail behind her, and I can see her face. She glares at Lenora then flicks a look at me and freezes in place, teetering on her artificial legs and staring at me like she recognizes me.


  No way. She’s the girl from my vision—the one in the medieval suit of armor.


  The girl comes out of her shock and pulls a blaster from her leg holster. Lenora moves with ascender speed to block the light-bolt, then jerks back into me, knocking me to the ground. She keeps her footing, but her right arm is charred and missing a chunk. She kneels over me, covering me from further fire, but the girl has already disappeared.


  “Eli, are you all right?” Lenora asks, frantic.


  “I’m fine.” I scramble to my feet and ignore her protests as I sprint to the corner. I dart a quick look around it. The girl is running with near-ascender speed toward the transport ships at the edge of the camp.


  “Eli! Get back!”


  I don’t respond, just shift to the fugue state and peer through the canvas wall to get a good look at the girl. I can’t help sucking in air between my teeth—her fugue-state form is clad in metal armor.


  “It’s her,” I whisper, amazed. A spike of fear quickly chases away the surprise. Armor-girl wasn’t in the vision of my death, but she’s already made her hatred for me clear—her showing up in camp is bad news. The level of bad that involves death, destruction, and possibly the end of the world. Or at least the end of me. Tension tightens my stomach into a rock.


  Lenora appears at my side, groans her frustration, and peers around the corner. “I can take out one human, even an augment, but I don’t want to leave you unprotected.”


  I shake my head. “We need to stop her before she escapes.”


  Lenora frowns, but there’s no time to explain.


  Suddenly, a tight formation of two militia breaks from the cover of one of the barracks and heads toward us. Tristan leads the way, wearing standard issue camouflage with a black combat helmet and a blaster in his hand. Right behind him is Nathaniel, his bulky frame also in camouflage—he has two blasters, one in each hand, and he’s covering their backs. Tristan sprints across the open space to our refuge beside the pod. He yanks me back hard from the corner.


  “Eli, what are you doing out in the open?” He’s angry, which surprises me.


  Before I can answer, Nathaniel grunts out, “A savior does not die in a firefight.” He takes up a position with his back to us, both blasters ready to shoot anyone who shows their face. Nathaniel’s the cult member who helped us defeat the Mind and nearly paid for it with his life. With Tristan’s fervent retelling of me bringing Kamali back from the dead, Nathaniel seems to have mapped his radical beliefs onto me, as if I’m the prophet he’s been waiting for.


  I’m not exactly glad to see either of them.


  “We need to get Eli to safety,” Tristan says to Lenora.


  “The ships are safest,” she agrees, “but one of the attackers just headed that way. An augment.”


  “Forget about me!” I spit the words at all three of them. “You guys need to head to the barracks next to the med pod. Kamali and the other civilians are there. I’ll go after the girl.”


  All three look at me like I’m insane.


  But I’m already losing precious seconds.


  I turn to Lenora. “Watch over my body,” I tell her, then shift completely to the fugue state. I step back, and my body sags against her. She catches me before I fall.


  Then I turn my attention to the fleeing girl in armor—she’s already taken out two militia who were guarding the ships, and she’s engaged in an all-out fight with the other four, a whirl of guns firing and hand-to-hand combat. I stare for a moment, quickly convinced she’s going to win. It’s bizarre, watching her jump around so nimbly—I know she has augments, but in the fugue state, her metal-clad body makes her look like a medieval ninja warrior. I shake myself out of my awe. It takes no effort at all to flit to her side. In the fugue state, the only limit on where I can be or how fast I can get there is my imagination… and I don’t need much of that to picture her stealing one of the Resistance’s ships and escaping my grasp. She’s already inside one and heading for the cockpit.


  I don’t know who this girl is, but I’m going to find out. Just as she’s reaching for the controls, I plunge my hand into her fugue-state form. I expect to be inundated with her entire life’s worth of memories, plus her thoughts about what she’s doing here and why she’s stealing one of the Resistance’s ships. Instead, I barely snatch her name before she whips her head toward me as if she can see me, and suddenly, I’m blown back outside the ship.


  The world has gone gray around the edges, the void crowding in on me, but I can still hear the sounds of the fight and see the rough grass all around where I’ve been thrown. My vision is fuzzy and grayed out, but I focus on staying in this plane of reality, and the battlefield snaps back into a crisper view.


  What in the world just happened?


  Her name is Miriam Levine. She’s part of a group called the Makers.


  That’s about all I got before she flung me out of her mind. I shake my head, confused, then a whoosh of wind ripples across the grass. I look up to see the transport whisking away. I watch, dumbfounded, as two more ships lift off in a wave of prairie grass. The militia members who were guarding the ships are all sprawled out on the ground. They must simply be unconscious because I can still see their fugue forms vibrant against the dullness of the grass.


  The grayness of the void threatens the edges of my vision again, and I have to work to stay present. Whatever this Miriam person did when I made contact with her, I’m still reeling from it.


  Three figures scurry toward the remaining ships. Nathaniel and Tristan are keeping cover as Lenora carries my limp body toward one, apparently intent on saving me from the attack.


  Except the most dangerous person has already left.


  I’m tempted to go after Miriam, but she’s not just an augment. And not just a human. Either of those would’ve been no barrier at all in the fugue.


  She’s something different. A void-worthy chill runs through my fugue-state form.


  A glance back to the firefight by the command center shows Miriam’s fellow fighters, all members of this group she calls the Makers, have signaled a retreat. I picture myself in the thick of the fight, and I’m instantly transported there. The Resistance militia are chasing after the Makers as they pull back, but many of the attackers have augments, and they’re quickly outrunning the militia. The Makers have a ship—a small one—awaiting them just outside the dome. It was designed to protect against attacks by ascender technology, but it appears the Makers broke in the low-tech way, by simply walking through the energy barrier. How they knew it was there is a whole different matter—and a question I intend to get answered.


  I flit my fugue form to the Makers’ ship, where one of the attackers is hustling the last of his compatriots on board. I plunge my hand into his mind—this one is human, and human memories are the kind of thing I can handle.


  Everything he is washes through me. All humans have the same architecture of the mind, the same meat inside their heads—it’s the experiences that reform the meat into something different, something unique. Individual thoughts and behaviors are just patterns that get reinforced, creating models of the world and who we think we are. Each experience weights the patterns differently, burning them in or creating new ones. It’s those patterns, those memories and thoughts and models, that wash through me. I assimilate them into my own, integrating them into the patchwork that is my mind these days. The information isn’t like a file I store, more like my own memories are reshaped to properly sort and integrate the new ones. By the time this man’s memories have washed through me, data-dumping into the reservoir of my mind, he’s heading into the ship with the rest of his crew.


  It will take me a while to file and sort and catalog it all, but I can capture the essence of what they’re doing right away. Their mission was a success—they got what they came for. Weapons. Transports. They weren’t trying to kill us; they were after our technology. I will myself back into my body and wake up in Lenora’s arms. We’re on board the ship, and they’re getting ready to take off, but the Makers are already gone.


  I thrash against Lenora and insist that she put me down. “Stop the ship,” I say, sucking in the breaths I wasn’t breathing while away from my body. “The attack is over.”


  They give me that uncertain look again, like they’re not sure if I’m crazy or not.


  But I know exactly who these people are now… and how dangerous they are.
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  The tension in the command center is insanely high.


  No one was killed in the attack, but I’m not surprised. The memories I absorbed from the Maker named Zachary show they intentionally used non-lethal weapons. Still, there were casualties and a lot of stolen tech, including the two lost transports. Commander Astoria is still going over damage reports on tablets with Grayson and Tristan. More militia are stationed at the screens, including Kamali hovering by one panel with Delphina. Cyrus and Basha are standing nearby, having a tense, nearly silent conversation with pinched looks and shaken heads. Lenora holds a position by the door. She’s the only non-disabled ascender—her damaged arm has already been replaced—so she’s protecting the command center. Only I know she’s really protecting me. Nathaniel is standing next to her, and they’re eyeing each other uneasily. Nathaniel has assigned himself as my protector, and now Lenora seems to think that’s her singular and holy purpose, too. Between the two of them, I’ve got personal bodyguards from both the human and ascender worlds.


  And I might need them.


  This augment/armor-girl/Maker named Miriam is bad news. For me, probably for the Resistance, and possibly even more. I have a weird mix of images of her tangled in my head—both the armor-clad Miriam from my visions and another, softer version from Zachary’s memories. He thinks of her as a little sister, even though she’s grown into something… more. It’s that more that seems critical to everything. Plus the fact that Miriam is real and not some vague metaphor or message from the fugue. My visions of her were always so… personal. I just didn’t take them seriously. You are not the truth! she screamed at me, stabbing the earth with her broad-bladed sword. She decried me being any prophet worth the name.


  It wasn’t like I disagreed.


  But now that she’s staged this attack, combined with the looming vision of my death, I’m certain she and the Makers are part of something bigger. I’m not sure what exactly, but the Makers’ plans include a lot more than just a raid of the Resistance.


  And Commander Astoria needs to know about them.


  The thing is, I don’t know where the Resistance stands with this. Apparently, the Makers have attacked the Resistance before, but no one bothered to mention it. Which just reminds me of the still-present holes in my knowledge of the world outside Seattle’s legacy-city confines. I could have used the fugue state to dip into the commander’s mind at some point, but spying on her hasn’t been at the top of my priority list. Plus I figured if I needed to know something, they would tell me. Now I’m wondering what else they haven’t bothered to mention.


  The commander finishes a hushed discussion with Grayson about the latest statistics, so now’s my chance.


  “Why didn’t you tell me about the Makers before now?” I ask before she can go on to the next tablet of reports.


  She turns her electric blue gaze on me, sharp and sudden.


  I immediately wish I’d phrased the question differently.


  She examines me for a long moment. “I could ask you the same question.” Her Parisian accent is stronger when she’s angry… and she sounds very French right now.


  I frown. “I’m sorry?”


  “You should be,” she says. “You could have warned us.”


  My mouth opens, but nothing comes out. I could have warned them?


  Kamali comes to my defense before I can form words “Eli didn’t know anything about this.” But she’s looking to me for confirmation.


  “I didn’t,” I sputter in her direction. Delphina measures me with a stare almost as icy as her mother’s. I address my words to the commander. “I had no idea they were going to attack.” I can’t believe this is even a question.


  “That is unfortunate,” she says, then retrieves another tablet from the planning table, as if that’s all she has to say on the subject. An awkward silence falls over the room. Cyrus looks wound tight. Basha’s tiny hand holds him back, out of the discussion. Nathaniel breaks from the door to provide a hulking presence next to me as if the uncomfortable looks are about to morph into actual attacks. Lenora stays by the door, but she’s on high alert.


  I finally put it together when I see Tristan shaking his head and staring at his boots. They expected me to warn them about the attack. The strange kid with the visions of doom and the ability to bring a girl back from the dead… I was supposed to have seen this coming. In a way, I did—I had visions of Miriam—I just didn’t know the exact time and place she would show up. I can’t reveal that now. It will only confirm all the suspicions running through their heads.


  Cyrus’s intense stare and a small shake of his head say I’m in the exact position he warned about—a prophet who isn’t delivering.


  The silence is becoming thick with unspoken accusations.


  I straighten my shoulders and clear my throat. “I may not have seen the Makers coming, but I know what they’re planning next.”


  Commander Astoria slowly puts down her tablet. “And how do you know what they are planning, Monsieur Brighton?” The accusation still hangs in the air. That somehow I should have foreseen this. And if I didn’t warn the Resistance, maybe it’s because I didn’t want to. That I’m on the Makers’ side. Which is so plainly ridiculous, I just ignore it.


  Besides, we don’t have time to mess around with suspicions and unspoken accusations. “I know what they’re planning because I interfaced with one of the minds of the Makers and acquired all his memories as well as details of the attack they’re planning next week.”


  The room comes to a complete and utter halt.


  Commander Astoria’s eyes practically pierce my skull. I think she’s trying to decide if I’m joking or if I’ve lost my mind. “His memories?”


  “Yes,” I say, slowly meeting the stares of every person in the room, one by one. I can feel their disbelief like a hot wind, and I bristle under it, but it’s not until I reach Kamali’s warm, encouraging eyes that I feel like I should explain. “It’s part of the fugue. I can access the memories of the humans I encounter.”


  “Human memories?” Commander Astoria is all over this in a heartbeat. “But not ascender.” She flicks a look to Lenora.


  “I have limited access to ascenders,” I say, tightly. “Their minds are too powerful for me to keep in contact for long. Which brings me to a girl named Miriam, the Maker who stole one of our transports.”


  Commander Astoria is nodding now, accepting this faster than anyone else in the room. Kamali and Cyrus know most of the details about how the fugue works, and the entire Resistance knows what went down when we defeated the Mind, but most people only have bits and pieces of the truth. I’m already off the weirdness Richter scale—I didn’t feel the need to spill all the details. The truth is, the last two weeks, I’ve been focused on keeping my grip on reality… which made it easy to hide in my barracks and avoiding the stares and whispers around the camp. But if they’re expecting me to see into the future, it’s better to get straight what I can and cannot do. I’d rather have Commander Astoria sending me off to spy on the Makers than eyeing me with suspicion that I might be working with them.


  “The girl was an augment,” the commander says. “The militia who were guarding the transports say she is unusually skilled as a fighter.”


  “She’s unusual in more ways than that,” I say darkly. “There’s something different about her mind.”


  Commander Astoria narrows her eyes. “Is this like the Mind that Augustus was developing? I have heard rumors that the Makers are striving to build a new pathway to ascendance for their people. Have they succeeded?”


  I grimace. That makes this attack even more alarming, given Miriam basically threw me out of her mind. “No, she’s not at the level of an ascender. At least… not yet.” The commander’s prompting brings Zachary’s memories welling to the surface. The arguments with Miriam. Her plans to tinker with her own mind, more than she already has. His fear that she wouldn’t survive. “She’s looking at designing another ascendance procedure that will retain her human brain, only… enhanced. Biologically speaking, not using nanites or other mechanical prostheses. Apparently, she’s the only one who has survived the procedure so far. But that’s not the most important part.”


  Delphina steps away from her panel. “And what is most important?”


  “The Makers are planning an attack on the ascenders.” I look to Lenora, who frowns. “That’s why they were after our tech.”


  Commander Astoria merely shrugs. “They are scavengers. They will try to pillage the ascenders as well. This is none of our concern.”


  What? Before I can respond to that, Grayson eases up to the Commander and speaks. “If the Makers are successful in an assault,” he says, voice steady, “they might provoke a response. That could spill over to the Resistance or at least weaken our recruitment efforts within Orion. The Makers have no love for the ascenders, rebel or not—driving a wedge between us might be a secondary intent of the attack.”


  Commander Astoria dismisses his concern with a wave of her hand. “They will not succeed. They are no threat to the ascenders, even with a few stolen transports. The Makers are proud of their small accomplishments, but they are inconsequential next to us. Our threat to the ascenders lies in weakening them from within. That will bring its own reprisals, but it also ensures our continued protection.”


  Grayson tips his head in agreement, but I still don’t get it. I sift through Zachary’s memories, searching for why they’re attacking the Resistance. His thoughts are drenched in concern for Miriam and filled with a fervent belief in the mission of the Makers to reclaim the earth for humanity, but teasing out all the nuances of why is more difficult—as if it were just taken for granted.


  “Why would the Makers want to bring down the Resistance?” I ask the commander. “They obviously attacked us for our tech, but we’re all humans, all fighting against the oppression of the ascenders. I mean, why not just ask?”


  Commander Astoria wears her impatience with my ignorance like an annoying itch in her camouflage. “They believe we betray the human cause by working with rebel ascenders,” she grinds out. “And they doubt our path will win freedom for all.”


  Delphina snorts at this, and her mother gives her a pinched look. Delphina turns to give me an intense look. Her stout, muscular form is much shorter than Kamali’s elegantly tall dancer body, but she’s a powerhouse of will in that small frame.


  “We are not sufficiently bloody for them,” Delphina says.


  “Bloody?” That makes even less sense—the ascenders’ bodyforms are all cybernetic.


  “They will not rest until all ascenders have been turned into metallic dust.” Delphina challenges me with this, but I can see it now, as I scour Zachary’s memories. The Makers don’t believe ascenders have souls—therefore, their deaths don’t matter. They don’t deserve to be at the top of the hierarchy of the planet. In fact, the destruction of the entire ascender society is part of the Makers’ ultimate goal.


  I can’t help glancing at Lenora. “That’s… not likely to happen.” Not to mention pretty horrific. Whether or not the ascenders lost their souls in the Singularity, they all used to be human at one point… and they’re still people in some fashion. Billions of people.


  “The likelihood of success isn’t a deterrent for a true believer.” Delphina’s stare is drilling into me, and I can’t help thinking she means something different from what she’s saying.


  I narrow my eyes. “So the Makers are believers?” This part is muddled in the memories I can access. I’m starting to suspect Zachary disagrees with some of the Makers’ core beliefs.


  “Not precisely,” the commander answers. “Or rather, not exclusively. But they fervently believe an end of times is coming… one they are trying to bring about.” She shakes her head. “But this is unimportant to us. Their raid today will not substantially hamper our efforts, and now that they have their scavenged items, they will return to their quixotic quest and not bother us for a while.” She returns to showing Grayson something on her screen.


  I don’t understand why the Commander thinks this can be dismissed. “I’m sure I can track where they are and what they’ve done with the stolen supplies. I can pinpoint the attack plan. It was scheduled for next week if the raid today was successful. They’re going after New Portland—”


  Commander Astoria cuts me off. “We will not interfere with their attempts to provoke the ascenders.”


  There’s a warning in her voice to drop this, but I can’t help asking, “Why?” I really don’t understand what the Makers are after with this, anyway—all the ascenders in New Portland will have backups. Maybe it is just a raid for tech.


  “We cannot make common cause with the ascenders,” the commander says tightly. “We are in the business of putting pressure on them, not saving them from their own annoyances.” She gives a nod to Lenora. “And we do not want to be associated in any way with the Makers—we are the Resistance, not terrorists who wish to rid the planet of ascender-kind.”


  “Our cause is not destruction.” Delphina’s eyes are blazing. “We fight for freedom.”


  It seems a fine line, given the Resistance planned to blow up a stadium filled with ascenders during the Olympics, but I can see now how the Commander walks that fine line—the Resistance would be nothing without the ascender tech that comprises their weapons and transports and even their augment technology. Not to mention the gen tech that saved my mother’s life. If the Resistance made an enemy of all ascenders, their cause would be dead in the water. They would be reduced to making their own augment tech in shabby shops and underground garages, like the Makers.


  The commander picks up another tablet. “We need to remain focused on our own plans for disruption. We have a campaign to provoke the legacies in Seattle. There is a small but growing cell of sympathizers there. And the loss of Seattle would be a dramatic blow to the ascenders. Plus our plans for another radical infiltration of Orion with our message is underway.”


  I shake my head. Provocations? Infiltrations? Is the Resistance really all about PR? Still—the commander is underestimating the threat. “This girl, Miriam, is something new. We should at least try to figure out—” The commander snaps a look to me so intense, it freezes the rest in my mouth.


  “This is a distraction.” Her words are sharp and angry. “One we will recover from if we remain focused. If the Makers have not developed an ascendance procedure, then they are not a threat—to us or the ascenders. However, if we allow this disruption to derail our plans…” Her look darkens further. “Monsieur Brighton, a loyal member of the Resistance would have warned us of the attack. Did you simply neglect to inform us? Or are you too busy with your own agenda to be bothered with the cause?”


  My mouth is hanging open. “I didn’t even know about the Makers before today.”


  She shakes her head and dismisses me with a wave like she can’t be bothered with my uselessness. “Then we will regroup from this raid and move forward.”


  “But Commander—”


  Her icy look stops me cold.


  The whole command center is holding their breath, every expression pained or tense. Even Kamali is wearing a soft look of concern—which just reminds me that if I have to leave the Resistance, I would lose her.


  I shut my mouth.


  Cyrus finally breaks free from whatever hold Basha had on him and quickly crosses the command center. He looks me in the eyes and says quietly, “Time to go.”


  Nathaniel, still hovering at my back, seems to agree—the two of them hustle me toward the door. Lenora swipes it open before we get there, and Tristan and Basha follow. It stings that I arrive outside, and Kamali has opted to stay inside with Delphina and her mother. And it’s clear I’m being removed from the scene somewhat forcefully, which only hikes up my anger. I break free from Nathaniel’s hovering presence. Lenora’s protective stance is wearing thin as well.


  “That went fantastically well,” Tristan says, obviously frustrated.


  I just gape at him. Before I can work up a retort, Cyrus clamps a hand onto my shoulder. “Eli, can I have a word with you?” He means without the crowd.


  “Sure.” I turn my back on all of them and stride off toward my barracks. My head is churning with emotion, and I’m still awash in all the information I gathered from Zachary, making it even more chaotic in there. I need time to meditate and assimilate everything I’ve absorbed from the Makers’ soldier—he calls himself a jiv—and it doesn’t help that my anger is climbing up to burst out of my head. I’m so intent on leaving the command pod behind and expecting Cyrus to follow that I don’t even notice Basha tagging along until we reach the canvas door flap.


  I let loose a sigh, then hold the door.


  They follow me to my cot, the farthest one in the back—I climb on it to sit with my back to the rest of the barracks, even though it’s empty. The Dalai Lama’s mat on the floor calls to me. I don’t know if he’s reincarnated yet, or if that would even matter to finding him, but I could definitely use some Zen words of encouragement. Or just a reason not to punch my best friend’s earnest face.


  Cyrus crouches down next to me. Basha is so short, she’s barely taller than him even when he’s kneeling.


  “It’s time, Eli.” Cyrus’s look is intense.


  “Time for what?” I ask, although I’m sure he means my shelf life in the Resistance has just expired.


  “Time to get out.”


  “You’re not a prophet, Eli.” Basha’s eyes are drilling into me.


  “Really? I hadn’t noticed.” My anger is frothing up to boiling. “And, hey, thanks for the support back there in the command center.”


  She purses her lips and looks to Cyrus.


  “We’re trying to save you, man,” he says tightly. “And the Makers… they’re not terrorists.”


  I look at him like I don’t even know who he is anymore. “You’re kidding me, right? You’re talking about the people who just attacked the camp.”


  “They made a raid for tech,” Basha says coolly. “That’s all.”


  “Wait… you’re on their side?” My eyes go wide, and I stumble off my cot, putting distance between me and my best friend and his second. Because I’m suddenly unsure of everything. “You’ve been trying to get me to leave the Resistance,” I throw at Cyrus. “Holy crap, Cy. Don’t tell me you…” I can’t even say it. Did my best friend betray the Resistance? The bits and pieces of information swarming around in my head suddenly congeal—if there’s one thing the Makers hate, it’s ascenders.


  Just like Cyrus.


  He stands up and crosses his arms. “No, I did not betray the Resistance. But, once again, thanks for assuming the least flattering thing possible about me.” Basha edges closer to him. It’s clear she’s on his side—or maybe he’s on her side—but that small movement hits me hard. It’s the first time I realize that Cyrus and I might not actually be on the same side.


  My mouth runs dry. “Cy, I didn’t mean—”


  “Of course, you did. That’s exactly what you meant.”


  I shut my mouth. Cyrus’s anger is palpable, but I’m still not sure I was wrong. Or where Basha fits in all this. What if she’s really a Maker? Is that even possible? And if so, just how far would Cyrus go for her? That thought blanks out my mind—because I’d do almost anything Kamali asked.


  Cyrus is glaring at me. “I’ve done nothing but watch your back, all along, the whole way, Eli. No matter what.” He reaches out to jab an angry finger at me. I have to lean back to keep it from spearing me in the chest. “And I think you’re an idiot if you stay here one minute longer.” Then he backs off, throwing up his hands and stepping away from my cot. “But what do I know? Go play prophet, if that’s what you want. You obviously don’t need to hear anything from me.”


  “What are you saying?” A panicky feeling lights up in my chest.


  Basha stays by his side, but she throws me a dark look. “He’s telling you to stop playing at this, Eli. You’re obviously not capable of handling it.”


  I frown at her—I don’t even understand what she’s saying—but Cyrus is already walking away. “Wait! Cy—this girl, the one who stole the ship. She’s the girl in my vision.”


  He throws a look over his shoulder but keeps walking. “The vision where you end up dead?” But his voice is cool.


  “No, a different one. I’ve been seeing her for a while.” I’m stumbling after him, bargaining, but he keeps heading for the door. “But it has to be connected. The girl showing up now, the Makers planning their attack on the ascenders, my visions—they’re all connected. They have to be.”


  He finally stops just before the door, Basha still at his side, and turns back. His expression is chiseled granite. “Then it sounds like you should stay away from her. Stay away from the Makers and definitely stay away from Miriam Levine.”


  Miriam Levine? How does Cyrus know her full name? I glance at Basha—she’s not surprised. The panicked feeling in my chest ramps up to choking-level. Either she’s part of the Makers or Cyrus is—or both. That blows my mind so badly, I can’t even get words out.


  Cyrus shakes his head. “I told you, Eli. Prophets get killed. Don’t be one.”


  Then my best friend turns his back on me and strides out the door. Basha follows after him, giving me a pinched look on the way.


  I just watch as they walk away.
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  I’m hiding out, pouring my anger into my art, but it’s just bleeding off the edge.


  Literally.


  Angry reds and blood oranges and inky blacks drip from the page as I sketch.


  After Cyrus turned his back on me, I hid in my tent for the rest of the day, stewing over his words and the commander’s refusal to go after the Makers. By evening, I was starving enough to come out and grab food from the mess hall, but I couldn’t get away from the sideways looks and whispers-behind-hands fast enough. I packed up my sandwich and my art supplies, and I left.


  I’ve been tucked in a small granite cave for hours, my back against the cold stone wall, making art while darkness slowly gathers. A graveyard of abandoned sketches surrounds me. Black lines trail from my charcoal pencil as I drag it across the linen-white paper, but they don’t stay black—color rises from the page, leaks out of my pencil, and dances off the edge of the pad. I’m half in the fugue and half out, and it’s bleeding over into reality. Anyone who stumbles upon me might see it.


  I don’t care.


  I rip out another page and fling it onto the pile. It’s a dark-world version of Miriam Levine in her medieval armor, stabbing my fallen body with her broad-bladed sword. Her two-handed stroke buries it deep in my chest, halfway to the hilt. My visions of her have changed to this—her stabbing me not just the earth with her holy righteousness—and they keep edging into my field of view, the fugue pushing its way into reality, no matter how much I try to stay present in the here and now. I’m trying to tame the visions by consciously wrestling with my bleedover art.


  It’s not working.


  I can’t tell if the new vision of Miriam and me together is just another version of my ultimate death or some expression of my anger about the Makers and the genocidal threat they pose to the ascenders. They’re arrogant and oppressive, but they don’t deserve to die—and in some ways, I have more in common with them than I do with the flesh-and-blood humans in the Resistance.


  Or maybe I’m just pissed that my best friend in the world has abandoned me.


  Most of all, I’m afraid Cyrus is right—I have to leave before the visions aren’t just visions anymore. But every time that thought takes root in my mind, the anger comes flooding back, and I’m desperate to draw away the rage. As if I can change the reality of the situation by furiously sketching it in charcoal pencil and fugue-state bleedovers.


  I lean back and rub my eyes with the backs of my hands. The pad and pencil fall to the side of my folded-up legs, landing with a thump on the packed-dirt floor of the cave. The drawings aren’t helping work out my anger—they’re just making it worse.


  Leaving the Resistance means losing Kamali, and she’s the only good thing that’s happened to me since Cyrus and I left Seattle for the Olympics. But he’s almost certainly right. The growing tension in the camp, the suspicions in the command center… you should have warned us. I’m the freak who can raise the dead but stays hidden in his tent—they don’t know what to make of me, they don’t trust me, and some, like Melanie and her sister who lost her arm, outright hate me. It’s just a matter of time before that’s going to force me out. Meanwhile, any day now, Augustus will resurrect and come after me. Or simply wipe out every last Resistance member—including my friends and family—in an effort to hunt me down, either to control me or kill me. That list of Possible Ways Eli Is Screwed doesn’t even include Miriam and the Makers. Her mental augmentation and this plan to attack the ascenders—they’re connected to the vision of my death, only I don’t know how. 


  There’s one thing I do know: my visions mean something. And not something good. No wonder my drawings are nothing but inky death, dripping blood on the grass.


  I kick my pad into the pile of drawings-in-motion.


  All I want is to ignore the world and lose myself in Kamali’s eyes. Every moment I’m with her, especially when she touches me, I have that heady feeling of falling in love. It banishes everything dark and miserable about the world, humanity, the ascenders, and everything in between. She’s the only thing with any brightness. How in the world am I supposed to walk away from that?


  The answer is simple: I don’t have it in me.


  For the same reason, I couldn’t leave her in that glowing afterworld—I’m basically a selfish bastard. While she seems to want me, too, I can’t be sure if she’s choosing the otherworldly man who saved her life and might talk to her God or the painter boy who’s madly, selfishly in love with her.


  I’m afraid if Kamali really knew me, she’d want nothing to do with me.


  I bang my head back against the rock and close my eyes. It’s nighttime, which means couples will start arriving from the camp, seeking a furtive coupling in the dark away from the bustle of the crowded barracks. I should gather my things and leave before someone stumbles upon the mess I am.


  A sharp rustling in the grass outside the cave tells me I’m already too late. A light flashes across my closed eyelids, finding me before I can open them.


  “Eli!”


  My eyes pop open to find Kamali rushing toward me, her thin dancer legs taking longer strides than most could manage without running. A grin breaks out on my face—she’s the one person who could cause that to happen right now. The flashlight in her hand trains on the spread of drawings around me. My gush of happiness quickly douses.


  “Hey,” I answer as she trots up, scrambling to gather up the ghostly sheets of my anger and flip them over so she won’t see. But I’m too late for that—her flashlight spotlights one after another, a frown growing on her face in the reflected light.


  She crouches down and stops my hand from reeling in the rest. Her deep liquid brown eyes capture me. “What are these?” she asks.


  “I’m just… working out some of my issues.” She’s already seen the dripping images, so there’s no point in pretending now. Besides, she’s the one person I don’t want to hide from—not if I can help it—and she’s already experienced some of the bleedovers with the dance of lights.


  Before it went into Horrible Vision Mode.


  Kamali draws my hand away from the pages. She laces her fingers with mine.


  Man, her skin is so soft.


  “I’ve been looking for you.” She glances at the pages again. “I thought maybe you were… angry with me.”


  “Angry with you?” I squeeze her fingers gently. “You’re the last person I would be angry with.”


  A tentative smile opens up her face, then it dims. “When I couldn’t find you, I went looking for Lenora. I thought you might be there.”


  I cringe, almost pulling out of our handhold. Does she really think I still want my patron? “Lenora has issues of her own. And besides, I wouldn’t go to her for help.”


  Kamali squints at my littering of artwork. “Looks like you’re not turning to anyone for help.”


  That stabs me right through the chest. “Cyrus would normally get to hear my moaning and complaining, but he’s decided he’s no longer my friend.” I can’t keep the bitterness out of my voice.


  Kamali doesn’t look shocked. “That’s why I was looking for you. I can’t find Basha or Cyrus. No one’s seen them since this morning.”


  That brings my entire body to full alert. “He’s gone?” I can’t believe our fight would make him leave the camp altogether. Then again, maybe leaving was his plan all along.


  Kamali nods. “I came out here because I thought… well, sometimes they come here.”


  I glance around, but it’s already too dark to see outside the radius of her flashlight. I shift halfway into the fugue so I can see through the cave walls to the private nooks and crannies around us, but Cyrus’s hulking form and Basha’s tiny body aren’t among the couples already making out.


  “I don’t see them,” I say quickly.


  Kamali’s eyes have gone wide. “You’re in the fugue right now?”


  “Yes.” My heart is pounding. Leaving the Resistance is far from a safe thing to do. And if Cyrus has run off, I’m pretty sure I know where he’s gone. “You’ve checked the camp, right?” I ask Kamali, scanning the pockets of privacy around the caves a second time.


  “Yeah, but I could’ve missed them.”


  “I’ll find them. Watch over my body.” I close my eyes to concentrate and shift into the fugue completely. Then I rise up and step forward, leaving my body behind. Kamali catches my shoulders and pulls me into a hug that arrests me. The tender way she’s holding my head and softly petting my hair makes me want to rush right back into my body. I wrench myself around and move with the speed of thought back to the camp. I can see through the rough canvas of the barracks and the thin metal of the command center pod, as well as the ascenders’ living quarters and the recently ransacked armory. The luminous bodies inside are much brighter than the supposedly “real” chairs and bunks and weapons. I don’t see my best friend or Basha, but I flit around the camp just to be sure. It doesn’t take long, although time is always stretched and uneven in the fugue state.


  Cyrus is nowhere to be found.


  I will myself back into my body and into Kamali’s arms, opening my eyes and sliding her into a fast hug. “They’re not there.”


  “What’s happened, Eli? Why did they leave?” She’s got to wonder what I did to drive off my best friend and hers.


  “Cyrus and I had a disagreement.” I’ll tell her the rest later, after we find them. “And I think they both may have been involved with the Makers.”


  That makes her eyebrows hike up… then they crash down into a scowl. “Basha’s no traitor.”


  “I know, I know. I’m just saying… Cy sounded awfully sympathetic.” I wince. “And you know he and Basha are pretty tight these days.”


  She’s back to giving me a skeptical look. “Basha’s pretty crazy sometimes, but not like that. She wouldn’t just leave the Resistance. Not without telling me.”


  I give what I hope is more smile than grimace. “Love makes you do crazy things, sometimes.”


  That brings back the frown.


  “But don’t worry—I can find them in the fugue.” Even if I don’t know where Cyrus is physically, years of brotherhood have solidified a sense of him in my mind. That’s all I need to track him. I slide Kamali a half-smile. “You better hug me again. This might take a minute.”


  She smirks, but I don’t wait for her to put her strong, thin arms around me—I pop back into the fugue state so fast, I’m flung above the Resistance camp. This is how I look for Augustus in my periodic sweeps. I can’t touch his mind without being blown out to the void, but I’ve held the man’s personal key—that’s more than enough to find him. And I know Cyrus’s life history even better. I focus on everything he’s ever been to me—brother, best friend, protector—and all of it stabs me through the heart while simultaneously wrenching my fugue-state form across the prairie, through the nearby winding mountain canyon, and popping me out the other side, near Seattle.


  It’s dark, but Cyrus’s and Basha’s forms glow, creating a slow-moving light on the broken road. The black pavement shines under a sliver of moon, and Seattle glitters in the distance—half the buildings are lit from within, and half are shadowed and left vacant. I’m drawn to Cyrus and Basha, hurtling down from my hovering position.


  They’re not alone.


  A man on an armored bike is rolling up to them. The armor retracts, and the man dismounts. He’s wearing a dark helmet, but his fugue-state shines through. He’s older, maybe mid-thirties, with a face that’s wearied even in the fugue. How does a soul get that way?


  I can’t imagine anything good.


  Suddenly, the man swings up a gun—long-barreled and electric—and points it at my best friend. Cyrus and Basha pop up their hands, but Cyrus is already talking and gesturing. My best friend always tries to talk his way out of things—but it’s not like it always works. Just as my panic is ramping up, and I’m trying to decide what I can do in the fugue state, the man lowers his weapon and beckons them. Cyrus and Basha drop their hands and quickly stride over. The man gets on his bike again, and Cyrus climbs on behind, with tiny Basha tucked between the two larger men. As soon as they roll, the black shield activates, mechanically scrolling up the sides to meet at the top, encasing them in armor that’s transparent to me, but which must turn the bike into a black stealth mobile gliding through the night.


  They weave around the pockmarked and broken pavement, and I watch them go without following. They’re heading south of Seattle, and unless Cyrus has suddenly decided to join one of the reservations of religious fanatics—which I can’t imagine in a million years—he’s headed for Old Portland, headquarters for the Makers. From the stolen memories of Zachary, I can picture exactly how they could make their entrance without being blow up by the tripwires the Makers have laid out throughout the city. Does Cyrus know? Or his mysterious escort?


  They could be there before the night’s out. Which means he’ll be there in time for the Makers’ upcoming attack on New Portland. Zachary’s led several other attacks, and they have casualties on almost every mission—even with all their mods, jivs are still outmatched by sentries.


  What is Cyrus thinking? He doesn’t even have augments.


  I could plunge into his mind and find out, but if I want any chance of bringing him back, I can’t lose his trust by fugue-spying on him. I rush back into my body, sucking in air and coming alive in Kamali’s arms.


  “Did you find them?” Her thin fingers are still holding my shoulders tight.


  I nod and rise up, bringing her with me. “They’re heading south to Old Portland.”


  “How could Basha leave without saying anything?” She’s incredulous.


  Her words make my chest physically hurt. Because I have to stop whatever crazy plan Cyrus has—which means I have to leave, too. At least temporarily and maybe longer. Even if it means going straight into the Makers’ city where Miriam might pull a blaster on me again.


  I hold Kamali’s cheek with one hand. “I have to go after him.”


  She shakes her head. “Can’t you go to Cy in the fugue? Convince them to come back?”


  “It doesn’t work that way,” I say, with a sigh. “Trust me, this is something I have to do face-to-face. I have a feeling Cy isn’t just pissed at me. He’s been wanting a way to take down the ascenders forever. This attack the Makers are planning has Cyrus written all over it. I’ve got to stop him before he gets himself killed.”


  Kamali is nodding as I speak. “I’ll go with you.”


  This startles me so badly, I lean away from her. “What?”


  She gestures to my body. “You need someone to look after you.”


  A rush of tenderness sweeps over me, only it’s hot, like wind from a brush fire. “Kamali…” I swallow. She’s choosing to be with me. Leaving the Resistance for me, even if only temporarily. Because she cares for me. There’s no part of me that can say no to that.


  I struggle with how much of a jerk that makes me.


  “It’s going to be dangerous,” I say, but it’s weak. Because I don’t really want to talk her out of it.


  “Then we better get some help.” She slips her hand into mine, points her flashlight toward the camp, and tugs me forward.


  I glance back at the scatter of drawings—they’re buried in darkness.


  I leave them behind.
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  Kamali and I hurry back to the camp, avoiding the command pod and winding toward the back of the barracks. I don’t know who she thinks we can trust with this—Cyrus is a traitor. Basha too, presumably. No one in the Resistance will help us, least of all Commander Astoria. And if Lenora or Marcus knew, they’d do anything they could to stop me. So who does that leave to help us?


  I want to ask, but people are wandering outside their barracks for evening activities, and we’re gathering stares as we rush across the camp. Kamali stops suddenly at one of the barracks in the middle of the row and pulls aside the flap, urging me inside.


  Then I see exactly who she wants to ask for help—Tristan.


  Fantastic.


  Tristan frowns when he sees me.


  My lack of enthusiasm stops me at the door.


  “What’s up?” he asks Kamali, who’s already three steps inside.


  She takes a quick look behind him—there’s a group of four at the end of the barracks who have shoved their cots together and are playing kind of holo game bridged between their handhelds.


  Kamali lays a hand on Tristan’s arm and tugs him closer to the door. “Cyrus and Basha have taken off,” Kamali explains quickly, voice hushed. “Eli’s seen them in the fugue—they’re headed for the Makers.”


  Tristan scowls, mostly at me. “I guess we’ll miss them.” He’s eyeing me like he’s trying to figure out why this is his problem.


  I couldn’t agree more. “Kamali, we don’t need his help.”


  “Yes, we do.” She plants her fists on her hips and throws that determined look at me—the one that says I shouldn’t fight her on this.


  I wince because she’s probably right. I don’t have the slightest idea how to get to the Makers—I can plot a map from Zachary’s memories, but what about food and supplies? Or even transport?


  I keep my mouth shut.


  “My help to do what?” Tristan’s alarm level has kicked up a notch.


  She swings back to face him, drilling him with that determined expression. “Eli’s going after Cyrus. We’re going to need some weapons and probably a transport as well.”


  Tristan’s eyes bug out. “A transport?” Then his expression slams down into a squint directed squarely at me. “You’re leaving the Resistance?”


  He probably thinks that’ll give him another chance with Kamali. “Just temporarily.”


  The disgust is palpable. “Temporarily. Sure.” He shakes his head. “I’ve been half expecting you to bail, Brighton, but running off to the Makers? I have to say, I didn’t see the traitor part coming—”


  “I’m going with him,” Kamali cuts him off, eyes blazing.


  I enjoy the look of shock look on Tristan’s face far too much. I have to work hard to keep the grin inside.


  He blinks, once, twice, then he runs a hand across his forehead, like he’s got a sudden headache. He blows out a long sigh of frustration, drops his hand, and gives a soft look to Kamali. “You’re going with him.”


  It’s not a question, but Kamali answers it anyway. “Yes.” She folds her arms in front of her chest.


  The word hangs between the three of us. If he tries to stop us, Kamali will give him hell. I almost want to see him try, but even more, I wish we’d never stepped into his tent—and that Kamali hadn’t decided he was the first person to turn to. I have a whole fistful of words I’d like to give Tristan myself, but none of that really matters. What matters is that my best friend is headed toward a situation that might get him killed.


  “Kamali, come on, let’s go.” I reach a hand to her.


  She ignores it. “We need supplies,” she says to Tristan. “At least get us into the armory. I know you have the pass.”


  Tristan gives her a long hard look, then he shakes his head and turns to me. “I’ve been waiting for you to do something, Brighton. So this is it, huh?”


  I just give him a pinched look. “My best friend needs my help.”


  “Sure.” He presses his lips in a tight line, then lets out another sigh. He faces Kamali. “Yeah, I have a pass. But that’s not going to be enough. Come on.” He doesn’t elaborate, just brushes past us and heads out the door.


  Kamali and I hustle to follow.


  He’s heading toward the armory, but then he cuts short to stop at another barracks. “Wait here,” he says, then disappears inside.


  A couple strolls past the barracks door, eyeing us curiously. Kamali’s hands fidget at her sides. I keep my head ducked and my mouth shut. After a long stretch of too many seconds, Tristan reappears with Nathaniel by his side.


  Great. I give Tristan a pinched look that says, why are we bringing more people into this? but he ignores me. Nathaniel takes one look at me and falls in step with Tristan as he strides toward the armory. Kamali and I follow close behind, tight-lipped and tense. People clear out of our way. We should probably tone down the body language, but I plan to be gone before anyone can stop us. That is, as long as Tristan doesn’t recruit half the Resistance to help us sneak into the armory.


  The evening is wearing on, and while there are stragglers outside, most everyone is hanging out in the mess hall, camping out in their tents, or hustling out to the caves—there’s absolutely no one guarding the weapons stores. Our supplies took a beating in the raid, and the silver armory pod still bears the black scorch marks of the attack, but Tristan’s pass gets us in. He waves us all inside, keeping quiet until the door is closed.


  “We’re going to need supplies for four on the way out, six on the way back,” Tristan explains to Nathaniel. “Enough for a week at least.”


  Nathaniel nods, and they both pull stuff from the racks—guns and invisibility suits and ammunition.


  “Wait, what?” My mouth drops open as the words sink into my brain. “You are not coming along.”


  Tristan just shakes his head and grabs a backpack for the supplies. Kamali is alarmingly not concerned. In fact, she’s giving a soft look to Tristan that I don’t like at all.


  “I just need some weapons and supplies. I do not need bodyguards,” I insist, raising my voice.


  Nathaniel stops packing and examines me with a piercing look. “I trust you have good reason to go after your friend?”


  Heat rushes to my face as all three focus on me. “Cyrus is in over his head. And he only ran off because I… look, we had an argument, okay? It’s my fault he’s gone. And he’s run off to participate in this attack against the ascenders.”


  Nathaniel tilts his head. “I’ve no love for the soulless ones, either.”


  “Yeah, well, my best friend isn’t a soldier,” I say. “But I can go after him on my own.”


  “You need someone to keep you safe.” Nathaniel and Tristan exchange a look that keeps the heat blazing in my face. They think I’m an idiot. An idiot who doesn’t know how to take care of himself—and who is probably endangering Kamali.


  Nathaniel turns away to continue stuffing weapons and rations into the fresh backpack Tristan has just handed him. “Old Portland is a couple hundred miles,” Nathaniel says to Tristan, ignoring me completely. “Passage could be difficult. Likely bad weather as well.”


  Tristan nods and starts scooping up more supplies into additional backpacks, handing them to Kamali and me. She’s giving me that steely-eyed look again, and I stop arguing. The truth is, Nathaniel and Tristan are trained in this sort of thing, and I really could use their help.


  I just don’t like it—or get why they’re so concerned about keeping me safe. Nathaniel, I can understand, in a weird way—he thinks I’m this prophet he’s been waiting for, and he’s already appointed himself my bodyguard. But Tristan? He’s been waiting for me to do something, but I’m obviously not doing what he expects. Is he coming along to keep the possible prophet of the Resistance safe or is there more to it? Specifically, more involving Kamali?


  She’s helping Tristan load up the backpacks. “If we can’t take a transport, maybe we can steal—”


  The door to the armory pod screeches open.


  We all jerk from surprise. Nathaniel grabs one of the guns off the rack and whips it toward the door. Grayson pokes his head inside. He gives a dark look to Nathaniel’s gun pointed at his head, but otherwise calmly scans the situation.


  His gaze lands on me. “What’s going on here, Eli?”


  Crap. I step forward. “We’re just…” I cast a look over my shoulder to Tristan, who’s standing ramrod straight.


  “We’re borrowing some supplies for a road trip,” he says stiffly. “We won’t be gone long.”


  A suspicious look settles on Grayson’s face. “Road trip? Where to?” He’s asking me, not Tristan.


  “Old Portland.” I let the words explain themselves. If Grayson is going to stop us, there’s not much use fighting him—he has his augment legs, and I’m not willing to shoot our way out of this.


  “I see.” He examines me for a beat longer. “I take it this isn’t something the commander needs to know about.”


  Or anyone else. “It would be better that way,” I say, tightly, heart pounding. Is he really going to let us go? “I’m just going to get my friend Cyrus and bring him back.”


  A harder expression carves Grayson’s cheeks. “Just in case you’re considering making it a longer stay, you should know the Makers are a cult like any other.”


  Tension pulls across my back as I straighten. “I’m not staying with the Makers,” I say with conviction. Not least because of Miriam Levine. Until my visions say otherwise, crossing paths with her is a good way for me to get dead.


  Grayson cocks his head a little. “If Cyrus is a betrayer to the Resistance, Eli, maybe you should let him go.”


  My hands curl into fists, and I can’t help slipping a little into the fugue state. Grayson’s ascender-tech legs are replaced by human ones, his rough linen shirt is baggie, and he has a dull red kilt wrapped around his hips. It’s so unlike the grizzled military man standing in front of me, it’s startling. But this is a key part of who Grayson is—I just wish I understood what it meant. And whether he’ll send the Resistance’s militia after us as soon as we leave. If word gets back to Lenora where we’ve gone, we’ll never get there.


  “Cyrus is no traitor,” I say. “And there’s no way he’s joining a cult. We just had a disagreement—and he has an abiding hatred for ascenders.”


  Grayson nods. “If you’re intent on bringing him out of the Makers’ cult, I’m not one to stand in your way.” He pulls a swipe card out of his pocket and flips it to Tristan, who catches it awkwardly while clutching three backpacks. “That will unlock a few sunbikes. They should have enough charge to get you a quarter of the way there. Take the pass through Clemson’s Ridge,” he says to Tristan, who is nodding. “You’ll find caves on the far side. Shelter there for the night. Traveling in the dark when you’re a small party in the out territories is not the smartest move. Once you have daylight, the bikes should carry you the rest of the way.” He turns to me. “Go get your friend. But be safe, Eli. We don’t want to lose you.”


  I frown as Grayson ducks back out of the armory and closes the door. The four of us stand in silence for a moment. We don’t want to lose you. I’m seriously wondering who the we is in that statement.


  “What just happened?” I ask Tristan.


  He shakes his head and tucks the swipe card in his pocket. “You never cease to amaze me with how small you think, Brighton.”


  I give him a perplexed look as he passes me, but he just snorts.


  Nathaniel hoists two backpacks over his shoulder and follows Tristan to the door. “All right, you heard the man. Let’s go.”


  Kamali’s beautiful face is scrunched with worry. She pulls on a backpack and lifts a helmet from the rack. Then she leans over and drops a kiss on my cheek. “You’re too important to lose, Eli. Even Grayson knows it.”


  Her words make me frown harder as she tromps in heavy boots after Tristan and Nathaniel. I grab my own backpack, the one Tristan has dropped at my feet, and hustle after them.


  I’m getting a pass on this because I’m supposed to be their prophet. Only I’m not doing any of the things they expect. I’m not leading the revolution. I’m not performing miracles. I’m running off to save my friend from some foolish idea he has about taking down the ascenders.


  Nathaniel, Tristan, and apparently even Grayson don’t seem to care—they want to make sure I stay alive long enough to become the prophet they’ll hope I’ll be some day.


  But what about Kamali?


  A sick feeling twists my stomach and says that’s why she’s coming as well.
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  I awake with Kamali in my arms.


  The floor of the cave is hard with only a thin mat to cushion us, but everything else—her body, her hair, the quiet, breathy sounds she makes when she sleeps—is pure softness. She’s still asleep, spooned up against me, my arm draped over and holding her close. A thin, silver ascender-tech blanket keeps us warm, although I’m convinced my body heat alone would warm the cave, being this close to her. We’re wearing the Resistance’s standard black t-shirt and pants now, which work well as sleep clothes, too. A backpack stuffed with clothes serves as Kamali’s pillow, and a few strays of her midnight black curls lift in a slight breeze. I’ve spent the entire night with that softness tickling my face—and I could stay this way for the rest of the day, except for Tristan’s glare from across the span of our hideout.


  He frowns with a little more loathing, then looks away. Steam rises from his collapsible cup as he heads for the mouth of the cave, then disappears around the corner to the outside. Nathaniel’s still sleeping—one of his snores bounces off the carved rock walls and rouses Kamali enough that she gathers the blanket closer to her chin. Then she settles into that slow, rhythmic breathing again.


  We’re not going anywhere until they wake up—I might as well clear the air with Tristan.


  I ease away from Kamali’s curled-over form, tucking the blanket around her and quietly rising from the mat. My boots are Resistance combat gear and heavy, but I keep my footfalls light across the packed dirt of the cave floor.


  Tristan barely throws me a glance when I emerge, just goes back to sipping his coffee and staring out from our rocky perch. The view is spectacular—early morning mist is creeping up the foothills, a malevolent fog that starts darkish gray, lightening as it rises, then flaming orangish-pink when it reaches the tips of the bristled trees. My hometown of Seattle is obscured by the rain-heavy clouds that lie like a smothering shroud over the entire peninsula. The sky above is brilliant morning-blue, untouched by the color drama below it.


  “You can go home now,” I say to Tristan. “I really don’t need you here.”


  He glances down at the meadow below our cave where our sunbikes are soaking up the morning’s offering of energy. Then he takes another sip before he turns to me. “Yes, you do.”


  “No, really… I don’t.” I can’t figure out what’s driving him. It’s hard for me to believe this is just about keeping the possible prophet-of-the-Resistance safe. “Besides, I’ve got Nathaniel. We’ll run down to Old Portland, convince Cyrus to come back, and we’ll be back before you can miss me.” I arch an eyebrow, wondering if he’ll rise to the bait.


  He rolls his eyes like I’m an idiot. Which is getting old.


  “I’ve spent my whole life in the Resistance,” he says. “And now I’m leaving it to keep you alive. Don’t you wonder why that is?”


  “We’re not leaving the Resistance,” I say through my teeth. “This is just temporary.”


  Tristan looks out at the landscape again. “If you say so.”


  Apparently, it’s on me to force this out into the open. “You’re here because of Kamali, aren’t you?” Why won’t he just admit it? “If you’ve got something to say to me, Tristan, let’s hear it.”


  He cocks his head toward me. “I’m not here to keep Kamali safe because, well, you already brought her back to life once. She’s probably in more danger being around you, but she’s also got her own personal savior to take care of her. It’s you I’m worried about.”


  This knocks me hard because he really seems to mean it. I step back a little on the rocky ground outside the cave. “You’re worried about me.”


  “Why is that so hard to believe?” Tristan asks with narrowed eyes. “I’m a soldier, born and raised in the Resistance. Trained as a medic. Everything I’ve ever done has been in service to the cause. My entire life has been one driving need to see this movement succeed. I was convinced that if we just kept trying, long enough and hard enough, with enough sacrifices…” He thrusts out his arm with the line of remembrance tattoos. The dead. “That eventually, the Resistance would start to take hold. We would win over enough ascenders to tip the balance. We would bring in enough legacy humans, drawing them out of their perfect bubble of existence so that they would see the golden cage the ascenders have constructed for them. I was convinced we could win freedom for everyone—and that we didn’t have to wait for some supposed prophet to save us from our destiny as second-rate chattel in the ascenders’ world. And then you come along and…” He shakes his head, letting his tirade drift off.


  I jut out my chin. “I want the Resistance to succeed as much as you do.” Which probably isn’t true, but it’s definitely the story I want Kamali to believe—unless or until I’m forced out.


  Tristan snorts a laugh, not buying it. “Yeah, right. You were dragged into the Resistance. What are you? A painter? The Messiah? Which is it?”


  Heat rushes my face. “No one special.” It’s my standard line, and I’ve been using it way too much.


  Tristan’s unimpressed. “Look, I saw you bring Kamali back. I believe it because it happened in front of my face, and I’m not into denying the obvious. So there is something special about you, Eli. But I seriously doubt you’re the prophet that some in the Resistance have been waiting for. You know, the coming one that’s supposed to lead us into the Second Singularity? How is that even remotely you?”


  I grit my teeth. “I never said it was.”


  He gives another snort laugh, but this one is a little more amused. “I know. That’s the part that bothers me the most. I can’t decide if you’re just the most inept prophet ever or if you’re some kind of genius manipulator.”


  “You know, I really would prefer if you went back to camp.” It’s a good thing we’re not in the fugue because my intense desire for exactly that would send Tristan violently sailing through the air. Yet I know… his words sting because they’re true. I have to be the worst prophet ever drafted for the job. If that’s even what I am. Mainly because I don’t want it and partly because I question my own sanity half the time. People who change the world aren’t supposed to be barely holding it together. But I’m definitely not trying to manipulate people into thinking I’m more than I am—the opposite is closer to the truth.


  Mostly, I want it all to go away.


  Tristan grins like he enjoys annoying the crap out of me. “Well, you’re stuck with me. Because if you are this prophet—the one thing that will save the Resistance that I’ve devoted my entire life to—I’m not going to let you get killed. Not that I’d miss you, Brighton, but I’ve got other people to think about.” He tips his head toward the cave with Kamali, who I hope is still sleeping.


  I can’t see her around the corner, but when I glance back, I find Nathaniel watching the two of us from just inside the mouth of the cave. He lumbers out, giving the side-eye to Tristan and folding his beefy arms when he takes a stance next to me.


  “Everything all right, Eli?” Nathaniel asks, his voice still rough with sleep.


  I throw a glance at Tristan. “Yeah, everything’s great.”


  I turn my back on the two of them and return to the cave.


  Kamali’s slender body is restless under the blanket—all the talking is waking her up. I dig out two packs of oatmeal and flex them to get them heating, then grab some spoons and bring everything over to our mat by the wall. I fold my legs and use my knees as a table before I gently stroke her hair to wake her the rest of the way. She blinks open her eyes to gaze sleepily up at me—a slow smile makes her even more beautiful. My heart aches with a level of longing I’ve never really felt before. Having a dozen peoples’ lives inside me gives a whole new perspective on this love thing—I remember lives that never had it; others that had it but lost it; and still more who lived through long stretches of time wrapped in the comfort of being thoroughly loved.


  I’m not sure if I have a soul, but the words soul mate fit the feeling—like there’s something deep inside that connects to one person differently from anyone else. I recognize the feeling, echoed through the other lives I carry, and every time Kamali looks at me like this, I’m convinced she’s the one.


  “Those for me?” she asks, eyeing our breakfast with something between hunger and dread.


  I hand a packet to her. “Only one. Greedy.”


  She grins, and everything else—the musty smell of the cave, the angry words with Tristan, all the suspicion and anxiety—just falls away. Kamali tucks into her breakfast, and I eat mine, a comfortable silence settling around us.


  Tristan and Nathaniel keep their distance and don’t break the quiet.


  We finish quickly, and then we’re busy packing our gear. All four of us hike down the granite path together to our sunbikes. They’ve recharged a little, judging by the indicators on the screens.


  “We need to get out into the sunlight,” Nathaniel says as he dons his helmet. The darkened visor blocks his face. “The bikes should recharge fully after that.”


  “How far is it to New Portland?” Kamali asks, scanning her bike’s screen as she taps it awake.


  “We’re still about two hundred miles out,” Tristan replies. “Our travel time will depend on how much the roads are broken up. The pre-Singularity highways were taken down in lots of areas, so we can’t depend on that. But there’s a bike path that’s off the main roads that still provides a pretty straight shot from Seattle to Old Portland. I’m guessing about eight hours if there aren’t any major blockages or washouts.”


  Kamali nods and slides on her helmet. I do the same, and soon we’re rolling out. Nathaniel leads the way, with Kamali following, then me, then Tristan bringing up the rear. We have to go single file because the roads truly are a mess. A hundred years of post-Singularity neglect has let nature reclaim the pavement. Some patches are straighter than others. Some were originally concrete, which staked civilization’s claim against nature and endured longer. Eventually, all of it will be gone. Nature is slow but relentless, and the ascenders have little use for ground transportation, remaining in their shining cities or traveling by air or via transmission to rental bodies. They intentionally let nature reclaim the sprawling spaces between—it’s part of their stewardship of the planet, keeping their footprint small and allowing nature its hold on the ecosystem. I have to give the ascenders their due—they figured out how to get the balance right between billions of beings on the planet and the natural flora and fauna that are unique to this planet in all the solar system. When and if they break out of the confines of our local galactic real estate, I’m sure they would be wise stewards there as well.


  I just pity the sentient beings they discover along the way.


  We zigzag our way down the foothills. The pre-Singularity highway system runs straight to the city, but we’re skirting the edges, turning south before we reach the no-humans zone patrolled by the ascenders’ sentries.


  Seattle’s towers are easily visible now that the clouds have lifted. They flame with the rising sun, scorched with pinks and dark plums like a surrealist painting. I know the truth of the drudgery that lies underneath—most legacy humans spend their time blissed out on Seven or Jolly or tranq’d by virtuals, spooling out their lives unaware of the liberated humans living outside the city. I grew up believing the lie—that humanity had withered outside the protective care of the ascenders. That exile from a legacy city doomed you to a bloody religious cult or starving as a nomad. Part of the Resistance’s mission is to enlighten the kept humans of the planet, to let them know they can choose a different fate. They don’t have to scrabble for their monthly allotment and hide their religious practices from the sentries like my mother did all those years. I see now why she didn’t leave. She and Lenora were plotting a different future, one where I would bring change for everyone. I should’ve left a note for my mother before I took off, but that would’ve risked Lenora finding out where I went. I should be back with Cyrus and Basha before they can get too worried.


  We’re making good time, the quiet hum of our bikes competing with the buffet of wind against my helmet to provide a curtain of sound around us. Not long after we turn south, the clouds drop again, descending on us and threatening to drop buckets on the stubbled and broken highway—which is becoming nearly impassable in spots. Three times, we have to dismount to go around big chunks washed out by previous storms. For those sections, we walk our bikes through culverts of soggy grass. Soon we run out of road altogether. Outside the city’s zone of influence, in the ascenders’ reclamation areas, the road has simply vanished and been replaced by meadows and wooded glens like it never existed. Then we have to backtrack. Eventually, we find the bike path that’s supposed to run straight to Old Portland, and it is smoother riding after that.


  We don’t talk much. Our helmets have mics, but they transmit everything to everyone. That prospect keeps us buttoned up. The quiet whirring of the bikes’ electric motors settles into a hum that has me floating in and out of the fugue. I can see through the black armor casings and darkened helmets. Kamali in her leotard. Tristan in camouflage—a soldier even in the fugue. Nathaniel’s fugue-state form wears a ragged, black military uniform, one I first glimpsed when he was threatening to burn the sin out of me.


  We’ve been traveling long enough that it’s almost time for a lunch break. Then the clouds open up and dump enough rain to slow us down substantially. We’re dry inside the armor, but the road is slick and treacherous. We slow to a crawl, winding around a large bend in the cracked pathway. It opens up to a field with a ramshackle pre-Singularity building off to one side. I squint at the building to see if the roof is intact, then just happen to shift into the fugue state slightly… and I nearly choke on what I see.


  Dozens of people.


  “Nathaniel!” I shout in my helmet, but the mic’s not on. By the time I manage to jab the button with my chin, it’s too late.


  The people break free of their hiding place and stream toward us, weapons bristling out. Brown wrappings shroud their faces and slick black ponchos cover the rest, but the gun barrels are unmistakable.


  I expect Nathaniel to slow down, but instead, he speeds up, going for ramming speed directly into the horde. I pull up short, curving my bike to the side of the pathway, so Tristan doesn’t slam into me from behind. Still, I nearly go down on the wet pavement.


  “Kamali!” My voice is shrill as I crane my neck to see her bike up ahead.


  It skids suddenly, then loses traction altogether. The armor protects her, but I watch in horror as she and the bike continue to slide toward the oncoming crowd. Nathaniel’s bike goes down ahead of her, but somehow his armor retracts to allow him to leap from it. Then he throws himself into the crowd, mowing people down.


  I fumble to ratchet down my armor and go after Kamali, but Tristan passes me, heading right for her. He reaches her before the crowd, but the rain is making everything slick, and his bike goes down, too, knocking over a few people. But a half dozen of them still lay hands on Kamali, lifting her free of her bike. Several more have their weapons out and pointed at Tristan’s head. He puts his hands up. Nathaniel has been wrestled to the ground.


  I’m still a dozen yards away, useless.


  Suddenly Tristan slumps to the pavement. Kamali cries out, but she’s cut off mid-cry and drops.


  “No!” The word wrenches out of me as I stumble away from the bike and rush the mob. Before I get five steps, something bites me, a pinch on my arm so sharp it blasts through the panic in my head. I grasp at it, and my mind involuntarily shifts half into the fugue. I struggle to stay present, but my legs go out from under me.


  I’m out before I hit the crumbling, weather-beaten road.


  [image: ch_header_10]


  Consciousness reaches into the dark and smacks me in the face.


  Or maybe it was the hand of the guy looming over me. I’m lying on a cold, hard floor. My eyes barely work.


  The man smiles brightly. “Welcome to the Promised Land, Elijah Brighton!”


  I blink. I’m not entirely sure I’m awake.


  “Let me go.” Kamali’s voice.


  “Just stop.” That’s Tristan.


  Their commotion draws scowl-lines on the light-brown skin of the middle-aged man above me. I twist toward the sound of their voices to see if this is real or a fugue-state vision.


  Tristan is holding Kamali back from coming to me. They’re both dressed in strange clothing—dark brown, rough-sewn pants and a plain, light-brown shirt—but they aren’t fugue-state clothes, so this has to be some version of reality.


  My face tingles with numbness. My hands barely work as I flail to rub my eyes. My head feels locked in a vise—all pressure, no pain—but the rest of the room slowly comes into focus.


  I’m lying in the center of a grand marble cathedral. An ornate dome towers two stories above me with a chain that dangles down to a rough wooden wheel holding a dozen metal lanterns. The room is round and large, with steps on the right and left, and a strange mix of Roman-style columns, sparkling granite floors, and stacks of dingy wooden bins. And people… lots of people. It’s like the bustling gray market back home if they’d held it in a pre-Singularity museum—or Augustus’s mansion in the mountains.


  Where are we?


  Every flat space in the cavernous room is crammed with people, two hundred or more, staring and whispering. I’m in the center, Tristan and Kamali are a dozen feet away, and Nathaniel is slumped on the ground, but I’m pretty sure he’s just passed out. We’re obviously the main attraction. The people are craning their necks to see us while standing on tiptoe on the steps, jostling between the marble columns, and swinging their legs from ledges and stacked crates. Men, women, and lots and lots of children, all dressed in the same dark brown pants and simple shirts that Kamali and Tristan now wear.


  Kamali’s beautiful eyes are wide with concern. I give her a small nod to let her know I’m okay. Tristan is eyeing the crowd like he expects them to surge forward and attack at any moment. But the people don’t seem like a mob—more like they’re here for whatever entertainment the man hovering over me is about to provide.


  My stomach hollows out with that thought.


  “I have to say, I’m surprised to see you here, Eli.” The man’s bright smile has tempered from maniacally enthusiastic to simply amused.


  I struggle up to sitting—I’m dressed in the same clothes as everyone else. Which means I’ve been passed out long enough for them to strip me down and haul me here, wherever here is.


  The sick feeling in my stomach is threatening to work its way up. “We were just traveling through. We didn’t mean any harm.” We’ve clearly been kidnapped, but I’m not sure what my next move should be. “And how do you know my name?” I glance at Kamali—she looks unharmed, just freaked. She shakes her head no. She didn’t tell them. I don’t know how they know me, but it’s obvious we’re vastly outnumbered and making a run for it isn’t an option. Especially with Nathaniel passed out.


  “Everyone knows who you are, Eli.” This guy is all smiles, and it’s unnerving me.


  “Yeah?” I try to shift into the fugue, but I can’t—my head’s still fuzzed-out by whatever they drugged us with.


  The man laughs, a bright and not-too-crazy sound. “My name is Joshua.” He extends his hand, and I stare at it for a beat too long. Then I take it and awkwardly shake.


  “I’m the Elder of the Promised people,” he says. “I’m sure you have many questions. But know this, Elijah Brighton—if you were not meant to be here, God would’ve directed you elsewhere.”


  Oh, crap. I grimace. “We didn’t mean to come here.”


  “But the rains didn’t stop you, did they?” he asks with a small smile. “The washed out roads didn’t keep you from us. In fact, the lack of a straight path to anywhere didn’t dissuade you from coming down the Road of Salvation.”


  “The Road of Salvation?” I’m flashing back to the cult of the Cleansed, the one Nathaniel inducted us into—although this guy doesn’t seem as bent on bloody violence. Yet. But we’re obviously their prisoners. Perhaps sacrifices. Who knows. All my alarm bells are ringing.


  I need to clear my head, get into the fugue, and get more information.


  “The Road of Salvation was given to us by the Lord.” Joshua lifts his arms wide. “God came to my father in a vision, and he said, ‘Take this structure of the pre-Singularity times, before my children abandoned me, and use it to build a new tribe. Be fruitful and multiply, and I shall provide all that you need through the Road of Salvation.’”


  I squeeze my eyes shut and shake my head to clear out the fuzziness. It helps a little. I manage a partial shift, and strangely enough, Joshua’s clothes are the same. I blink rapidly, not sure if I’m actually in the fugue or not.


  “Do you understand, Eli?” Joshua’s voice is kind, even gentle.


  My brain has way too many mixed signals to even contemplate a lie. “You’re saying this building was given to you by God?”


  That shining smile is back on his face. “This building. The land and water that surround it. God led us to the pre-Singularity archives here and gave us everything else we needed. We are simple people, Eli, but we’re not uneducated. Did you know this city was once called Olympia? It’s a fitting name for a race of fools who dreamed they could become gods, don’t you think?”


  I have no idea what the right answer is to that. I shrug.


  He smiles. “We’re not ignorant of the current world, either. We watch the net. We saw your performance in the Olympics. There is much speculation among the Promised about your painting of Kamali.” He sends one of those super-happy smiles to her. A shiver races down my back. “You portrayed Ms. LeClair and the Uplifting time so beautifully—and now you’ve brought her to us! You even left the Resistance, those lost sheep who lie down with wolves, to come here! God’s gifts are truly great.” He nods to the crowd, and that same eagerness shines in their eyes. “The Promised cannot wait to see how it unfolds.”


  My stomach is in full rebellion. “We’re just trying to reach Old Portland—” I try, desperately blinking and trying to access the fugue.


  His face falls into a scowl. “The Makers don’t come here. Nor the ascenders—they don’t like the water, and they prefer their hyper-rail. Although mostly, God protects us with his invisibility shield from that unholy horde.”


  This guy is straight-up crazy… unless there really is an invisibility shield around his land? I don’t know what to think.


  He gives me a slightly pained look. “We know it’s hard to see this when you’ve just arrived in the Promised Land. It’s hard to accept that you’re here because God sent you to be among us. That’s why we have the Keeping Time—to give you a full chance to consider the Promised and to realize we are the thing you’re seeking. But Eli, you have to already know what a special gift you are from God.”


  What I know is that we need out of this place. “You know, thanks, but I really think we should get going—” I try to brace myself up from the floor, but I’m still dizzy with the drug, and the room seems to tilt.


  Joshua’s hand is surprisingly strong on my shoulder, bracing me but also settling me back down. “All in good time, my friend. God brings people to us, but you must decide whether to stay. And not all are welcome, either—we have a holy mission, and not everyone can join our family. But you, Eli… I fear you’re my greatest test. If I fail to convince you to stay, God may judge me harshly for it. It’s not enough for me to farm the land or pull fish from the water to feed my people. As Elder, I also have to feed their souls. And you, my friend, are a Soul Feeder if I’ve ever seen one.”


  A cool prickle runs along the back of my neck. “Look, I’m really not—” Kamali is shaking her head again… only now she’s in her leotard. I’m in the fugue state.


  I whip my gaze back to Joshua. He’s close enough that I can just reach him with my fugue-state hand without having to leave my body. I do, hastily, and the rush of information punches through the haze in my mind. Normally, it takes time to process an entire lifetime of memories, but I don’t have time. I grab at the basics, trying to get a handle on the Promised and what they’re all about. It turns out, they’re essentially peaceful, but anything God sends down the Road of Salvation is theirs by divine right. Even so, they do let people go. Joshua is telling the truth about that. And this soft-spoken, too-many-smiles demeanor is his true self, even in the fugue. He’ll let us go if I insist on it. Or convince him we’re not worth keeping.


  I pull back and blink rapidly to get situated in reality again.


  Joshua is frowning at me. “Are you all right, my friend? Sometimes the sedative takes a while to ease off.” He glances at Nathaniel and waves to one of the members of his tribe. Through Joshua’s memories, I recognize the woman who rushes forth—she’s Rebecca, his second. She kneels at Nathaniel’s side and reaches to his neck. She’s giving him an antidote, the one they often use to revive people. “Your friend is quite large and very difficult to sedate. We had to use several doses—for his own safety and everyone else’s. We wouldn’t want anyone to get hurt. But Becca will bring him around.”


  “Good,” I say, sitting up taller. “Then I have to insist that we be on our way. You seem to have a wonderful family here,” I say, using the term I fish out of his memories, “but we have urgent business. A friend of mine is with the Makers, and I need to bring him home.”


  Joshua’s eyebrows lift, and I’m not sure which part surprises him. Maybe it’s the new confident tone in my voice, now that I understand the Promised tribe is essentially benign. “The Makers are committing the same sin as the people of the pre-Singularity times—the ones we now call ascenders. They believe in the power of the mind rather than the power of the soul. You must join us, Eli, or be left behind, as they will.”


  “Before the Uplifting comes,” I say, using terminology from something he calls the Book of Founding, “we’ll find our way back to the Promised.” My head is cleared out, so I rise up from the floor.


  Joshua rises too, but he’s giving me a pinched look. “We know not the time of the Uplifting. When the Promised have fulfilled our purpose—when we’ve grown and multiplied and are strong enough—God will come for us. Every moment you’re away, you’re at risk of missing it. And there will be no salvation for any others, Eli. We’ll be like Noah’s Ark, carrying the seed of humanity forward through the cleansing. I’m not sure you entirely understand this.”


  I do—at least I can see it through the prism of his memories—but I can’t let on. “I can’t leave my friend with the Makers. He’s like a brother to me.”


  Joshua’s face opens in approval.


  Nathaniel is getting to his feet with Tristan’s help. Kamali is giving me encouraging looks. Now that we’re all awake, it’s time to leave.


  Joshua’s nodding. “It’s commendable that you care for your brother as much as your own salvation. But the Lord sent you down the Road of Salvation, Eli, not him. And I can’t release you until after the Keeping Time, regardless.”


  He gestures again to the crowd, and three large men come forward. They usher Kamali, Tristan, and a staggering, blinking Nathaniel closer to us. The Keeping Time is short—a week or less—but we don’t have that kind of time. The Makers are planning their attack on New Portland within days.


  Joshua continues. “Normally, a young man like yourself, Eli, would be taken as a third or fourth, unless you’re already paired. Are you? Is Kamali your second? Because there are more than a few of us who were convinced of that even as we watched you paint.” His smile is teasing, and a twitter of laughter goes around the crowd. It’s unnerving, as if my whole life is just some holo these people have been watching.


  Then I catch the look on Kamali’s face. Like she’s not sure what I’ll say.


  I face Joshua. “Yes, Kamali is my second.”


  “Very well.” He smiles wider. “Then you two would remain paired, and the others would be taken as thirds or fourths into our families. They seem strong and capable—I’m sure they would make good husbands, plus they need a place and a purpose within the Promised. I’m the third son of a fourth in the Founder’s family, so be assured that all family members have equal importance in the eyes of the Lord.”


  I can see the horror creeping across Tristan’s face, but Nathaniel’s face is just pure, steely anger. Joshua’s memories fill in the blanks—the Promised have family units with multiple partners, both male and female, and many children. The entire tribe is one big extended family, but liaisons as Kamali would call them happen not just with couples—seconds—but groupings of three or four. Then the entire group cares for the children and carries out the duties that keep the tribe housed and fed… and producing more children. The entire raison d’etre of the Promised appears to be procreation. Go forth and multiply. Literally. Given they think they’re the only humans who will survive the Uplifting, it makes a strange sort of sense.


  I may not know the purpose of the fugue, or whether I’m supposed to be a prophet for the Resistance, but I’m certain my purpose on the planet is not to populate it with more Promised cult members.


  “Look,” I say, “thanks for the offer. But we’re not staying.”


  A rustle goes around the airy, round room. The cult’s stronghold is constructed from tons of granite, several stories high. Now that I’ve peered into Joshua’s memories, I see it in a new light—this was a government building, a capital where laws were passed and political power gathered. It's stately and ornate and can withstand a heavily-armed invasion.


  I’m sure it’s also impossible to break out of.


  Joshua frowns then gestures to the crowd. “The Lord has promised us a prophet, Eli—I simply need time to determine if you are it.”


  Kamali’s eyebrows hike up, and even Tristan looks surprised. Nathaniel seems to be ignoring everything Joshua says, just scanning the room with a look that grows darker by the second.


  I clear my throat. “I’m not any kind of—”


  “That’s not for you to decide.” Joshua smiles again in that kindly way. “The Lord decides our purpose.”


  The shiver is running up my back again. The Promised might let an ordinary traveler go, but their long-awaited prophet? No way. We need to leave—now—but we’re outnumbered, we have none of our supplies, and I can only guess what’s happened to our sunbikes. And we’re still a hundred miles from the Makers.


  I swallow, but there’s only one way out of this. I lean toward Joshua, drop my voice, and stare into his eyes for a second. “You’re right. I’m sent by God. And I have a message just for you.”


  His eyes go wide, and he leans back. He’s staring at me like I’ve suddenly morphed into some kind of alien creature.


  Slowly, he gives me a small nod.
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  Maybe the Promised are a mob after all.


  I hold my tongue as Joshua tries to quiet the protests that have erupted all around us. Kamali is sending me wide-eyed looks that squeeze down on my chest. Tristan moves closer to her, taking a protective stance, and Nathaniel’s fists curl up, his back to us as he faces the suddenly animated crowd.


  The Promised aren’t happy with the idea of me talking to Joshua alone.


  Finally, Joshua holds up his hands to the crowd. “My friends,” he calls above the noise. “If Eli wishes to speak privately with me for his message from the Lord, we should grant that wish. These extraordinary gifts deserve our most gracious hospitality. Is that not the commitment we make as the Promised?”


  The tension in the crowd eases a little, settling into a shifting and shuffling of feet.


  Joshua drops his arms. “I promise, I will keep nothing from you.” The grumbling swells up again, and he lifts a hand to them. “I know, I know. Trust me that I am not such an easy mark as you might suspect.”


  A light huffing of laughter goes around the dome.


  “Our gifts aren’t going anywhere,” he assures them. “And neither are we. I’ll take them up to my office, and whatever Eli has to tell me will be revealed to all in good time.” He gestures to the three men hovering around Tristan, Nathaniel, and Kamali. They usher us toward the stairs and the crowd parts. Tristan goes first. Nathaniel must still be recovering because he’s lumbering unsteadily after Tristan, footsteps pounding heavy on the granite flooring. I slip my hand into Kamali’s and give it a small squeeze. Her eyes scan my face, and her unspoken thoughts press on me—she has to know I’m only putting on a show, not really talking to her God, but I’m still cringing as we ascend the marble steps.


  There’s only so much I can do with the fugue—dipping into minds for information or spying on people undetected is as close as it gets to real life. That, and bringing Kamali back from the dead, but that’s something I’ve only done once. And only under dire conditions and because I wanted it so badly. That’s the extent of my “powers” in a practical sense—unless you count those bleedovers from the fugue as a skill, not just me losing my grip on reality. But conjuring animated sketches or bouncing globe lights that other people can see will not get us out of the grasp of the Promised.


  If I have to impersonate a prophet to get us free, then that’s what I’ll do.


  Kamali can blast me for it later.


  At the top of the stairs, there’s a hallway with more broad granite and gold trim. Joshua’s three guards have the kind of muscle that comes from a lifetime of manual labor. They lead us to a large room with moldering drapes across a vast, curving expanse of windows. Outside, the sun glitters on the water, and the remnants of a bridge fail to span the expanse between two peninsulas. The field below the second-floor window looks recently tilled with fresh crops struggling up from the soil. It’s beautiful in an agrarian and simple-living kind of way—much more inviting than the grimy Orion-sponsored housing of Seattle. If I were a legacy kid who had been banished or had run away, I could see settling in a place like this.


  If not for the cult.


  Joshua whispers something to two of the men. They leave us, closing the broad double doors behind them. The third remains inside, standing with feet planted wide by the only exit. We’re definitely not escaping by brute force, especially not with the masses anxiously waiting downstairs. But if I play this right, Joshua will release us of his own volition.


  He gestures to a large wooden desk near the windows. It’s pre-Singularity, ornate and deeply carved, probably too massive to haul away or chop apart for kindling during the turbulent days after the Singularity. The rest of the room is barren, scavenged and scarred by the raids for materials and goods that happened before the Promised arrived.


  “Important matters were discussed in this room, even in pre-Singularity times,” Joshua says. “I have a feeling, Eli, that you’re the most important matter that will ever be discussed here.”


  Joshua’s sense of destiny and the importance of his mission ring throughout his memories. He literally grew up with the mantle of leadership bestowed upon him by his father before he passed. That blazes bright in his mind, always.


  I can work with that.


  “The message I’ve brought from God is not about the Uplifting,” I start. “I’ve been sent to tell you—”


  Joshua’s already holding up his hand to stop me. “I know you wish to leave, Eli.” He takes on a more calculating look than I’ve seen before. “And I imagine you would say just about anything to make that happen. I’m afraid I can’t simply believe out of hand whatever you say, no matter how convinced I am of your great purpose.” He shakes his head a little sadly. “Truthfully, I would willingly believe every word that falls from your lips. That is my personal flaw—my failing. But I have a responsibility to the Promised to make sure you are actually a messenger from God.”


  “Of course.” I nod like this is entirely reasonable. “As you say, your people are not uneducated.” I hastily juggle through his still-unsorted memories, looking for something not easily known but important. There’s one memory that shines like a beacon. “When you were small, your father took you aside. He brought you to a tree planted not far from this capital building.”


  Joshua’s eyes narrow. “Perhaps that’s a story you’ve heard. Maybe from previous visitors to the Promised Land.” He throws a skeptical glance at Nathaniel and Tristan—he might know Kamali and me from the net, but he’s never met them.


  I latch onto the memory and try to integrate it faster—it’s a formative one, fully fleshed out in rich detail. “Your father explained that he had chosen you to succeed him. He said the Promised would put down roots and grow and spread, but they must remain interconnected, like every leaf in the tree depends on the other, serving each other. And when the tree of the people had grown sufficiently, God would deliver a smiting blow to the wicked and return the earth to the Promised.”


  The warm brown tone of Joshua’s face is slowly losing color. “The Lord will wipe them away, like Noah and the flood,” he intoned, reciting a passage I recognize from their Book of the Founding. “He will erase their wickedness from the earth, for the devil had brought forth temptation in the form of ascendance, and those who were taken with that unholy enlightenment lost their souls.”


  Cyrus would probably agree with Joshua on that. The Makers, too. All of them seem so convinced the ascenders lost their souls in the Singularity, and that somehow justifies whatever they want to do. Reclaim the world. Wipe the ascenders away in a flood. All because they want to restore mankind to the top of the pile.


  “I’m not here to herald the flood,” I reiterate. “I’m here because God is concerned that your tree has rotted wood festering deep inside.”


  Joshua’s mouth drops open. “I will not listen to this!” he blurts out, then flicks a look at the man at the door. “Not without proof that you are truly from God! Otherwise, you could easily be the devil come to confound us and tear us apart.”


  Crap. It’s clear I’m incompetent at this. Not that I’ve ever tried to be a prophet nor want the job, but my first go at it is already unraveling. Which makes Tristan right about me, and that burns a low flame of agitation inside. I glance at Kamali, but her face is wooden, and she’s staring at Joshua like he’s a snake that might strike any of us.


  I raise my hands in conciliation, backpedaling. “Of course, you need proof. Ask me something only you would know. Maybe something you would only share with the Lord or something that happened between you and your father?”


  A light sweat breaks out between my shoulder blades. I’m too far away to reach him in the fugue without leaving my body slumping to the floor, and I haven’t had time to properly sort through his memories and assimilate them. Memories aren’t hardcoded like bits of data in a holo file. What we remember is more a sense of who we are, and that sense comprises all the things that have happened to us over time. It’s not static either—the sense of self evolves as new information is added. I discovered this in my hours on the Dalai Lama’s mat, trying to integrate all the pieces of lives I’d accessed. That was why it was so difficult to do without coming undone—without losing myself—because with each new memory I integrate, I have to evolve a new sense of who I am. For any other person, this happens one memory, one experience, at a time; for me, I’m swamped by the deluge, having to live an entire lifetime all at once.


  Even as Joshua’s dark brown eyes hold mine in a steady stare, I’m scrambling to incorporate his memories so I can access them as he does. We’re both searching the same collective bits of memory and information and knowledge that comprise the sense of self of the third son of the Founder’s fourth—only he’s had a lifetime to bring them together, and I’ve had about two minutes.


  My heart’s pounding hard enough for me to feel it banging in my chest.


  “That day at the tree,” Joshua says, and I struggle to keep the sigh of relief inside. I’ve already led him to that memory, and the details are crisp and accessible in my mind. “My father gave me something. What was it?” His eyes turn hard.


  Everyone is leaning forward, waiting tensely for my response, even the guard at the door.


  But I already know the answer. “Your father gave you two things.” I can tell by the way Joshua’s eyelid twitches that I’ve already got him. “One was the Book of Founding—a symbol that you were now the caretaker of the Promised. He was close to his death, and the people would know by the Book, that you were his anointed heir. But there was a second book—the original, scribbled on loose-leaf and bound with string—that he kept hidden. A sacred relic that was his first transcription of the words from God as he wrote them. That copy of the Book of Founding rests inside the desk behind you.”


  Joshua struggles for something to say as if every emotion that’s driven him throughout his life has reached up at once to strangle him. Then, without a word, he whirls around and strides back to the desk. He reaches inside his shirt and pulls out a small brass key on a rough leather cord. He opens one of the drawers, slides out a scroll, and shakes it at me.


  “No one knows of this!” A manic glee slowly blossoms on his face.


  “The Lord sees everything.” Part of me is sickened by this whole charade, especially saying those words. Kamali’s eyes are almost as wide as Joshua’s, but not with joy. My stomach lurches.


  Joshua shoves the scroll back in its drawer, locking it again. Then he clutches his hands in front of his face—they’re fists, but not in anger, more like a crazed excitement. “The Lord has sent you to test me, hasn’t he?” His voice is strained and breathless.


  He’s taken the bait. Hook, line, and sinker.


  I try to keep my cool. “No, Joshua, you’ve been a faithful servant of the Lord.” I swallow and don’t even dare to look at Kamali. “He sent me to warn you—there’s one among you who is straying from the ways of the Promised.”


  Joshua’s exuberance deflates into confused concern. “What do you mean?”


  “I mean the flood is not immediately at hand, but some dissent in your ranks might keep you from being prepared for when it arrives.”


  “What dissent?” he asks, stepping back. “Our families are solid. We care for one another. I’m aware of no—”


  I cut him off before he can wriggle his way off the hook. “It’s precisely because of your trusting nature that the Lord has sent me.”


  Joshua is stricken. He flicks a look at the guard, but he nods.


  I’m feeling worse and worse about this, but I need a serious high-level distraction to get Joshua to willingly send us on our way. “I need a moment to discern the exact person.” I fold my legs and sit, mostly so I won’t crack my head on the threadbare carpeting when I go into the fugue. “I’ll need my assistant, Kamali, to help.”


  Joshua nods his agreement. Kamali shuffles over to kneel behind me, putting her hands on my shoulders without instruction and easily falling into this role of con artist that I’ve thrust upon her. It makes my stomach churn again, but I need her close by in case something happens while I’m in the fugue.


  “Are you sure you’re ready?” she asks, and the flat tone of her voice squeezes on my chest. I can only imagine what she’s thinking.


  “Yes.” I rest my upturned hands on my knees and shift fast. My body slumps forward.


  Joshua’s whole body jerks with surprise, but I don’t have time for that.


  I flit to the guard’s side first and pass my hand through him—he’s a third in Joshua’s family. I would’ve recognized him if I hadn’t been so focused on deceiving our kidnapper. But Joshua’s third would give his life for the man, so he’s not a plausible candidate for corruption in the body of the Promised. The other two guards, outside the door, are likewise devoted, both cousins. Nearly everyone in the Promised is related by marriage or blood. I will myself back to the crowd downstairs. They’re milling around and excitedly discussing the events taking place upstairs. I stand in the dead center and hold fixed in my mind the idea of betrayal. Deceit. Someone who has ambition and maybe envies Joshua’s power over the group. Or simply told a lie. Anything. In a group this size, there has to be someone who’s done something wrong.


  Like a signal blaring through the crowd, I’m drawn to a man standing by one of the pillars with his arms crossed, coolly listening in on the chatter of the room. I plunge my hand into the man’s head and find that he’s Joshua’s older brother—half-brother, really, the son of the Founder’s second. Even though his mother was first in the Founder’s heart, Samson was the less-favored son—the one unjustly passed over for the younger, more gullible Joshua. They have a history of fighting, with Samson always swallowing the bitter pill of Joshua’s word carrying more weight than his, even within his own family.


  Perfect.


  I flash back upstairs. Coming alive in my own body, I open my eyes and say, “You have a betrayer.”


  Joshua reels back from me and bumps into the desk. “What did you say?”


  I shrug off Kamali’s hands, and she quickly backs away. Tristan’s gaze drills into the back of my head, but I ignore him. Nathaniel stands at stiff attention, near the guard.


  “I can tell you the name, but first, Joshua, we need to have an understanding.” I wait for the horror and confusion on Joshua’s face to give way to cautious agreement.


  “Understanding about what?” The suspicion is back in his voice, so I need to make this fast. And reasonable.


  “The Lord has given me more than one mission,” I say. “In fact, I have many parts to play before the Uplifting is upon us. It’s a delicate time.”


  Joshua is nodding, hooked again.


  “Once I’ve delivered my message to you, I need to be on my way. As I told you before, I have an equally urgent message for the Makers. And time is essential in delivering it.”


  Understanding dawns on his face. “You’re gathering up all the Lord’s people. For the coming.”


  “That is my purpose.” The lies are coming easier and easier. “But my mission is time critical. You must return our sunbikes and supplies so we can continue on our way.”


  “Yes, of course.” He’s nodding jerkily.


  Relief trickles through me. I can tell he means it—Joshua would no more stand in our way now than cut off his own right hand.


  “Thank you,” I say with real warmth.


  Joshua steels himself, bracing against the desk. “I’m ready to hear your message. The one who is brewing dissent among us.” He swallows.


  I have to force myself not to grimace. “It’s your brother, Samson. He’s envious of you and thinks he should be Elder.”


  Joshua physically flinches, and guilt spears through me. I tell myself these people wouldn’t let us go otherwise, but now I wish I’d found someone not so close to Joshua. Although, that would be difficult with the Promised. They’re one giant family.


  Joshua rallies from the physical pain this news seems to have brought him. He lifts his chin, stiffly, to his third guarding the door. “Bring him to me.”


  The man’s face has paled, but he hurries out.


  Dread trickles through me. “It’s an understandable thing,” I say, trying to fix the damage before it goes too far. “For a brother to be jealous.”


  “Yes.” Joshua is nodding and agreeing, but his eyes are glazed. “Understandable.” He lifts his eyes to me—the man is on the verge of tears. My mouth works, wanting to say something to make this less difficult, but he raises a finger and points at me, shutting off my words. “You would not have come if this did not threaten the Promised.”


  I want to say no, it’s not that bad, but I can’t. Not and still keep up the ruse.


  Joshua straightens, shoulders thrown back like he’s mustering his determination. The dread trickling through me turns into an icy gush.


  “When the Uplifting comes, we cannot afford to be divided.” His voice is gaining strength. “The future of humanity depends on the Promised being worthy when that time arrives. We cannot rebuild the world if we are swept away with the wicked. All our lives, every one of us, depends on this.”


  I nod, mutely, having no idea what to say to that.


  Joshua’s third throws open the door, muscling in Samson. He has a confused and frightened look on his face. Joshua strides forward and embraces his brother, fiercely. Tears break free and roll down Joshua’s face.


  When he pulls back, Samson says, “My brother, what is this about?” He glances at Kamali and me, confusion still wrenching his face.


  Joshua doesn’t answer, just shakes his head and turns away. He strides back to the giant wooden desk and opens one of the drawers. He pulls out a gun.


  What?


  Before I can speak, he fires. The sound jerks my body hard and blanks out my mind. Kamali screams, and Tristan curses, but Joshua’s not pointing the short-nosed barrel at them.


  Or me.


  Samson hits the floor with a sickening thud.


  I stare at the bloody hole in his back.


  What the hell?


  Nathaniel crosses the room in a flash, wrenching the gun from Joshua’s hand and shoving it against his head. He’s growling orders at Joshua to let us go. Joshua’s third stands over Samson’s body in stunned silence. The other two guards have burst through the door, but they’re standing mute as well.


  My ears are ringing.


  A bloody pool is growing out from under Samson’s body.


  Joshua’s eyes are dulled, and he’s unaffected by Nathaniel’s urgent demands that he clear the way for us to leave. He’s simply staring at his brother’s body, as I am.


  As everyone is.


  Nathaniel falls silent.


  Then Joshua finally looks at me. “The sin of ambition is still among us,” he says, pain filling his voice. “We are not finished paying for the sins of the past—the sins of our forefathers before the Singularity. But we will conquer this, Eli, I promise you. Tell the Lord that when he comes for us, we’ll be ready.”


  I can’t speak—my throat is closed with horror. Kamali is covering her face with her hands. Tristan’s hand is on my shoulder. He’s saying something, but I can’t hear it over the ringing in my ears. Only Joshua’s words get through.


  “You may take the others and go now,” Joshua says. “Please. Go. And ask no more of me.” There’s such pain in the man’s voice.


  Nathaniel relaxes his hold on Joshua and steps away. Then Nathaniel lumbers over, and he and Tristan hustle Kamali and me out the door.
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  I just got a man killed.


  Nathaniel and Tristan are dragging me through a back door in the capital building. I stumble and nearly go down as we head for the sunbikes, but they keep me on my feet. I’m amazed no one is stopping us. I shift partially into the fugue so I can see through the walls to the bright, living essences behind us, crowded under the dome—word is sweeping like panic through the Promised, everyone caught up in the horror of the gunshot on the second floor.


  No one is following us.


  I snap back to reality as Tristan shoves a bike helmet into my chest. “Put it on.”


  I just blink. Kamali is fumbling with her helmet. Her hands are shaking. I want to go to her, but Tristan is already there, helping her secure it in place.


  I don’t know what to say anyway.


  I shove on my helmet and climb on my bike. Nathaniel is already mounted on his and ready to go. Kamali and Tristan quickly get on theirs, and soon we’re rolling away from the Promised Land. There’s only a thin dirt road leading to the capital building, but it’s straight and well-packed. We make good time.


  Silence reigns over the mics. The soft hum of our sunbikes and the crunch of the tires compete with the racing thud of my heart. I keep looking back over my shoulder—my bike’s armor has automatically ratcheted up around me, but I can see through it easily enough. At any moment, I expect a mob to spill out of the capital building, but it just slowly slips away into the distance. When we turn onto a paved road—the Road of Salvation—there’s still no sign of anyone coming after us.


  We travel single file, falling into the same order as before, without a word. I want to say something, explain my actions—especially to Kamali—but words are lodged in my throat.


  I got a man killed.


  My head churns and replays the scene, over and over, trying to come up with an alternate way I could’ve steered it. Why didn’t I see this coming? Because you’re an idiot, is the only answer I have. Sourness haunts the back of my throat. The threat of getting sick in my own helmet is becoming substantial. I flip up my visor for some fresh air. The wind whips at my eyes, pulling lines of tears I don’t deserve to shed.


  What the hell am I doing? I’m just some idiot who’s been handed a power I don’t know how to handle. I know I’m not cut out for this. Tristan is right—there’s no way I’m capable of being anyone’s prophet. I can’t even pretend for five minutes without getting someone killed. I’m a weapon, nothing more, just like the gun Joshua pulled out of that drawer—I can’t even try to save us without it going off in my face.


  I suck in several gulps of air and try to breathe out the pain in my chest. The wind wipes away some of my self-pity. I pull down my visor again, closing off the rushing noise of the road.


  We travel a while longer in silence, but eventually, Nathaniel breaks it. “You did what had to be done, Eli.” His voice is gruff over the helmet mic. It’s open so everyone can hear.


  He’s wrong, but I say nothing, still trying not to get sick.


  “If I had to fight our way out of there,” he continues, sounding strong in his conviction, “I would’ve killed more men than you did today. Or taken a bullet myself to work you free.”


  What? “I don’t expect that from you.” My voice cracks as the words push out of me. “I don’t want anyone dying for me.” That I have to say this out loud is insane.


  “Nathaniel’s right,” Kamali’s soft voice comes over the mic. “You were trying to get us free. You’re not responsible for what that man did.”


  My attention snaps to her sunbike ahead of me. I shift so I can see her through the armor—she’s in her leotard, facing forward, keeping her eyes on the road.


  “I should’ve known.” My words are a whisper. I want to speak just to her. I want to know what she truly thinks about this, not on the open mic, not for public consumption.


  “You can’t know everything, Eli.” Her voice is soft, forgiving, and it makes me cringe. She shouldn’t forgive me for this. Why is she? It resurrects that niggling doubt—the one that questions whether she loves Eli-the-painter or Eli-the-prophet. Or if what she feels is really love at all.


  “You cannot be held by people such as these,” Nathaniel says. “I understand their ways. Knowing your gift, they would never have let you go. And they would’ve put it to much worse use than a single man and a single gunshot. Trust me on this. They would’ve claimed you for their own, and you have a much bigger purpose, Eli, than serving the Promised.”


  This makes me cringe anew. Bigger purpose? I can barely handle myself with a ragged agriculturally-based religious cult with a mystical road of redemption. There’s no way I’m the man for any bigger purpose job. I proved that definitively just minutes ago.


  “I should’ve found a better way.” This much I’m sure of.


  “Yes, you should have.” Tristan’s voice is tight.


  Anger flashes heat to my face, but he’s right. And in a way, I’m grateful he’s speaking the truth.


  “I’m not cut out to be anyone’s prophet,” I say, my voice soft.


  Tristan snorts into the mic. “You’re certainly trying to prove that, aren’t you?”


  Okay… now I want to punch him. Somehow this return to normalcy chases away the sickness in my throat and keeps it from choking me.


  “Shut up, Tristan.” Kamali’s pissed. She glances back at me and Tristan. “You have no idea how hard it is being him.”


  As much as I love Kamali defending me, her words just serve up another bout of nausea and guilt. “He’s right, Kamali. I shouldn’t mess around with this stuff when I don’t know what I’m doing.”


  “Or, maybe, you could actually figure this out, Brighton.” Tristan acts like he hasn’t even heard Kamali. “Figure it out or turn back now. Because if you can’t handle the Promised, there’s no way you can handle Miriam Levine and the Makers.”


  The heat in my face ramps up to scorching. Because he’s probably right. We barely escaped the farm-zealots, and now I’m leading everyone into a cult of augment-zealots? Only I can’t leave Cyrus there, either. “I’m not giving up on my best friend.” But even I can hear my voice waver.


  “And who do you think is going to pay the price for that?” Tristan’s words are clipped. I know he means Kamali.


  “Stop it.” Kamali’s words are angry and pointed.


  But he’s right. “You should all go back,” I choke out. “It’s too risky. Let me do this alone.”


  “You will not do this alone.” Nathaniel’s voice booms deep over the mic.


  There’s a silence that feels like it’s suffocating me. “Tristan, take her back,” I say, begging, knowing full well Kamali can hear me. “To the Resistance, where it’s safe.”


  “That is not for you to decide!” She whips her head back to glare at me, and even through the armor of our bikes, I feel the heat of her anger.


  What a disaster. I can’t even think straight now—Kamali’s angry, this is all too dangerous, I’m an idiot, and yet our bikes keep rolling on. There’s another silence that stretches a dozen heartbeats and then more.


  Finally, I hear Tristan audibly sigh over the mic. “If you’re determined to do this, Brighton, just…” He sucks in a breath, choosing his words. “Just figure out what the hell you’re doing, all right? You’ve got this power—how about using it in a way that doesn’t get people killed? Maybe even makes things better.”


  If only I knew what that was. The silence that hangs over the mic is damning. Nathaniel, Kamali, even Tristan—none of them, least of all me, knows what I’m supposed to be doing with the fugue and everything that comes with it.


  Everyone’s waiting for me to serve some higher purpose. What is that exactly? The Resistance is engaged in a PR war, recruiting rebel ascenders and hoping to free humanity to ascend. Where do I fit in with that? A supernatural spy on other people’s minds who occasionally brings someone back from the dead? I’m not the holy and mystical being some of them expect to come along and herald the Second Singularity. I do connect with the other side, but that doesn’t make me the salvation of humanity or the second coming of… whatever. God? God’s prophet on earth? I don’t even know what that is, but I’m definitely not what Tristan the lifelong-Resistance-member expected. Or Nathaniel the zealot-of-many-cults. I’m probably disappointing Kamali-the-believer, too, although she’s not letting it show. As much.


  They were all expecting something wondrous… and they got me instead.


  Even the Promised are waiting for a prophet, as if some mystical event or person will wipe away the ascenders and liberate them. Which seems like the wishful thinking of people that evolution has irrevocably passed by. But the ascenders aren’t content, either. Augustus was reaching for another realm with his Mind—I’m sure he’ll return to that quest if he resurrects. Lenora was reaching for a bridge to the divine in creating me. She’s probably panicked that her supposed key to the Second Singularity has slipped out into the dark—I wouldn’t be surprised if she’s already got search parties out after me.


  What if the Second Singularity never comes? What if things just stay the way they are… forever. That doesn’t seem like such a bad thing. The Makers want to bring a Second Singularity too, but their version is just a horrific genocide—given a chance, they’d eliminate the ascenders and raise up humans to be the dominant species on the planet again. My visions of the future are just death and more death—specifically my death and often the death of lots of others. How is that a good thing? I’m not sure what to think about any of it—or how the fugue should factor in. Or what I should do. I can’t even work my way out of a tight spot without getting someone killed.


  We’ve lapsed into riding without talking. It’s probably better this way.


  After a while, Nathaniel pulls to a stop at the side of the road, and the rest of us follow.


  I’m barely off my bike before Kamali hurries to my side and throws her arms around me, hugging me tight. I hold her and close my eyes, shutting out the rest of the world for a moment. Her touch is a gift I desperately need.


  I try to speak. “I didn’t mean to…” The words are hard with her right next to me, holding on to me like she knows I need it. And I do. The simple fact that she’ll still touch me grounds me somehow.


  “I know you didn’t.” Her voice is a whisper, but it speaks the world to me.


  “Eli.” It’s Tristan’s voice, and it’s harsh and clipped.


  I open my eyes, release Kamali, and step back. I’m ready to take whatever Tristan wants to dish out, but I don’t want her involved.


  He gestures down the road behind us. “Can you slip into the fugue and see if they’re following us?”


  I blink, surprised. “Yeah.”


  He nods. “I figured we should stop for some food, then get back on the road. Unless they’re heading after us, in which case, we should keep moving.”


  I frown, uncertain whether he’s giving me a pass on this. Then again, he’s right—we shouldn’t stop unless it’s safe.


  I take a seat on the heated asphalt. The blazing sun has dried out most of the prior rain, but it still shows in puddles. I close my eyes and leave my body slumped on the road. It’s not hard to travel back to the Promised Land—Joshua’s torment draws me like a lighthouse in the fog. I keep my distance, hovering above the capital building, watching. There’s lots of agitation—groups of families splintering off and gesturing wildly. Joshua’s holed up in the upstairs room. His dead brother is still there—his essence has faded, leaving just the dull outline of his body, as lifeless as the building around him. Joshua has several living people in the room with him—they’re moving around, pacing, gesturing in angry bursts. This event is pure chaos for the Promised, but it served its purpose—namely, distracting them and allowing us to escape.


  I’ve seen all I need to—I flit back to my body and open my eyes.


  Tristan is standing above me with his arms crossed, expectant. Kamali is kneeling by my side. Nathaniel watches me intently.


  “They’re not following us.” I leave it at that.


  Tristan tilts his head in acknowledgment and goes back to his bike, where he starts unpacking some rations.


  Nathaniel is still examining me.


  I stand up and meet his stare. “I don’t want anyone dying because of me.”


  He nods, but not like he agrees. “Of course, you do not wish it. But believe me, Eli, the path to redemption is seldom bloodless.”


  I wince. “I’m not looking for redemption.”


  “I am.” He holds me with a steady stare that chills me. “The Cleansed took me in and promised me redemption—something I was sorely in need of. I was raised as a warrior for God…” He pauses and one eyelid twitches. “We called ourselves holy, but our chief was not a holy man. The blood of many infidels stained his hands... and mine. By the time I reached the Cleansed, I didn’t think that much sin could be wiped away. I almost didn’t survive the purification, but I was glad for it. It was brief, unlike the eternal damnation I faced. Then I came upon you, Eli… and I knew my purpose had finally come.”


  My eyes are wide, and I’m sputtering. “Nathaniel, I’m not—”


  He holds up a beefy hand to stop me. “One thing Joshua had right—the Lord chooses his own servants. He’s chosen you, Eli. And he put me on your path so I could help save the one who would save us all. All my cleansing, all my training, all of it has been in preparation to serve you. To place me at your side. My redemption is in you. Do not expect me to hold back.”


  My mouth is working, but my brain is struggling to form words. Every single bit of this is horrifying. Finally, I manage, “Nathaniel, you cannot kill anyone for me. You understand that, right?”


  “I understand that you cannot wish for it. That is why you need me.”


  I shake my head, hard and insistent. “No.”


  Kamali is holding back with her lips pursed tight.


  Tristan strides over and shoves a protein bar at me and another one for Nathaniel. “No one’s killing anyone right now. Eat. Then we get back on the road before someone decides to come kill us for what happened back there.”


  Then he hands a protein bar to Kamali and snaps the package for his own. The rations are some kind of ascender tech—the packaging dissolves into a dust that blows away, leaving just the food behind. Tristan bites into his.


  I follow suit, shutting up for the moment. I knew Nathaniel considered himself my personal bodyguard—he literally saved my life when we were battling the Mind—but this is something different. This is more responsibility than I want. Or even know what to do with.


  I stare at the ground, avoiding all of their eyes as I quickly chew through my food. We’re committed to this now, but we don’t need to draw it out. Just contact the Makers, avoid Miriam if possible, find Cyrus and convince him to come back to the Resistance. Basha, too, assuming she’s willing. Or at least stop Cyrus from going on some crazy mission of vengeance against the ascenders and getting himself killed.


  After that I can deal with Nathaniel and his idea of seeking redemption through me—I’ll just have to make sure he doesn’t kill someone in the meantime.


  We get back on our bikes and keep a monastic silence for the next several hours as we head to Old Portland. The sun is sinking toward the coast, but the navigation on my bike panel says we’ll make it in plenty of time.


  And I know exactly how we can work our way in.


  The Makers aren’t the kind of organization you can just walk into.


  I’ve sorted and assimilated Zachary Haddock’s memories, so they’re on instant-recall now, like my own. He’s a jiv, which means an augmented warrior for the Maker cause, and Joshua wasn’t wrong about the Makers—they’re trying to reach ascendance just like the pre-Singularity humans, only they’re hacking their way in using biology instead of nanite tech, which they believe caused the ascenders to lose their souls. Miriam is key to their plans. She is their prophet—or at least the product of the Makers’ horrific Offering experiments, where they take a young volunteer each year and tinker with their minds, trying to expand them with gen tech and biological enhancements rather than machine-based tech. The Makers may enhance their bodies with augments from their shops, but that’s simply to hold their own against the ascenders’ mechanized sentries. Their real goal is unlocking the hidden potential in their minds. Miriam is their first, and only, success.


  The only Offering who lived.


  I need to avoid her, if at all possible—and not just because my visions show her plunging her medieval sword into my chest. Her mind is more than I can handle, and I’m not sure how she’s tangled up in the vision of my death. Until I know more, it’s better to stay clear.


  So we’ll go in posing as ordinary traders and hope that no one recognizes us. Once we find Cyrus, we punch out. I can figure out the meaning of my visions later, from a safe distance.


  Getting in shouldn’t be difficult—it’s keeping up the ruse that will be hard. Kamali and I have famous faces. I know the Makers tap into the net, but not everyone watched the Olympics. Plus, they have a lot of people moving through—an extensive network of smugglers, black market traders, and connections to other far-flung pockets of humanity that keep up the supply chain for their shops. People come from as far as a thousand miles inside the continent to trade. There’s a precise protocol for tradespeople to make contact—otherwise, the Makers stay hidden inside the dilapidated storefronts of their city, maintaining the pretense that it’s abandoned. 


  We’re nearing the city limits, and Zachary’s memories line up with the shuttered shops our entourage is rolling past.


  “What’s our plan here, Eli?” Tristan asks over the mic. He’s leading the way, with Nathaniel bringing up the rear, and Kamali and I sandwiched between.


  I accelerate my bike, pulling out of line to zoom ahead. “There’s an underground garage up ahead that serves as an arena for competitions among their warriors. It’s empty most of the time, but there’s a protocol for visitors to activate their Portlink. That’s the comm system they use. We’ll let them know we’re here, we’re peaceful, and we want to make contact.” I glance down. We’re all still wearing the clothes from the Cleansed—rough-sewn, dark brown pants with a plain light-brown shirt. “Hopefully our clothes are generic enough for us to pass as tradespeople.”


  Kamali asks, “Are we sure we want to alert them?”


  “If we don’t, they’ll never show their faces. Or they’ll just shoot us if we get too close to their homes or shops without following the protocol.” Plus the Makers are trained from birth to stay hidden from ascender satellite surveillance and random police bot patrols. I glance up. “The cloud cover’s starting to come back. That’s good. They’ll be more likely to send someone to meet us.”


  I’m leading the way now. The road is torn up, infiltrated by time and nature, but there’s clearly a traversable path if you look for it. I’m tapping Zachary’s memories again—he knows this place intimately. He grew up here, but Miriam didn’t. She came to the Makers when she was nine-years-old, banished from Seattle. She showed up with missing legs, and the Makers gave her new ones. Zachary watched over her like a big brother—then she grew into something more.


  We pull up to the crumbling ten-story building that secretly houses the Makers’ competition arena. It looks abandoned, like the rest of Old Portland and half of Seattle. My hometown was maintained by the ascenders’ bots, but only in the sections they sponsored. The rest fell to ruin like here.


  “This is it,” I say through the mic. I let my bike coast to a stop at the entrance. It’s blocked by a fallen chunk of the overhead masonry and a prickly bush that’s sprouted between the cracked bricks. Together, they almost cover the entrance to the sloped-down driveway.


  “Are you sure?” Tristan dismounts behind me and walks his bike up to mine.


  “Yeah. They block the entrance to keep out nomads and convince sentry bots that it’s not worth patrolling.”


  “What are we going to do with the bikes?” Nathaniel asks, pulling to a stop, but staying on.


  Kamali is off hers but keeps her helmet on to talk. She’s peering suspiciously at the surrounding buildings. They only appear abandoned—I know several house mini-shops, the kind that are spread around the city.


  “I don’t like the idea of leaving the bikes out here,” she says.


  “Agreed.” Tristan scans the building. “Is there another way in?’


  I point at the corner. “There’s a stairwell. I don’t know about taking the bikes down, though.”


  “We can make it work,” Tristan says. “They have a levitation mode. Special mod I convinced the ascenders to install for us last year.”


  I raise my eyebrows. “So we could have flown here?”


  He scowls. “No. Levitation, not anti-grav. Just makes them more rugged in an all-terrain sense. Works for brief periods over water.”


  “Okay,” I say, wondering why he didn’t mention this earlier. “Good to know.”


  He gets back on his bike. “The power drain is substantial, so it’s only good for short bursts. I think we can manage it.” His armor ratchets back up as he swings the bike around to head for the stairwell.


  The bikes handle the stairs just fine in levitation mode. Once we’re down to the second level where the Makers hold their competitions, we get back on and ride. It’s dark—a soft glow of light sneaks in from the stairwell behind us, but mostly the garage is lit by the weak beams from our headlamps. The concrete here is smooth and unbroken, except for the circles painted on the pavement, filled with chips and scrapes from the jiv fights. Apparently, the jivs compete for new augments, something that makes sense in Zachary’s memories, but that makes me think there’s something off about the Makers’ whole warrior culture.


  Whatever. We’re not staying long enough to worry about any of that. We just have to find the Portlink and send a message that we want a meetup. Then the Makers will send someone out of the woodwork. Hopefully, someone who doesn’t watch the Olympics but can lead us to Cyrus.


  I pull to a stop near one of the competition rings. The others roll up next to me.


  I dismount from my bike. “There’s a Portlink in the corner, under an old access panel.” I gesture to a small rusted square on the wall. “We just have to—” I’m cut off by sudden movement all around us.


  Dozens of jivs drop from the shadowed rafters, landing with augmented power, and springing up to grab hold of us, wrenching us off our bikes. All four of us had our armor down, and before I can even grunt a protest, I’m face-down on the pavement, my helmet pulled off, cool concrete against my cheek.


  I struggle to turn my head to see if Kamali’s okay, but I’ve got five guys on me, any one of whom could take me with their augments. I stop resisting and try to think fast. Should I shift? That’s just going to leave my body at their mercy—


  Black boots clomp heavily into my field of view. “Let him up.”


  What the—I know that voice.


  I’m yanked off the floor before I have to wonder.


  “What took you so long?” Cyrus asks me.
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  Cyrus’s men set me on my feet in front of my best friend.


  Possibly ex-best friend. He’s wearing camouflage that looks like it’s suitable for an urban assault, his feet planted wide and beefy arms folded, more like a military commander than anything else.


  “What took me so long?” I ask. It’s the last thing I expected out of Cyrus’s mouth.


  He cocks his head a little, looking at me like he can’t believe how stupid I am. “You haven’t figured this out yet.” It’s a statement, not a question.


  I frown. Figured out what? The Makers’ jivs surround us—I recognize the faces, plus the augments give them away—and it’s obvious they knew we were coming. But how? I throw a quick glance at Kamali, Tristan, and Nathaniel—they look just as confused. Concrete dust peppers their homemade clothes, but I think they’re all right. Kamali’s standing free of “assistance,” but the jivs still have an augmented grip on Tristan and Nathaniel.


  All eyes are on me.


  I swing back to Cyrus. “I didn’t expect to get jumped by my best friend if that’s what you mean.” Something more is going on, but I don’t care. I’m only here to get Cyrus, and if he’s going to meet us at the check-in point himself, far from Miriam and the Makers’ shops, then that just makes things easier.


  “You had me doubting for a while, Eli.” Cyrus’s face is still inscrutable. Squinting at me like he’s trying to figure me out.


  “Doubting what?” I’m forced to ask. What I want to say is What the hell, Cy? but that’s something I would ask my best friend… and I’m not sure what Cyrus is to me anymore. Or what I am to him. Then it crashes down on my mind like a ton of bricks—there are no normal relationships in my life anymore. There can’t be. Not with what I am.


  That thought compresses me, makes me feel small like I’m not taking up the same space in the universe anymore. I don’t even hear what Cyrus is saying, a dullness stealing over me and blanking everything out. I’m staring at the floor, but my gaze is drawn with an inexorable pull to Kamali. Her beautiful brown eyes are alive with concern, but that doesn’t displace the cold chill that’s filling me from the ground up. How can she love me? When I’m so clearly not a man, or even a boy, but merely a construct now, made up of all the expectations everyone has for me—from my mother, to my best friend, to random psycho cult members I’ve never heard of but who all know about me.


  “Eli!” The harshness of it cuts through the fog enveloping my brain.


  I blink and look back at Cyrus. He’s scowling, and I can tell there’s a flicker of concern. Like he thinks something’s wrong with me.


  He’s probably right.


  “Dude, are you with me?” he asks, and suddenly, he’s the brother I grew up with again—worried about me for the millionth time because life is just messed up, and he’s always looking out for me.


  “Yeah,” I manage, and it feels like the word weighs a thousand pounds.


  That only carves his scowl deeper. “Eli.” It’s an admonishment. Cyrus glances at the jivs surrounding us with their augmented limbs and fierce looks. “I was starting to think you wouldn’t come after me.” He cringes like this admission costs him something.


  But that wakes up my brain. “You wanted me to come after you?” This was all just a play by Cyrus to get me to leave the Resistance! And it worked. It reminds me of the Olympics when he nearly ruined any chance I had with Kamali just to bring out the fugue and make sure I took the gold. He was certain he knew what was best for me—and he would do anything to make it happen. Including betray me. I’d forgiven him for that… but again?


  “That’s so messed, Cy.” My mouth is still hanging open.


  He grinds his teeth. “You were being a stubborn idiot!”


  The anger comes rushing up, sudden and hot. “So you just lied to me. Because that’s okay now.” The anger is finding a home in my head. Because if Cyrus is manipulating me now, knowing everything he does about me, then he’s no better than Marcus. Or Lenora. Or Commander Astoria. Or even that girl Melanie in the camp who wanted me to fix her sister. They’re all only interested in what I can do for them. And if Cyrus is just like everyone else—


  He gets in my face. “I didn’t lie to you. I simply left the camp and let you fill in the blanks.”


  “Like that makes a difference,” I spit back.


  A whisper of sound surrounds us—a shuffle of feet, a surge of electricity in the air. The augments are ramping up their jittery focus on us. Like we’re in a competition ring, and they’re ready to leap in and join the fight. Tristan and Nathaniel are on edge, too, eyeing the jivs. It feels like we’re one angry word away from a brawl.


  Cyrus backs off suddenly and rubs a hand across his face. “For God’s sake, Eli, I half expected you to figure it out and leave me hanging. Basha said—”


  “This is Basha’s doing?” Kamali speaks up, cutting him off. She’s pissed too, on my behalf, and that tempers my anger. A little.


  “No.” Cyrus says it emphatically, like he’s afraid we’ll get him in trouble with his second. “I completely talked her into this. Don’t blame her for any of it.” Cyrus’s diminutive second is nowhere to be seen, but she must be here in the Makers’ city somewhere.


  My supposed best friend is back to shaking his head at me. “I had to get you out of the Resistance, man. Before you got yourself killed. And you just weren’t going to leave.” He flicks a look at Kamali, which I don’t like. At all.


  “That’s funny,” I say, bitterly. “I was coming here to make sure you didn’t do something stupid and get yourself killed. Like attack the ascenders.”


  As soon as the words are out, I realize my mistake—a growl-like sound rumbles through the jivs, and they shuffle forward, crowding in on Cyrus and me.


  “All right, all right,” he says, holding up his hands, but it’s not for me. It’s for the two dozen augmented jivs who are suddenly amped up like live wires wanting to cut me down. I’m daring to side with the ascenders, and that is not a popular stance with this group. I knew that already, but it didn’t stop the truth from coming out of my mouth.


  “Come on, Eli.” Cyrus moves to my side, sliding his arm around me like we’re the best of friends—which we are. He’s reflexively back to using his friendship to protect me. It douses some of my anger. “I want to show you around the place. You can see what you’re missing all cloistered up with those Resistance types. And I’m sure Miriam would like to see you.”


  Miriam? I open my mouth to object, but the mention of her name works a kind of magic, rippling through the bunched-up shoulders of the jivs and spooling down the tension. The last thing I want is to cross paths with Miriam—how can Cyrus not know that?—but instinct works its way up from Zachary’s memories, and I shut my mouth. Miriam’s their prophet. And bad-mouthing the Makers’ prophet while sitting in an underground garage filled with twitchy jivs is just stupid with a side of deadly.


  Cyrus urges me forward, and the jivs part before us. They’ve released Nathaniel and Tristan, who are now walking tight next to Kamali, keeping close behind us.


  “Let’s head back to the shops,” Cyrus says, as much for the jivs as for me. He throws a look over his shoulder, giving a nod to one of the men who seems in charge. “Why don’t you guys bring their bikes? They might need them later.” He keeps walking me toward the far end of the parking garage and another set of stairs opposite the ones we came down.


  “Cyrus,” I warn. The shops. A basecamp for the Makers, and high on the list of potential places where Miriam would hang out.


  “It’s okay,” he says quietly, squeezing my shoulder. “It’ll be all right. Trust me.”


  I give him a pinched look, but he’s staring straight ahead as we walk. Behind us, Kamali gives me a nod, her lips pressed tight with concern. Tristan and Nathaniel are still on edge like I am, but I can’t talk Cyrus into leaving the Makers while surrounded by a bunch of angry jivs. If we have to go to the shops for me to get a moment alone with him, fine. With any luck, we’ll be out of there fast and avoid Miriam.


  But I’m taking the first chance I get to knock sense into Cyrus. “I’m really not done being pissed at you,” I say quietly to him.


  He gives a small laugh as he opens the door to the stairwell and motions me through. “Yeah? Well, it can be a real pain in the ass being your best friend. And by the way, it’s usually my big mouth that’s getting us in trouble. So keep a lid on it, will you?”


  I shake my head, but keep my mouth shut. And I can’t help the warm flush that happens when he claims he’s still my friend. Because I truly am an idiot to come here and risk everything if we’re not actually friends. Part of me knows he’s still like a brother, even if I’m not sure I can trust him not to be working the situation somehow.


  Our boots clang up the metal steps, and I think we’re going to emerge out into the partially-cloudy haze of late afternoon, but instead, the top level leads into an abandoned store. Only two of the jivs follow, the rest staying behind in the garage, probably taking care of our bikes or dispersing now that we’re in a “custody” of sorts.


  A long row of doorways are drilled through the wall of this store then into the next one and the next. Only they’re not doorways, just holes in the walls—like they’ve been hacked through with axes. They form a tunnel of sorts down the street, tucked inside the buildings where the ascenders’ satellites can’t see. Cyrus waves us forward, and I fall into step with him as he strides down the line. He picks up the pace, and we gain a little distance from Nathaniel, Tristan, and Kamali behind us with the two jivs bringing up the rear.


  Cyrus tips his head toward me and drops his voice. “I didn’t expect you to convince Kamali to come. She must like you more than I thought.”


  I scowl at him. “Thanks a lot. But outside the Resistance isn’t exactly safe for her.” I say it in a pointed way—maybe I can convince him to leave even before we get to the shops.


  He frowns. “You have some trouble on the way down?”


  “You could say that.”


  He scowls deeper and steps through the doorway ahead of me. “I thought for sure you’d use the fugue to make it safely. In fact, I was sure you’d get in my head and figure it all out.” He gives me a quizzical look back over his shoulder. “Why didn’t you?”


  “Because I knew you’d hate it?” It’s like the guy doesn’t know me at all. Or expects me to be different. Not really his friend. It chills me again. “I’m not interested in seeing the shops, Cy.” I tap my temple with one finger. “I dipped into Zachary Haddock’s mind, remember? I’ve got all his memories of this place. There’s nothing here I need to see.”


  “Yeah, well, you didn’t see us coming in the garage, now did you?” He smirks. “I told them you’d been in Zach’s mind—something that thoroughly freaked them out, by the way—so they changed all the protocols. These people are smart, Eli. I like them.” He shakes a finger at me. “You got Kamali this far—what more do you want?”


  I sigh. He’s trying to talk me into staying when I should be convincing him he’s on the wrong side with the Makers.


  He opens a door to the outside and waves me through. I’m surprised to see how quickly the afternoon sun is fading—the clouds are dark, blocking a lot of the light, but it’s legit getting close to sundown. The jivs have our sunbikes, but even with them, we wouldn’t be going far without light. I’m afraid Cyrus thinks we’re staying a while—I need a chance to talk to him alone, but not a whole night’s worth.


  He hustles me across the street, making quick work of being out in the open. It’s a Maker thing, keeping a low visual profile. Zachary’s buried memories cause me to reflexively glance both ways down the street for police bots, but it’s clear. Cyrus stops short, just before he opens the door of an apparently abandoned building. We’re under an awning, so we’re relatively safe. Kamali, Tristan, Nathaniel are just emerging from the building behind us. The sun breaks through a cloud, and the jivs hold them back for a moment.


  “So, is the plan to attack New Portland still on?” I whisper to Cyrus while we have a moment.


  His hand is on the door, but he’s not opening it, waiting for the others. “Yes, the attack is still moving forward. And I’m going to be part of it.”


  I scowl. “Cy, this isn’t your fight.”


  His shoulder muscles bunch up. “Isn’t it?” Anger flushes his face. “Because what the hell are you doing, Eli? Playing prophet? I was serious about that—that will get you killed. But there’s no doubt you’ve got a gift here, man. I don’t care if the ascenders are the ones who gave it to you, you own it now. You should be using it for humanity.”


  It’s the Makers’ philosophy spilling out of Cyrus’s mouth, which trickles dread through my stomach. “You mean use it to kill ascenders. Because that’s where this is headed. You have to know that.”


  “Yeah, I know that.” He yanks open the door and storms into the abandoned shop. He’s turned his back on me, tromping across the cracked flooring, billowing up small swirls of dust. The others sprint across the street, and we all follow after Cyrus, down a set of stairs into a winding, underground concrete-lined hallway. Our boots echo in a tunnel that’s almost too ragged to be man-made, more like it’s been dug by giant moles. After several minutes of silent, tense walking, we climb for the surface again. We come up into a much larger building—the ceiling is high, disappearing into darkness and rafters, and the cavernous room seems to stretch two blocks in each direction.


  The shops. I recognize it with an almost home-like feeling. Large parts of the floor are open, with the rest broken into smaller workspaces, each sectioned off by partitions and leased out to individual Makers to house and practice their craft. Heavy machinery provides a background noise of hums and clacks and jangling. The Makers work here, and it’s one of their biggest gathering places in a city where they have to keep carefully scattered. It’s more than just a place to manufacture the Makers’ tech, from battle armor to farming equipment to gen tech for their augments. It’s the beating heart of the Maker lifestyle, the rich store of human pre-Singularity knowledge they’ve rescued from bleak post-Singularity times.


  Cyrus marches past the equipment, which is tended by a small army of Makers—Master Makers and apprentices, each pushing forward the innovations that are the Makers’ common religion. Seeing it in the flesh, and not just through Zachary’s memories, makes it both more grimy and less magical. The Makers’ tech is obviously less advanced than ascender tech, but this is humanity—raw, elbows deep in grease and new technology. It’s not just pre-Singularity tech, either. These are new inventions. The Makers are incredibly prolific and creative.


  Cyrus is grinning like he’s found his favorite place on earth.


  I grimace. It’s bad enough the Makers’ are offering him a chance at vengeance on the ascenders, but an all-human tech paradise, too? Tearing him away is going to be harder than I thought.


  “We’ve got some Resistance equipment in here,” Cyrus says with a smirk that’s definitely aimed my way. “But most of this is Maker tech. They have a ton of pre-Singularity info from a library they saved through the religious purges. They’re super-tolerant of religious differences here, partly because of that. Plus, they’ve got history texts, religious texts, all kinds of knowledge. They know what humanity used to be—before the ascenders reduced us to pets—and they’re committed to rebuilding. To keeping their souls and their faiths, while reclaiming what’s rightfully theirs. And they’ve been doing it, Eli. They’ve been building and rebuilding for a hundred years, advancing one step after another.” Cyrus spreads his long wingspan of arms out to encompass the technological glory around him. “This is what humans can do when we’re not under the thumb of the ascenders.”


  I know all this. And a lot more. The question is, does Cyrus?


  I point to the pristine-white pods at the end of the vast building. “And do you know what happens down there?” They’re the med shops, where the Makers install the jivs’ augments… and where they perform the crazy ritual they call the Offering. The gen tech experiments on humans that produced Miriam. “They’re messing with people’s heads—is that what you want, Cy? Ascendance through gen tech? I thought you hated everything about the shiny pants.”


  “I hate everything they do to proper humans.” He jabs a finger at the med shop. “This is humans using human-designed tech to gain every advantage they can against the ascenders. I make no judgment about what they’re doing here. Whatever it takes, man, to beat the ascenders.”


  “Cy, the ascenders are people, even if you don’t like them.”


  “People without souls.”


  Crap. I’m sure Cyrus believed that before he came to the Makers, but their philosophy is just reinforcing it. “Is that really what this is all about? Whether the ascenders have souls? Because—” I stop. We’re gathering looks from the people on the shop floor and in the nearby cubicles, plus glares from the two jivs who are still acting like our armed escorts.


  Nathaniel and Tristan edge closer to me, standing on either side, like a protective guard. Kamali shakes her head like I shouldn’t be talking like this, not here in the open among people who hate ascenders, ascender-sympathizers, and especially, the Resistance… and who have a whole bevy of machinery at their fingertips, even if I see no explicit weapons beyond the ones strapped to the jivs’ sides.


  I don’t care.


  I drop my voice and direct my words to Cyrus. “Look, even I don’t know if the ascenders have souls. And dammit, I’ve got their tech in me. What does that make me?”


  I’m daring him to call me a soulless monster.


  Cyrus steps back, his eyes going a little wide. “I’m not sure what you are, Eli.”


  It feels like a punch to my gut. I would’ve preferred one of his powerhouse fists straight to my stomach. Suddenly, I’m back to wondering if we’re really friends at all. Or if this thing I am prevents me from having any real friendships with anyone.


  Kamali’s hand slips into mine. It’s so unexpected that I almost pull away. Then I grip her hand harder and pull it to my chest. I’m captured by the closeness of her deep brown eyes.


  She smiles a little. “I know exactly what you are.”


  It lights up everything inside me.


  “Oh, for the love of God, get a room.” Cyrus’s disgust is exaggerated. And there’s a huge smile on his face. “Hey, Kamali, I know someone who’s going to be happy to see you.” He steps up to one of the cubicles and raps on the door. Without waiting for an answer, he swings it open.


  Inside, there’s a Maker I don’t recognize, wearing goggles and bending over a large stamping machine. He works a giant metal lever to press something into a large piece of plate metal. Next to him, watching intently, is Cyrus’s second, Basha. She’s dressed in the same rough-sewn clothes as the rest of the shop people, only she has a leather apron, leather and glass goggles, and a smear of dark grease across her fine Arabic features, darkening her light brown skin. Her normally immaculate hands and forearms are likewise grimy.


  Basha looks up at our entrance, then shoves her goggles to the top of her head, leaving behind a ring of clean skin around her eyes. “Kamali?” Basha’s dark, intelligent eyes quickly scan the rest of us, still crowding the doorway. “I’ll be damned. You owe me those chits, Cy.” She gives him a smirk that he quickly returns with a sharp nod.


  Kamali hurries into the room and hugs her friend, blithely ignoring the mess that’s covering her.


  Basha squeezes her tight, then pushes her back dramatically. “I’m a mess! What are you doing?”


  Kamali is all smiles, but she’s also shaking her head. “I can’t believe you let Cyrus talk you into this.”


  Basha’s face squishes up. “Talk me into it?” She gives Cyrus the side-eye. “What have you been telling them?” Back to Kamali, she says, “It was my idea. Your second is an idiot, but that’s nothing new. I just didn’t think it would work. There was no way he would leave you for anything less than Cyrus, and even then, I was doubtful.” Then she smiles a little. “What I didn’t tell Cy was that I knew you’d come if Eli left. Ah, hell, come here.” She reaches out and hugs Kamali again. “Thanks for not making me lose that bet.”


  The rest of us ease into the room. Basha scurries around, giving me and Tristan greasy hugs by turns. She politely shakes hands with Nathaniel.


  Back to Kamali, she says, “You’re not going to believe the cool stuff they have here—”


  “It’s not as fancy as ascender tech,” a voice says from the doorway behind us. “But then, it’s not made by soulless demons, either.”


  Every head twists to face the door. But I know before I look—Miriam. She must’ve arrived with ascender speed on her augments because she wasn’t there a moment ago.


  I grit my teeth and fight the urge to somehow bolt out of there. I slowly turn to face her—she looks just like she did in the camp, when she was pointing a blaster at me and trying to kill me. The black and battered material that comprises her legs looks just as intimidating as the rest of her—black body armor from the legs up, muscular arms that appear accustomed to combat, and a deadly serious expression that feels like it wants to cut me in half.


  “And you,” she says, obviously to me. “I’ve seen you in my dreams.”
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  I can’t help shifting into the fugue when I see Miriam.


  There’s something about her that draws me into it. Or draws the fugue out of me. The connection between us has been getting stronger—first, the visions of her stabbing the earth. Then the vision of my death. Then her stabbing me.


  It’s not a good progression.


  Her fugue-state form is the usual medieval armor, as battered and beaten as her black-metal jiv legs. There’s no sword in her hand, but her entire body is a weapon. She doesn’t need anything other than her augments to kill me.


  Or anyone else in the room.


  “I’ve been seeing you, too,” I say, pulling myself fully into reality and keeping my words clipped. There’s no way I’m telling her anything she doesn’t already know. “Not exactly a dream, though. More like you were stealing my ships.”


  “Your ships?” She barks out a laugh. “They belong to the ascenders. You’re just a pet.”


  The hairs on the back of my neck bristle. “I’m no one’s pet.” I turn my glare on Cyrus. “So this was the plan all along, huh?” My anger is back full-force. I’ve barely been here five minutes, and he’s brought me to Miriam. This has been all about getting me out of the Resistance so I would join the Makers.


  “No, Eli, it’s not like that.” Cyrus is a little wide-eyed. “Just listen to her.”


  I shake my head. I told him about my visions of her—the first ones, at least—and how dangerous her mind was. What is he thinking? And more importantly, what has he told Miriam about me?


  I swing back to her and give her my coldest look, not least for sucking my best friend into her cult. “I already know what the Makers are about. And I’m not interested.”


  She looks amused. “I wasn’t thrilled to have you here, either.”


  I narrow my eyes, not sure how to take her meaning. “Then maybe we should be on our way.” I glance at the rest of them. “All of us.”


  I include Cyrus in that, but he looks like he’s about to explode with tension. Kamali and Basha are wearing their worry in scrunched-up frowns. Even Tristan is looking uncertain about this whole situation, which makes sense—we’re prisoners if the Makers want to play it that way. Nathaniel is sizing up Miriam in an obvious way, like he thinks she might be the first one he’s called upon to kill to protect me.


  Great.


  Miriam finally steps into the room. “I don’t think your friend wants to leave.” Her dark eyes scan the length of me, measuring me the way the ascenders do. It’s unnerving. I’m sure that’s the intent. “And I wouldn’t suggest trying to take him by force.”


  I return the glare, but my chest is getting tight. “That’s not why I’m here.” Even if it were possible, and even if I thought it was best for him, I wouldn’t force Cyrus to leave the Makers.


  She edges closer, the fierce intelligence in her eyes lighting up. “Why are you here, Elijah Brighton?”


  I swallow, but I see the opening. She’s curious about me, just like everyone else. She doesn’t know what I’m about, but she’s seeing me in her dreams. And what’s that about? Are her dreams really visions, like mine? Miriam’s intelligence is radically enhanced, but does that mean she’s accessing the fugue? Zachary’s memories don’t hold the answer, but if I were her—and I hid the fugue state for a long time—I would keep the extent of my abilities a secret. Until the time was right. Or I was forced to reveal it. Maybe forcing her to reveal her true self is the key to showing Cyrus how much of a threat she and the Makers really pose.


  I hold the staring contest we’re having a beat longer, then say, “Maybe we should talk about that.”


  Her expression opens, and the curiosity wrestles with suspicion. “Maybe.”


  “Alone,” I add. If something goes down between us, I don’t want Kamali and Cyrus and the others mixed up in it. I already know her mind is too much for me, so this will be tricky at best and dangerous at worst. I’m not even sure it’s possible to get her to show her hand, but I’m willing to take the risk to convince Cyrus to leave.


  Miriam is searching my face for something, but she seems conflicted about what she finds there. Finally, she says, “Agreed.”


  Kamali breaks away from Basha to come to my side. Her hands are fists, tight at her sides, and the carved beauty of her face is afire with her agitation. “I don’t like this.”


  I frown. “It’ll be fine. Stay with Cyrus. This won’t take long.”


  My reassurance doesn’t seem to carry much weight. If her glare for Miriam were any more heated, it would melt the girl’s augments into a metal puddle.


  Basha grasps hold of Kamali’s arm, breaking her stare. “Come on, I’ll give you a tour.”


  Kamali just pulls away and shakes her head no.


  Cyrus eases up to the two girls. “Eli and Miriam are only going to talk, right?” he says to Kamali, but he’s looking to Miriam for confirmation. I don’t know what arrangement they had beforehand, but a couple dozen jivs wouldn’t have intercepted us at the Makers’ entry point if they didn’t have permission from Miriam—she’s their commanding officer as well as their prophet. She agreed to let me into the Makers’ camp, and it has to be that curiosity. The dreams. They’re haunting her as much as my visions. I don’t know what that means, but I need to find out.


  Kamali lets out a low breath of frustration.


  Tristan rubs the back of his neck. “I’d kind of like a tour, actually. Kamali, let’s let the bigwigs talk.” He gestures her away from me, which I don’t care for, but it’s probably for the best. He’ll keep her safe.


  Nathaniel crosses his beefy arms and stays by me. “I’ll be accompanying Eli wherever he goes.” He leaves no room for negotiation in that statement.


  Miriam gives him a look like she’s unimpressed. “If you’d like an escort, Eli, that’s fine with me.” She’s back to that arrogant amusement. So much like an ascender. But given that she’s smarter than the rest of us, as well as being an augment and trained as a soldier, I doubt Nathaniel could take her. It’s unlikely to even be close.


  Miriam turns her back on us, striding out the doorway and obviously expecting us to follow. Tristan’s already huddled with Kamali, whispering something in her ear as she shakes her head, so she misses my wordless apology. I hesitate, wanting to say something to her, but decide against it. I stride out with Nathaniel close behind.


  Miriam walks a little faster than human speed—a not-so-subtle reminder that she’s better than we are. It’s so ascender-like in its arrogance, I have to bite my tongue. We leave the shops and head through a separate rabbit warren of covered awnings and hacked through doorways, tunneling through the abandoned stores and high-rises of Old Portland. I’m not sure where she’s taking us, but it gives me a moment to figure out my angle as we pick along the ruins of her city. My prime concern is getting Cyrus out of the Makers, hopefully before the planned attack on the ascenders—and before I run out of time and Lenora tracks me down. Once she figures out where I am, I’m sure she’ll try to “rescue” me, which could be a real disaster. Second priority is figuring out Miriam’s capabilities and why my visions keep leading me to her. I need something to convince Cyrus that she’s dangerous and definitely not the leader he’s looking for. It’s bad enough that the Makers want to commit genocide against the ascenders, but if Miriam’s at all like me—and she’s definitely something—then he’s got to see how that is dangerous to everyone. If she’s willing to kill billions of people, what wouldn’t she do with whatever abilities she has with that enhanced, powerful mind?


  Which begs the question: how much does Miriam know about me?


  Cyrus may have already spilled everything, but I doubt it. My best friend may lie and connive and flat-out deceive me when he thinks it’s in my best interest, but he doesn’t spill secrets unnecessarily. Especially my secrets. Maybe.


  We emerge from the warren of tunnels and reach a building with thin stone arches lining the hexagonal outline of its walls. There used to be a dome in the center, but only half of it still stands, charred and broken, the rest open to the air. The walls are bunker-like with their rugged stone, but the wooden entrance door looks half rotted away.


  Miriam disappears inside.


  Nathaniel keeps pace with me as I cross over the threshold into darkness.


  The inside is in much worse shape. Benches are lined up like fallen soldiers tipped over on their faces, all pointing toward a large stone table up front. Everything is charred black and rotting—the walls, the floor, the benches—and the air is musty with the mold that must grow in every damp crack and shadow. Sunlight glares from the open dome, but it only spotlights the table below it, leaving the rest in darkness.


  Miriam works her way to the front and the beam of light from above. She stands with her back to us, places her hands on the table, then tips her head up into the brightness. There’s a peaceful, almost ecstatic look on her face by the time Nathaniel and I catch up. I don’t know what she’s doing, but it unnerves me—it’s far too close to my visions of her. She has the same look of pure, unrelenting joy she has just before she stabs me in the chest with her broad-bladed sword.


  Miriam steps back from the table, shrouding her face in darkness, and speaks across the beam of light. “I come here to my father’s temple to meditate, but I’m not praying—there’s a difference, Eli.”


  “Tell me something I don’t know.” What game is she playing with this?


  “One is asking for help from a God who may or may not be listening,” she continues as if I haven’t spoken. “My father’s God has never answered those prayers. The other is summoning the one thing God did give us—our humanity.”


  I frown and move around the side of the stone table with the dramatic angelic light. This is just theatrics, and I need to see Miriam’s face to figure out what she’s playing at. She looks amused, one side of her mouth turning up. We’re both in the shadows now.


  It takes a moment for my eyes to adjust.


  She’s pretty, in a dark and intense kind of way. Her long, deep-brown hair is bound behind her, but it looks like it might be curly if she let it loose. Her brown eyes glint with that razor-sharp intelligence.


  “If our humanity is the one thing God gave us,” I say, playing along, “then who are you to tamper with it?”


  Her small smirk disappears. “Tamper? That’s a loaded word from a boy who was formed in his mother’s womb not by God but by the ascenders.” Her eyes seem to sparkle a little more with reflected splinters of light.


  I narrow my eyes. “That’s a lot of judgment from a girl whose claim to fame is a mind pumped full of gen tech.” As long as we’re playing this game, we might as well lay it all out.


  She scowls. “At least I’m not pretending to be some kind of prophet. My people know exactly what I am. What are you, Eli?”


  That’s the question of the moment. “Nothing special.”


  She nods, and I can feel the judgment solidifying into something not good. “All religions are accepted by the Makers, but we have no need of a prophet here, Elijah Brighton. My people’s ascendance will be man-made not God-made. They’ll have complete control of it, and in the process, they’ll preserve their essential God-spark, their gift from God, their humanity. They don’t need a prophet supposedly sent by God to bring people back from the dead. Prophets are dangerous tools in the hands of insane men—and you’re just a boy. An easily manipulated boy. A menace. I wish I’d had a better shot at you back at the Resistance camp.”


  Nathaniel brushes past my shoulder, putting his bulky body between Miriam and me. Not that it will do any good if she decides now’s the time to eliminate the threat I apparently am to her.


  “I’m not a religious zealot,” I say. “And I’m done being manipulated. Even by you. So, what’s it going to be? Did you bring me here just to kill me?”


  Nathaniel tenses in front of me, but it doesn’t matter. If Miriam wants to take us out, she can. I’ve seen her in the ring, across from Zachary when he was armed with augments that would take down either of us… and he still lost. I put a hand on Nathaniel’s shoulder to reassure him and step in front of him again, closer to Miriam. No sense in getting him killed.


  Miriam watches this whole dance and scowls a little. “We are Makers by design. Soldiers by necessity. But we’re not killers of any kind, Elijah Brighton. Besides, I’m not interested in making you a martyr.”


  I don’t relax my stance. “That’s reassuring.”


  Nathaniel’s still tense by my side.


  “I’m not a religious zealot, either,” Miriam continues. “I’m a zealot for humanity. But what are you? Do you pretend to be nothing more than a boy? Because I know the ascenders have made you into something—I’m just not sure what. But if you’re not a prophet, and you’re not a zealot, then maybe your something, whatever it is, could be useful to my cause.”


  We seem to have entered the negotiations phase of this discussion. “What are these dreams you’re having of me?” I doubt she’ll tell me straight out…


  She cocks her head to the side. “You first. You recognized me, back at the Resistance camp. And then you were… nearby, later, when I was securing the ship.”


  “You mean stealing the ship.” But my stomach quivers—she may not know about the fugue, but she’s close to guessing it.


  “You’ve seen me before,” she says bluntly. “How? Are you having these dreams, too?”


  I hesitate but decide to offer up part of the truth. Maybe she’ll reveal more about her version. “I see you in medieval armor, like the soldier you are. You’re decrying that I’m not The Truth.”


  Nathaniel scowls at this, but Miriam raises her eyebrows, seeming surprised. It must hit close to home, but then the fugue usually does. I don’t always understand its message, but it’s always telling some version of the truth.


  “The truth is that the ascenders are our enemies,” she says. “And we’re going to defeat them, wiping them from this earth and leaving room for humanity to take its rightful place again.”


  I grit my teeth. “You’re talking about killing billions of people.”


  “They’re not people. And they’ve already long outlived their naturally-intended lives. Whatever time they’ve borrowed from technology, trying to buy themselves immortality, they are long overdue in repaying. But then I don’t expect you to see this, Eli, given you’re their creation.”


  “So why don’t you just kill me then?” I ask.


  Nathaniel shoots me another scowl, but I’m getting tired of this.


  She nods like this is the question I should’ve been asking all along. “You are your mother’s son.” She squints at my body. “You wear your humanity outwardly. I don’t know what they’ve done to your mind, and I don’t know how much of the rumors to believe, but I know life is really a choice. You may have been created by them, but I can’t blame you for that. It’s what you choose to be that matters—and whether you choose to side with humanity or with the soulless ones who left their humanity behind.”


  “So it’s the Makers or the Resistance,” I say, the bitterness leaking into my voice. “The fact that we’re all humans doesn’t enter into it?”


  She gives me a frustrated look like I’m just not getting it. “Of course, it matters. But what matters more is whether you’re going to help or hinder the coming enlightenment of humanity. Even within the Makers, there’s a range of beliefs about how that’s going to happen. I respect all beliefs, including the religion of my father.” She gestures to the burnt out temple around us. “If you can accept the terms and conditions of the Makers—that we practice religious freedom, which means there is no One True Way, no prophet leading us forward—then you can stay. But let me be clear: you can stay as a man of faith. You cannot stay as a prophet.”


  I grit my teeth. “I’m no prophet. But I have zero interest in killing ascenders or in staying with the Makers. I’m only here to get my friend.”


  “I’m willing to let you stay. I didn’t say I was willing to let you go.” She holds my stare for a long moment. I can feel Nathaniel tensing just behind me. If I give the word, he’ll attack her. Or try to. It would only get him killed, but that wouldn’t stop him from trying. I deliberately hold still, giving him no reason to make any such pointless gesture.


  Miriam flicks a look to Nathaniel—I think she’s taunting him with that amused expression on her face.


  I hold my breath.


  Finally, she sighs and looks back at me. “You’re dangerous, Eli. If you return to the Resistance, your reputation as a prophet is only going to grow. You will stir trouble. And I don’t need trouble. Especially now.”


  It’s not like I disagree with any of that. But I’m not keen on being held prisoner, either.


  “If I agree to stay, will you cancel the assault on the ascenders?”


  She snorts and gives me a derisive look.


  I curl up my fists. “Okay, fine. Just keep Cyrus out of it. Send your jivs, but not him. He’s not trained as a soldier anyway.” If I can delay this, I’ll have a chance to talk Cyrus out of staying with the Makers altogether. And then, no matter what Miriam thinks, I’ll find a way out for both of us.


  “If Cyrus wishes to join the fight, I won’t stand in his way. And calling off the assault is not an option—the ascenders have something we need.”


  I quickly search Zachary’s memories for the objective of the assault. It wasn’t relevant before, so it hadn’t jumped out, but now it’s clear how urgent this mission is for the Makers. “You’re using ascender tech for your next Offering. Doesn’t that go against your beliefs? Your desire to make the coming enlightenment man-made alone?” I’m baiting her, but I need something to stop this.


  Miriam’s eyes narrow to slits. “Cyrus warned us you stole Zach’s memories. But that doesn’t mean you understand us.”


  But I can tell this is unsettling her, so I push on. “I know you have your candidate for the next Offering. I know that arguments have been made for and against you going under the knife again, but that you finally agreed to let some other young person pay for their devotion to the Makers with their life and their mind. I know you need special ascender tech to develop the next-level gen tech for the Offering, gen tech that you have designed.”


  I pause to enjoy the look of panic that’s stealing over Miriam’s face.


  Then she quickly pulls it together. “This is your ability, then,” she says coolly, appraising me again. “This information gathering—your dreams, they give you this knowledge.”


  Close enough, I suppose. “Don’t yours?” I can feel the arrogance in it, but I need to know—is she accessing the fugue or not? I almost have my answer, anyway—she wouldn’t be shocked if she was able to do this herself.


  Her expression draws grim. “My dreams of you are always filled with fiery death. Sometimes it’s your death. Sometimes it’s mine. But always one of us is consumed in a holocaust, one that burns down the world as well as ourselves.”


  Her words shake me like nothing else she’s said. My vision. The one where my smoking body sprawls on the ground. She may have seen both of our deaths… but I’ve only seen mine.


  I swallow. “That sounds like something we should both try to avoid.”


  “Agreed.” She gives me a small appraising nod. “This ability you have to gather information—if you were to, say, lend your support to our mission, it would go a long way in reassuring me your intent is peaceful toward the Makers.”


  Peaceful toward the Makers, perhaps, but help them in an assault on the ascenders?


  “No,” I say firmly. “I’m not helping you hasten this enlightenment you’re after, not if it means wiping out an entire group of people.”


  She scowls. “Very well. But if your friend wants to help, I’m putting him on the front line of the mission.” She turns her back and strides around the end of the table and across the broken shards of the pews in her father’s temple. She doesn’t ask us to follow, but I hurry after her, and Nathaniel is close on my heels.


  She has Cyrus and Kamali and the others—and she’s not letting any of them go. My only hope is to talk Cyrus out of the mission.


  And then find a way out for everyone.
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  “You don’t have to go.” I’m making my last-minute pitch to Cyrus.


  He’s suiting up in black body armor along with the other jivs. “Yes, I do.”


  When I told Miriam I would stay—and it wasn’t as if she left it optional—I figured I would have time to talk Cyrus out of going on this crazy mission to attack the ascenders. I didn’t expect her to move up the mission to tonight.


  Now he’s here, suiting up with Tristan behind him. When Cyrus insisted on going, Tristan signed up. At least he’s an actual soldier. I don’t think he has the same level of hatred for the ascenders, but he has no love for them, either. More importantly, he’ll be there to watch Cyrus’s back.


  I still don’t like it.


  I lean in, getting in Cyrus’s face and dropping my voice. “I left the Resistance for you, okay? I’m here. You don’t have to do this thing.” I’m stabbing my finger into his body armor, but it’s just sending jolts of pain into my hand.


  He knocks my hand away. “You still haven’t figured this out, have you? You can’t go back, Eli. I did everything to get you out of that place because you were going down a path…” He stops with a nervous glance at the jivs arming themselves in the small prep room. They’re pretending not to listen.


  “I didn’t do anything in the Resistance,” I protest.


  “That’s exactly it,” Cyrus says with a scowl. “And it’s a lot safer to do nothing here.”


  I gesture to the heavy-duty weapons they’re toting. “This is not my idea of safe.”


  “Which is why you’re staying behind.” Cyrus slaps the last of the body armor fasteners into place.


  I want to say Miriam herself is dangerous, but I can’t, not surrounded by a platoon of her jivs with various body pieces missing and replaced by augments. I struggled for something to stop him. “This whole thing is bigger than the two of us.” I drop my voice to a whisper. “Cyrus, the things I’ve seen—”


  “I know,” he cuts me off, with a sideways look to the jivs. “And we need to make sure that thing doesn’t come to pass.” He’s talking about the vision of my death. “You’re right—this is bigger than us, and you’re not the leader for it. You need to stay out of the way and let Miriam do this. Her people are trained for the fight.” He tips his head to the door of the prep room. “We can talk about all this when I get back.”


  I step back and ball up my fists. “You’re just doing this to piss me off.”


  Cyrus’s eyes flash, and he’s on me in a second, shoving me up against the wall of the pod. He growls his words in my face. “It’s not all about you, Eli. Sometimes it’s about me.”


  My eyes are so wide they hurt. My best friend outweighs me by about thirty pounds and could pummel me anytime he wished—this is the first time I think he’s actually wished.


  He suddenly lets go, backing up to straighten out his flak jacket. Then he turns his back on me to pull a Maker-made gun off the rack. It’s not the shiny ascender tech I’m used to—these weapons are black-barreled with brass fittings around their tarnished steel. They’re heavy and handcrafted and battered like they’ve been in a dozen firefights already, like the battle-hardened jivs surrounding us.


  Only Cyrus doesn’t belong.


  “Just once,” he says quietly, under his breath, not looking at me as he checks his weapon. “Just once, I want to punch back.” He looks up at me, and the anger has fled. “Not you, Eli. Them.”


  The ascenders. This is his one chance at retribution, however small.


  Cyrus has hated them his entire life. His grandfather died from a disease the ascenders could have cured. Cooperation with them has always chafed him, whether it was me accepting patronage from Lenora, or using Marcus’s help during the attack on the Mind, or the Resistance’s reliance on ascender tech. Once Cyrus got over his amazement at all the technological miracles the Resistance possessed, that part always scratched under his collar like a rough-woven, gray-market shirt.


  I give a small nod, finally giving up. “Just don’t do anything stupid, okay?” I keep my voice quiet.


  He smiles. “Stupid is your department, bro. I’m going to be on task at all times.”


  I shake my head.


  “You could help us out.” Tristan’s slanted look is accusing me.


  And he’s right—I could give intel to the Makers during the operation, but I’d have to reveal way too much in the process. Besides, I’m halfway hoping they won’t find the ascender tech they need for this next Offering. Their last success resulted in Miriam. And now she’s the one who’s designing the next experiment, which only means it will be even more successful. I may not be able to stop the Makers, but I’m not going to help them.


  “I conscientiously object,” I say.


  Tristan snorts and shakes his head. Cyrus rolls his eyes.


  The leader of the jiv team is Zachary Holloway. As he calls their attention and runs through the drill to prep for rolling out, his words echo in more ways than one. It’s like I’ve lived through this before, dozens of times, just like Zach. I know Maker missions return with missing body parts and even missing jivs. That protocol for coming into the Makers in the underground training arena isn’t just a contact point for traders—it’s a vain hope that, if they lose someone on a mission, the jiv might somehow escape the ascenders and make it back.


  It’s never actually happened.


  But they have lost plenty along the way, in flesh and lives.


  I turn my back on the whole operation and march out of the armory pod. It’s at the far end of the shops, next to a command center. Basha, Kamali, and Nathaniel are waiting just outside for me.


  I nod to Basha. “I couldn’t talk him out of it.”


  “Told you.” She brushes past me to say goodbye to Cyrus.


  I stare after her. I didn’t say that my own goodbye to my best friend, but there was no way that was going to happen. Too final for either one of us.


  Kamali slides a hand up on my shoulder and squeezes it gently. “He’ll be fine.”


  Nathaniel nods his agreement. “The facility they’re raiding is supposed to be uninhabited. They have you to thank for that.”


  That forces a snort out of me. Their target is the all-glass research facility that Marcus brought us to, back when we were hunting the Mind. Turned out one of the Resistance members—Caleb—was actually a spy for Augustus, and his ships crashed down an avalanche of glass on our heads.


  All to come after me.


  So, yes, I’m responsible for the wholesale destruction of an ascender genetic research facility… and now the Makers, scavengers to the core, are heading back to find the tech they need.


  Basha comes striding out of the armory pod, her normally animated face set into a stone mask. Behind her, the place is empty, Cyrus and the rest of the jivs already gone out the back, heading directly to the ships parked in the makeshift hangars outside.


  “I’m going to need your help,” I say to Basha. Then to Kamali and Nathaniel’s questioning looks, I add, “I’m not going to help, but I’m definitely keeping an eye on them.”


  Kamali gives me an approving nod, and I feel slightly better about not volunteering. If something goes sideways, at least I can warn them.


  “There’s a rest pod on the other side of the command center,” Basha says, approval in her voice as well. “You can do your thing there, and it will be close enough to Miriam and her operation to help, if necessary.” She quickly leads the way. It’s a short walk. The rest pod is barely big enough for the four of us, just a couple chairs and a small cot tucked into a closet stacked with extra supplies.


  I take a seat on the cot, folding my legs and leaving my hands upturned on my knees. “I won’t come out of the fugue unless something’s wrong,” I say to Basha.


  She gives me a nod, face pinched and intense, echoing the compression on my chest.


  I close my eyes and shift hard, flinging myself up and out of the Makers’ hidden-away command center. I lift fast above the hangars nestled between some abandoned high-rises and a sprawling junkyard. The ships are cloaked, but that means nothing to me. The exteriors of the two ships the Makers stole from the Resistance shimmer with the same unreality all non-living things have in the fugue state. Inside, seemingly suspended in the air, are the brighter flames of dozens of jivs split between the two craft. I will myself closer to the one carrying Tristan and Cyrus just as they turn in a long arc over the waterways below. A few glimmers of moonlight reflect off the surface. The nearness of the water drove the ascenders away from Old Portland in the first place, relocating and building an entirely new shining city to the south: New Portland.


  Inside the ship, the jivs are quietly talking amongst themselves while pulling on invisibility suits. Even though I know they have black body armor under the suits, all I see are their true fugue-state forms. Most wear the same ragged woolen uniforms as non-jiv Makers, which makes a kind of sense—they must belong heart and soul to the Makers’ cause if they’re volunteering for augmented limbs and risking their lives for a piece of ascender tech.


  Tristan is likewise branded by his origins in the Resistance, wearing fatigues even in the fugue. Cyrus looks like any other legacy human from the waist down—standard Orion-issued wear—but on top, he’s wearing a rough jacket. Brown and woolen with the hood thrown back. This has changed, even from the last time I saw him, fleeing the Resistance camp with a body smuggler on a sunbike. This knocks me back a little—why did his fugue state change? But that shock has nothing on the conversation going on between Cyrus and Tristan.


  “You don’t think he can do it?” Tristan asks. “Be the one, I mean.”


  “I don’t want him to do it,” Cyrus says with a scowl. “I’d rather he kept breathing.”


  “But he’s the real deal.” They’re keeping their voices low. The other jivs are busy suiting up.


  Cyrus gives him a pinched look. “You’re a believer, right?”


  Tristan shakes his head a little, looking chagrined. “I saw him resurrect her with my own eyes.” He tugs on the invisibility jacket and works at the closures in front. “But you could be right. He may not be up to the challenge.”


  “Hey, that’s my best friend you’re talking about.” Cyrus defensive tone flushes satisfaction through me. “He could do it. It’s just a terrible idea. And a good way to get dead.” He focuses on tugging on his suit. “Besides, he lets his heart lead him too much. Then it gets him in trouble. And he doesn’t need this kind of trouble. He should settle into the Makers with Kamali and let the rest of it go.”


  Tristan scowls. “Kamali only loves him because he saved her. If he gives up on any kind of… mission… how much longer do you think she’s going to stick around?”


  What? Tristan’s words seem to be pissing off Cyrus as much as they are me. He straightens up from fussing with the suit bindings. He’s six-foot-two and, all of a sudden, he’s in Tristan’s face. “How about you piss off? Kamali always belonged with him. From the first minute they were together.”


  Tristan cringes under the verbal assault.


  But Cyrus isn’t done. “You didn’t see them at the Olympics. They would have been solid all along if I hadn’t messed things up. So you stay the hell away from her.”


  Tristan’s hands are up, and he’s backing away from Cyrus. “Hey, easy. I’m the one who broke up with her, remember? I’m just saying—”


  Cyrus jabs a finger at him. “Don’t say it. Especially don’t say it to Eli.” He leaves hanging the threat of what would happen if he did.


  “Whatever, man.” They awkwardly go back to prepping, but I’m reeling from all of it. I want to believe what Cyrus says—that Kamali has always belonged with me—but too much of me thinks Tristan is right. She loves me because I saved her. Or because I talk to her God… if not now, maybe one day…


  Zachary barks out some orders. They’ve almost arrived.


  The research facility is in the middle of New Portland surrounded by all the exotic architecture the ascenders have created for their new utopia. The buildings are lit up in a blaze of light, a city that never sleeps because the immortals have perpetual lives. The double helix tower and the billowing inflatable high rises shine with an interior glow, pristine compared to the destruction of the glass facility below us, which is darkened and lifeless. I hadn't seen it from this vantage point before, not after it was attacked. Most of the sprawling glass-and-chrome-latticed facility is intact—the destruction is mainly at the entry point where the giant doors open to allow ships into the building. Given that we’re in the middle of the city, surrounded by ascenders on all sides, the only reason a swarm of sentries hasn’t converged on the ships is that they’re cloaked.


  They hover down through the glass avalanche. It catches a few slivers of the moon but is mostly drenched in darkness. I remember seeing this in reverse, on the way up, full of sunshine, as Augustus’s sentries hauled us away to his mountain estate. Leopold didn’t make it out of there, and Marcus barely did.


  It seems odd that the research facility is still wrecked, like Marcus’s allies should have cleaned it up by now, but my understanding of the ascender world is limited. The different sides are constantly in flux, people lining up according to which belief they align with at the moment. Maybe leaving it like this—a lifeless hulk where Marcus, a rebel ascender, and his allies used to conduct research—has some significance in the ascender world that eludes me. Maybe his allies are all in hiding. I don’t know, but the debris seems untouched since I was here three weeks ago. Not even the stirring of maintenance bots.


  The two ships settle at the base level, blasting aside a shower of glass to clear a spot to land and lighting up the landing area with downward focused beams. A drift of darkened blue and green-colored shards hides the broken hulks of the Resistance’s original ships. The bodies of the militia who died here must still be buried inside.


  The Makers’ jivs disgorge from the ships, weapons out and spotlights scanning for unfriendlies. They pick slowly across the lake of shattered glass, Zachary leading them toward the unshattered remains of the research facility. He seems to know where he’s going, and his memories flash up the intel they gained during scouting missions with tiny drones the Makers crafted.


  I’m glad to see Tristan and Cyrus staying back, guarding their ship.


  Everyone keeps comm silence as the jivs disappear into the building.


  This is supposed to be a quick in-and-out mission, but the tension is high, and it makes the time drag. Two low-augment jivs guard one ship while Tristan and Cyrus guard the other. They all have their guns out, scanning for any sign of movement among the kaleidoscope of colored glass. Blues and greens slashed through with a streak of red and a puddle of yellow, a mountain of jewels, large and small.


  Zachary is taking his time. Tristan and Cyrus exchange tense glances, but no one speaks or uses the comm. It’s one long held breath waiting for the jivs to return.


  It finally occurs to me to move to the front line with Zachary, in case something goes wrong, so I can alert command. I’m not even sure what they would do besides warn Cyrus and Tristan. It’s not like they can follow up with more firepower. They stole the ships from the Resistance to get their cloaking tech specifically for this mission. There was no other way to get this deep into New Portland without it.


  I flit forward through the maze of translucent and transparent glass hallways, following the party of humans. They’re hurrying from laboratory to laboratory, searching for the piece of equipment they need, an advanced gene manipulator. I pull back and float above the floor the jivs are on, scanning further in the building for flickering fugue-state forms. My vision through the multiple layers of glass is odd but no more so than any other building in the fugue state. I’ve never seen a bot or sentry in the fugue, so I’m not sure what they would look like—lifeless like the walls? Or would their low sentience be enough to warrant a flickering glow like the fugue-state forms of the jivs? And what would that mean—do bots have souls? I scan the facility again, remembering this is a place for genetic research. When I was here the first time, I saw animal forms. But there’s nothing now. They must have cleared out or died.


  I see nothing moving besides the jivs.


  I zip back down to Zachary’s team. One of them is frantically gesturing—he’s found what they’re looking for. Three jivs go to work detaching it from the wall, which is no easy trick—it’s the kind of tech the ascenders summon from the walls. One of the jivs has a monstrous tool with black jaws that pries the machine free, biting a chunk out of the wall and dragging entrails of cabling and wires behind.


  Relief flushes through me.


  It only takes a thought to return to Cyrus…


  Cyrus is down.


  Tristan is dragging him into the ship.


  What? No, no, no…


  Sentries are everywhere, firing their light weapons, but also taking hits from the two other jivs retreating into their ship. Tristan lets off a volley, covering Cyrus, then he slams his hand on the wall of his ship to activate the external shield. The other ship seals up, too, then the onboard cannons light up and start picking off the sentries.


  There are so many, raining down and landing on the transports with thruster-braced thuds. My question from before is answered—the sentries’ fugue-state forms have a dim glow, far weaker than humans, but enough to make a horrifying light-show of dull stars falling from the black sky.


  I flit through the ship’s hull to Cyrus’s side. He’s clutching his gut, but I can’t see what’s wrong. His fugue-state shows him whole, but his face is contorted with pain. I want to grip his shoulder, let him know I’m here, ask him what’s wrong… but I’m a worthless, amorphous fugue-form.


  “Hang on,” Tristan shouts, sprinting to the cockpit and reemerging a half second later with a small package. He rips it open and slaps his hands together, activating the tech inside. It mushrooms to a thick bandage twenty times the size.


  He presses it to Cyrus’s stomach. “Hold this.” The panic in his voice is amplifying mine. If Cyrus needs a bandage that huge… “Hold it hard.” Then Tristan wrenches away and runs to the back of the ship, swiping open a door to climb to the weapons bay. I can see him through the walls—he’s laying down fire on the sentries crawling over the other transport. One is already at the door, pounding, but the shields are holding. The other ship is likewise keeping the sentries from piercing our hull.


  I stand there, wanting to shout to Cyrus, hold the bandage to the wound I can’t see, something… but I can’t do a thing. I look up through the roof with my fugue-state vision and stare in horror as more sentries drop down through the glass-walled column that reaches up to a transport hovering in the sky. Almost as fast as the sentries arrive, Tristan blasts them to parts.


  Suddenly, the rest of the Makers’ team appears in the landing area. The sentries fire on them. Two jivs go down immediately. Two more carry the tech they were after, protected by a garrison of six others, weapons out and firing as they hustle toward the ship. The Makers are holding their own.


  But Cyrus…


  He’s not putting pressure on his wound because he’s barely conscious. His face contorts in pain. I’m panicking and staring and not moving. Before I can force myself away, back to Old Portland, Tristan scuttles back into the hold. He slams a fist against the wall, sliding open the outside doors. He has a blaster in each hand, firing out and laying down cover for the jivs running across the landing floor. Tristan yelps as he’s thrown backward by a shot that clips his arm. A half dozen jivs flood the hold, the last one activating the shield and enclosing the ship again.


  Everyone is shouting. Something is pounding on the ship. Horrible mechanical screeching sounds and an electrical shock reverberates through the too-thin metal skin. I can see the sentries crawling on the roof. One of the jivs with mechanical legs vaults over his fellow warriors, rebounding across the wall to reach the cockpit.


  The ship lurches into the air. I’m tied to Cyrus—he was my guiding light to get here—so I go with them. But the sentries are dropping off, losing traction, flung by the hard g’s the pilot is pulling. The Makers’ second ship zips ahead of us, likewise jerking like an animal stung by bees into a merciless frenzy. It fires on the ship that rained sentries down on us—it lists to the side and, as if in slow motion, plows into the glass tower. We barely miss the fresh avalanche that crashes down, burying the ascenders’ sentries below.


  Cyrus is limp on the floor, three jivs holding him down against the bucking of the ship. Tristan drags himself across the floor. His one arm is useless, but when he reaches Cyrus, he uses the other to keep pressure on Cyrus’s gut. He shouts at one of the jivs to help.


  I can’t stand to leave—I want to reach into Cyrus’s mind, tell him to hang on—but he won’t even know I’m there. I force myself to wrench away from the ship and back to my body in the Makers’ small rest pod next to the command center.


  Breath invades my body. “They’re out,” I say, eyes still shut. When I open them, the hopeful look on Basha’s face sears into me. “He’s hurt,” I rush out. “Get the medics ready.” I’m breathless with the need to do something.


  Her eyes go wide, and the light brown skin of her face goes gray.


  She sprints for the door.


  I’m two steps behind her.
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  The transport ships land, and Cyrus is floated out on a maglev stretcher.


  He’s not moving. I was by his side moments ago… did he die when I left? My chest is so tight, I can’t get any air.


  The jivs rush his stretcher across the broken concrete, running at ascender speed on their augmented legs. I stand back from the door to the shops, and they sail inside the building, but the half dozen jivs pushing his maglev keep me from getting a good look. They zip past the cubicles and machines, heading for the med shops. As I watch them go, I realize they’re still working on him—trying to keep him breathing or staunch the blood or something. Tristan sprints after them, still gripping the wound on his arm and shouting orders. Medical orders.


  Cyrus is still alive.


  A gush of relief makes my head feel like it’s floating.


  “Let’s go.” Kamali’s hand is on my arm, shaking me out of my shock.


  Basha is already running ahead. Nathaniel’s waiting for me. My brain finally kicks in and orders my legs to move. We join the flow of people—some from the ships, some waiting to meet the returning warriors—toward the electric-white med pod. More stretchers shoot past at augmented speed, but most of the jivs are stumbling along, the uninjured helping those who are bloodied but can still walk. The jumble of humanity gains mass, other Makers joining in, checking for loved ones, reuniting with brief hugs, but still moving forward. When Kamali and I arrive at the med pod, it’s already packed with people. More crowd in, shouting at the med techs to help their loved ones, as if they don’t already know what to do.


  The Makers’ medical technology is more advanced than anything I’ve seen on the human side… but it’s still human technology. No med bots or ascender tech.


  I shove my way through the crowd, working past the other four stretchers that have been stationed at med bays. A flurry of med techs attends to them.


  It’s bad—really bad.


  The jiv on the first stretcher moans but is quickly given something for the pain, making the sound fade. I can’t help looking at the second stretcher as I pass—there’s no way he’s still alive. The light-burned hole in his midsection sickly reminds me of the Dalai Lama. Another object lesson in the vulnerability of the human body delivered by another merciless sentry at another time.


  I keep going.


  The rest of the assault team is up and moving—some with wounds so heinous, I’m not sure how they’re standing. They all seem hyped. Maybe some drug is animating them. I fight my way through the jittery warriors and past the other two stretchers of wounded jivs, finally remembering to shift into the fugue so I can peer through the sea of living flames to see Cyrus.


  He’s moving now, plus I can see his vibrant fugue form—half hooded jacket, half ragged legacy wear—which keeps my panic at bay but makes me work harder to reach his side. Kamali and Nathaniel trail behind me. Basha is already there. The med techs have revived Cyrus somewhat, but his eyes are still closed, and his grimace tells me his pain meds aren’t enough.


  Basha holds his hand while two med techs work on him. One is diving into his wound with a scope—I have to look away. The wound is worse than I thought. There are parts of Cyrus’s body exposed to the world that never should be. The second med tech is monitoring him with a device on his chest and another on his forehead. Not ascender-tech med patches, just some crude metallic wiring and tape that’s actually touching his skin. The tech swipes through information on a handheld.


  I stand next to Basha, near Cyrus’s head, trying to stay out of the med techs’ way. Kamali hangs back behind me, but she puts a hand on my shoulder, gently reassuring me. Nathaniel stays at the foot of the bed. Tristan settles into a rough wooden chair next to Cyrus—a med tech’s already working on his arm, aggressively stitching his wound. Tristan’s jaw clenches with the pain, but his gaze is mostly locked on Cyrus, with quick glances at me.


  Cyrus’s face is so gray. I pat Kamali’s hand but move away from her touch so I can shift into the fugue. Cyrus’s fugue-state form is whole and vibrantly present, but the pain is still etched on his face. The med tech at his midsection probes deeper. Cyrus winces then blearily opens his eyes. He blinks and doesn’t seem to see anything at first.


  Then his gaze slowly finds Basha’s face. His smile is so weak, it’s almost not there. “Don’t cry,” he says, but it’s mostly a wheeze.


  She squeezes his hand harder. “Cyrus.” The gasp in her voice turns me inside out.


  “Mmokay.” His slurring shoots up my heart rate. His eyes wander and find me next. I want to reach out and touch him, but I’m still half in the fugue.


  I’m tempted to do it anyway.


  He blinks once, slowly, like he’s making sure I’m really there. “You…”


  “Don’t talk.” The words are broken glass in my mouth.


  He gives that weak smile again, and his eyes drift half closed. But he sucks in a breath and gives his words strength. “Hate it…” He pulls another breath. “When you’re right.”


  I shift out of the fugue because I’m desperate to touch him. My grip on his shoulder is probably too tight, but I can’t stop myself.


  “I’m not right.” My words are hot with anger. Tears burn my eyes. “You’re going to be okay.”


  The med tech who’s monitoring Cyrus flicks a look at me but says nothing.


  Basha lets out a small whimper, and that cuts through me—she’s always been hyper aware of everything, every small social cue, and I don’t want to know what that glance from the med tech means. I don’t want to know what he sees on his tablet.


  Cyrus can’t die.


  The med tech working on Cyrus’s wound leans back and drops his hands. He exchanges a look with the one with the tablet.


  No, no, no…


  Cyrus’s eyes drift closed. “So tired…” he whispers.


  I squeeze harder on his shoulder. “Cyrus.”


  He winces and turns his head to me. His eyes are still closed, but now they’re squeezed shut. “Come on, man…” he says like I’m bothering him. Like I’m waking him from a stolen nap in the barracks when he’s been out on duty for too long.


  The two med techs step back. They’re not working on him any longer. I want to shout at them to do something, but a motion at the far side of the room sends up a murmur and grabs their attention.


  It’s Miriam. The crowd parts before her. She catches my eye but quickly turns to check on the jiv laid out on the first stretcher. The med tech shakes his head. She moves onto the second, the one I already know is dead. She briefly places a hand on the man’s body then moves on. The hushed anticipation of the room is turning into cries of grief and open sobbing—as if they were waiting for her to officially declare them dead.


  I shove my way around the end of Cyrus’s stretcher and push through the crowd toward Miriam. She’s already moved on to the third stretcher—the med tech gives her a nod. She smiles at the jiv who’s missing a leg. He grins up at her. This is his chance to get a new augment—which is completely messed up, but I couldn’t care less. Miriam turns to the fourth stretcher. That jiv is missing an arm and a leg, but that’s not what’s doing her in. It’s the hole in her gut from a light weapon that took out a chunk of her side. Just like Cyrus. Her face is ashen, like his. A young man stands by her side, petting her hair. He’s already crying. The med tech shakes his head in answer to Miriam’s unspoken question.


  I reach the end of the stretcher as Miriam squeezes the shoulder of the crying man. He doesn’t seem to notice. Miriam backs away, running straight into me—because I’m not moving.


  “I need a transport,” I demand, keeping my voice low. “The ascenders have tech that can save Cyrus.”


  She scowls. “No.” Her voice is harsh. “We need that ship.” She pushes past me, heading for Cyrus’s stretcher.


  I follow her, anger a live volcano inside me. My best friend is dying, and the ascenders can save him. You can save him too, my head tells me—but I can’t. He wasn’t shocked out of his body, like Kamali—his insides are torn to shreds. I can’t imagine it away. This isn’t a drawing on a pad or lights only Kamali can see. This is a giant hole in my best friend’s gut. But I know for sure that ascender tech can fix it.


  “I’ll bring the transport back,” I say, desperate as I trail close behind Miriam. The crowd moves for her, and we’re already reaching Cyrus’s spot. “I’ll bring even more tech, whatever you want, just name it.”


  She stops and gives me a deadly glare. “I’m not a fool, Eli. You’re not bringing that ship back.” Then she turns to Cyrus, glances over him, and looks to the med techs. They’ve taken a step back. The one who was monitoring him just shakes his head.


  “No.” I lurch back to Cyrus’s side.


  His face is slack now. Basha is openly sobbing. All the air has gone out of the room.


  Cyrus’s wound is no longer gushing blood. His chest is still. While I was off screeching at Miriam, demanding a ship to run to the ascenders to save my best friend, he was quietly dying.


  I feel the heat of Miriam and med techs staring. Every gaze in the room is on me. Tristan in his chair. Nathaniel at the foot of the stretcher. Even Kamali seems to hold her breath.


  They expect me to save him.


  My chest caves in. My hand shakes as I reach for his. I hold it hard. It’s still warm. Tears blur my vision. I should have found a way to stop him. This stupid idea—that stealing tech from the ascenders was the only salvation for mankind—it was foolishness of the highest order. The Makers are like babies, unarmed against tyrants. Children against tanks. This was Cyrus’s one chance to battle the ascenders for real, and they sliced him into pieces, stealing his life and everything that he is.


  It’s not right. This shouldn’t happen.


  I can bring him back.


  The words are burning in my brain.


  Kamali was shocked out of her life. Augustus’s electrical weapon stopped her heart and shorted out her brain, but that was just a jolt that flung her into the afterlife. I merely fetched her back. But Cyrus… parts of his body are bloody meat.


  If I bring him back, will he simply die all over again?


  I don’t know how any of this works.


  One thing is certain: if I bring Cyrus back, even for a moment, here in a Makers’ med pod with dozens of onlookers… everyone will know. They’ll see with their own eyes. They’ll know with rock-hard certainty this ability isn’t a fluke or rumor or the wishful thinking of someone trying to be a prophet.


  They’ll know it’s real. Whatever that means. I’m not even sure I know.


  But the choice is clear.


  I can let my best friend die.


  Or I can show the Makers the infinitely dangerous weapon I am.


  As much as I don’t want to hand them an advantage in their misbegotten war of genocide against ascenders… I can’t let Cyrus die. Not without at least trying to save him.


  I keep my grip on Cyrus’s hand and lean over his body, placing my other hand on his wound. I shift, but his vibrant fugue-state form doesn’t snap into view. All I see is Cyrus’s lifeless body. He’s already gone. But I know my best friend—I can find him, wherever he’s gone. It takes no effort at all to solidify Cyrus in my mind.


  My body slumps over the broken flesh of my best friend as I fling out with such power and suddenness that I’m not sure where I’m going until I come to a jarring stop.


  I’m standing in Cyrus’s apartment.


  He’s in front of me with his back turned. The hood is up on his brown, woolen jacket, but I know it’s him. He’s staring down the hallway toward the bedroom where his grandfather lived. It’s so real, I have to look around to verify I’m actually in the fugue. It’s the same tattered wallpaper I remember from our Orion-provided legacy housing. The same broken furniture. The same scraps of gray market goods on the shelves. Dishes sit on the chipped-surface counter, left over from a meal recently eaten. But there’s also a gray mist eating at the walls, trying to pull them apart.


  “Cyrus,” I call, my voice feeling small in this place.


  He turns, a frown on his face. “Eli.” He’s not surprised to see me. It’s as if he doesn’t know where we are—where we truly are—and he thinks it’s natural for me to be standing in his living room. A room we haven’t been in for months. He looks back down the hallway. “My grandfather’s here. My mom and dad, too.”


  They’re all dead. His parents were killed when Cyrus was only ten. But I have no doubt they are actually down that hall, wherever it leads.


  “I know,” I choke out. “But I need you, Cy.”


  He turns sharply back to me. “You’ve always needed me. I’ve always been there for you. Always looked out for you.”


  He’s right. I shouldn’t ask this of him. I shouldn’t want him to save me one more time, if only just by being there for me. Like the countless other times.


  “I know.” The words are getting harder, like molasses burying me.


  His eyes narrow. He flicks a look back down the hall, and I see realization steal over him. “You’re here to save me.” Then something like fear shows in his eyes, and he shakes his head. “No. No, this is wrong. You can’t be that guy, Eli. You can’t. I beat the shit out of Tyler McPherson for you in fifth year.”


  I smile through the heaviness. “I remember.”


  “You’re not supposed to be the one saving me. That’s my job.”


  “I guess it’s my turn.”


  That gives him a panicked look. He shakes his head harder. “You’re my scrawny little brother. You are not the coming one.” But his eyes are getting wider. Like he doesn’t believe the words coming out of his own mouth.


  “No, probably not.” I honestly don’t know what I am. All I know is I need to do this.


  He points a finger at me. “I know you. You’re going to screw this up.”


  “Probably.” And he’s right, as usual. I don’t even know if I can bring him back. This might all be for nothing. “But I have to try. I need you, Cyrus.”


  His eyes are full of fear that borders on panic now, but he nods, slowly. “You need my help. Now. With this.”


  “I can’t do it without you.” It’s the truth.


  He looks back down the hallway, staring for a long time. I know exactly what this is costing him. The ascenders took his parents, his grandfather, the only family he had—they stole all of it. And now I’m asking him to give them up one more time, just because I can’t do this alone. The prophet everyone’s waiting for should be stronger than this. But I’m not.


  Slowly, Cyrus turns to me. Then he holds out his hand, palm up. He just stands there, his offer extended. My only consolation is that he won’t remember any of it.


  I apologize anyway. “I’m sorry,” I say as I take his hand. The entirety of Cyrus’s life crashes down on me, flowing through me like a hot wind that blows us both out of the gauzy comfort of this childhood home. In the vast rushing, I see a million things at once. Cyrus’s great love is like a giant shield wrapped around me, deflecting everything that is wrong and bad in the world. His faith in me has never been that I’m a savior, or a great person, or anything more than simply his brother. But I see clearly that he’s never loved anyone as much. It was always there, no matter how much I doubted it, and now it fills me with a strength that feels borrowed—as if the physical strength of his body is somehow flooding into my essence. With Cyrus, it was always this at the heart of everything. A vast love. Boundless. Even his hatred of ascenders pales compared to this infinitely strong, infinitely powerful, capacity held inside him.


  The rush slams us back into reality.


  Basha shrieks and Kamali gasps, but most importantly, I hear the air sucking back into Cyrus’s lungs. I lift up off his body—my hand and face are slick with his blood, but that’s not what’s making my chest clench. I’ve yanked his fugue-state form back into his body, but can I actually heal him? I shift slightly into the fugue again, the connection rushing me with this insanely huge capacity my best friend has to love. I channel all of that back down to the torn flesh under my hand. In the fugue state, his body appears whole and healthy. I feel his physical body under my hand writhing and reforming to match it. I’m painting with the reality of Cyrus’s flesh—I can’t tell if this is only happening in the fugue or if it’s bleeding over into reality the way I hope.


  When it seems complete, I lift my hand from his body, breaking our contact and dropping out of the fugue. Cyrus’s clothes are still smeared with his blood… but the stitched-up wound in his gut is gone. As if it were never there. I finally suck air back into my lungs, breathing in all the humanity of the med pod—the iron-rich smell of blood, the tang of antiseptics, the acrid twist of fear in the air.


  Cyrus jerks up to sitting. Basha lets out a sound that’s halfway between a gasp and cry. His eyes are wide, and his hand clutches his side, but not in pain… in surprise. Then he slowly drags his gaze up to meet mine. “What…” But he stops there.


  I smile wide. “You okay?”


  He just shakes his head, amazement paralyzing his face.


  Basha throws her arms around Cyrus, and he hugs her back. Kamali’s eyes are shining bright. The smile on her face floods me with equal parts joy and fear—this will forever define us, just as much as when I brought her back.


  The sound of Basha’s joy presides over a pall of silence.


  Then the room comes alive with shouting—I feel the heat of their anger even as the words themselves are lost in a muffled roar. Tristan leaps out of his chair to stand in front of me, blocking the angry stares of the Makers. Nathaniel joins him, fists formed and ready to fight. A mob has suddenly formed, and the sounds coalesce into words: what about the others?


  Of course.


  They want me to save their friends, too.


  Cyrus scrambles off his gurney to stand in front of me. I stare, shocked by the simple fact that he can. It brings out even more shouted demands. Basha hurries to his side, her small hands out like she’s going to single-handedly fight off the mob. The stretcher squeaks behind me—Kamali is climbing over. She pushes me back against maglev then stands between the crowd and me. But none of it will be enough if they come for me.


  Miriam is still standing near the end of Cyrus’s stretcher, coolly taking in my protective detail and letting the angry words of her people wash over us.


  Threaten us.


  “I don’t know what game you’re playing, Elijah Brighton,” she calls out above the noise, “but you are not welcome to play it here.” Yet she’s not holding them back—like she’s happy to let her amped-up jivs tear me apart for daring to pretend to save Cyrus. For mocking them and their sacrifices while their fellow jivs lay dying.


  The shouts ramp up, and several of the jivs lurch toward us. The menace on their faces is clear. Cyrus is growling words, Nathaniel’s bristling for a fight, and Tristan’s dropped into a fighting pose—even Basha has her fingers ready to claw anyone within reach.


  Kamali turns to hold my face in her two hands. “You have to try it.” Her eyes are still shining like before.


  I knew this was the price, but I don’t want to pay it. “I don’t want to be this,” I whisper. I needed Kamali and Cyrus—I don’t need this. I don’t want this. And I have no idea if it’s even possible. These are complete strangers.


  Her hands are soft on my face. “I know. It’s not fair. But you have to try.”


  Trying will be nowhere near enough. I have to succeed. She has to know it’s true—I’ve put all of us in danger by saving Cyrus.


  Kamali stares into my eyes with that fierce determination. “No matter what happens, I’ll always love you.”


  A heart-expanding feeling rushes through me, and it feels just like with Cyrus. I’m not in the fugue, yet I know with absolute certainty that Kamali loves me, Eli, the boy who struggles. The boy who doesn’t want to be a prophet of any kind. The boy who foolishly saves his friends, even when he knows it will change everything.


  I pull back. The crowd is ramping up, but Kamali’s eyes hold the entire world just for me… and that’s all I need. “Hold me,” I say to her. Then I yank myself out of my own body, leaving it behind to sag into her dancer-strong arms.


  My fugue form is quickly drawn to the jiv in the first stretcher by the door. The hole in her chest is gaping and dark, and her fugue-state form is dimming towards death. I plunge my hand into her body. Her life swamps me, flooding me with everything that brought her to this point, dying on the gurney. I picture her whole, and reality shifts to align with her fugue-state form, healing her body and strengthening the tenuous hold she has on this world. By the time I pull back, her heart is racing back to normal speed, her breath ramping up, and her eyes blinking open.


  The second stretcher holds a jiv who was gone before we even reach the med pod. How long can someone be dead before I can no longer bring them back? I have no idea. But I sink both hands into his body. Only this time, I’m trying to heal a corpse, and I’ve got no fugue-state form to guide me. A woman stands next to the body, her face haggard. Her attention has been drawn to where my body still sags in Kamali’s arms. I touch the woman’s fugue-state form—she’s a fellow jiv, training every day for two years, side by side, with the dead man. They weren’t seconds, but they were best of friends—and that’s enough for me to find him in the fugue.


  I’m whisked away from the med pod, sailing through gray mist until I’m standing outside a house filled with laughter. This man—Jeremy—is inside, already crossed over. I summon him out of the house, and he stands dazedly before me. I have the same sense of drenching guilt I did with Cyrus, but this man has a purpose yet to serve… for the Makers and for me.


  I place my hand on his shoulder and pull him back to the med pod. I perform the same painting with reality I’ve done before, twice now, then step back from his now-healed body. Jeremy surges up to sitting on his gurney. His friend shrieks, and the whole room shifts focus to her. And him.


  Silence falls like an exhaled breath.


  But I’m not done yet.


  I skip the jiv who only needs an augment for his missing leg and flit to the side of the gravely wounded one. The final one. The med techs pronounced her impossible to save, and they were right. She’s dead now—missing an arm and a leg, but it’s the hole in her gut that killed her. I’ll leave her limbs to be replaced by augments by the Makers. I lay my hand only on the wound that drove her soul from this world. A man quietly sobs next to her, ignoring everything else—both chaos and shock. I touch him, and his grief consumes me, but I have to know him so I can know her. I find her floating in a gray room, dazed and unaware of what’s happened. I don’t have time to dwell on why one person lands in a happy home while another finds themselves trapped in a box of vague confusion… I’m just a reverse Grim Reaper, bringing them back, one by one, to a world that’s not ready for them to leave.


  I close my eyes and will us both back to the version of reality where I’ll have to face the consequences of what I’ve done.


  When I open my eyes again, she’s gasping to life, just like the others. The hole in her side is healed as if it never existed. A look of disbelief on the man’s face is mixed with such extreme joy, I can’t help but feel it wash over me, lifting me on their rising tide of happiness, even though I’m no longer touching them in the fugue.


  I wrench myself away, back into my body, and awaken in Kamali’s arms.


  Even before I pull in a breath, I hear Miriam’s voice rise above the growing breathless clamor. “This is a trick!” Her voice stabs the air, puncturing the joy.


  A chill washes over my body.


  Then she rushes toward me with ascender speed.
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  Miriam moves so fast, it’s hard for me to track.


  She lays out Nathaniel, swiping his legs out from under him with an augmented kick. Then she shoves Cyrus aside like he’s nothing but a big sack of flour. Tristan grabs her and slows her momentarily, but she whips a punch to his face that takes him down hard, then she moves on like nothing happened. I push Kamali down on Cyrus’s stretcher just before Miriam reaches me. I’m no match whatsoever—she shoves me up against the med pod wall, her hands on my neck and her dark eyes wild.


  “I’ve changed my mind about martyring you,” she hisses in my face.


  Her hands are human, but they’re insanely strong—I can’t get a breath. Tristan, Cyrus, and Nathaniel struggle up from the floor, but a dozen more hands hold them back.


  I try to shove Miriam away, but she slams my head against the wall hard enough to jar my brain. Black dots swarm in front of me—either from the knock on the head or the lack of air. I desperately try to kick or punch my way out of her hold, but nothing affects her. Kamali appears suddenly and slips an arm around Miriam’s throat. It distracts her for a moment—long enough to whip her elbow back and catch Kamali on the cheek. She tumbles to the floor.


  No. I land a solid punch to Miriam’s gut, but she barely flinches. Even the momentum of it only moves her an inch.


  “You will not play this resurrection game in my house,” she growls. Then louder, for the hushed crowd. “Tell them how you faked this!” But she’s not giving me any air to answer. She slams my head against the wall again, fury and fear splotching her face. “Tell them!”


  The swarming dots are back, and my lungs are screaming for air. No one’s going to stop her. I’m dying and desperate and running out of options. I shift slightly, and my fugue-state form is instantly in contact with hers. Startled confusion passes over her face just before I’m blown away, my fugue form ripped out of my body and tumbled across the med pod. Her mind is too strong for me, but not ascender-strong. Not enough to blow me out to the void. I snatched a tiny thought from her, but it’s not anything I can’t tell by her wild-eyed look and the fact that she’s trying to kill me. She wants me to recant—to disavow the miracle that’s occurred in front of everyone’s eyes. Miriam can’t afford to have a prophet come to the Makers. Not now. Not when she’s on the verge of realizing her destiny, as she sees it.


  I flit back to her side. My body has gone limp, and she’s struggling to keep my dead weight upright. One of the Makers shouts at her, insisting she stop. There’s a swell of rancor in the crowd. Miriam’s eyes go wide, but this is a different panic—like perhaps she’s made a mistake in killing me.


  Only I’m not dead. Not yet. But the Makers don’t know that.


  Miriam smacks my face, none too lightly. “Stop faking! I haven’t done anything to you!” But I can hear the uncertainty in her voice.


  I return to my body. When my eyes open, her disbelieving face is only two inches from mine. Seeing me alive charges her anger again, but instead of choking me, she bunches up my shirt and keeps me pinned to the wall.


  “More playing dead?” she accuses. Then she jerks her head back to the crowd. “Tell them this is all tricks and lies.”


  My throat is sore, but I strive to keep my voice calm. “Let me go, and I will.”


  Her eyebrow twitches. She scans my face, looking for the lie, but then she slowly eases back and releases my shirt, which I straighten. Kamali stands nearby, holding her bruised cheek, but the rest—Cyrus and Basha, Nathaniel and Tristan—are still being held captive by Miriam’s overpowered jivs. All eyes are on Miriam and me, Resistance and Maker alike.


  She flicks a look to them, the threat implicit. “Tell us the truth this time,” she demands. She must truly think I’m a charlatan, a false prophet come to ruin her people, or she would demand no such thing.


  Because the truth would unravel everything she believes.


  “You saw what happened,” I say evenly, holding her gaze like she has no power over me. Then I slowly turn to the crowd. “You all saw what happened.”


  It’s a challenge, and Miriam rises to it. “I saw nothing but a boy playing prophet and trying to trick my people into following him.”


  The weakness of her words ripples through the Makers. She’s asking them to disbelieve their own eyes. Half are flicking looks to the healed, the ones I pulled back from the other side. Alisha. Jeremy. Simone. Their lives are swirling through me, waiting to be integrated. Soon, they’ll be part of me, like everyone who’s passed through. Their memories still have to be sorted and cataloged, but I can already feel their Maker lives folding into the person I am now.


  The boy who brings people back from the dead.


  The boy who paints with reality.


  I ignore Miriam’s pointed stare and lift my hand to peer dazedly at it. What can I really do with this ability? What should I do? Could I, right at this moment, conjure a gun to point at Miriam’s head? Could I pull the trigger before anyone could reach me? Would it be real?


  I drop my hand and face the murmuring crowd—they’re still struggling to understand what’s happened. “I’m not the prophet you’re waiting for.” My voice is loud and clear and carries to every corner of the pod. The hush falls, sudden and fast. I get that strange feeling I’ve had before—like this moment is immutable. As if it has to happen, or maybe it’s already happened. But I don’t believe in fate or destiny or a pre-determined future. I believe in free will and free choice—and that the words I’m about to say are actually mine to choose. “You’re waiting for a Second Singularity. You’re offering up your jivs and your Makers, sacrificing them to try to become something more.” I spread my arms wide, taking full responsibility for the actions—the impossible things—that I just did. “This is what more looks like.” A jittery murmur goes through the crowd, a flutter of exchanged looks. They don’t know what to make of me, but the hands holding my friends loosen. Tristan shoves them away. Nathaniel doesn’t budge, his stony stare still hard on them. Kamali’s eyes are alight and focused on me. Cyrus slips his arm around Basha, protective, but his gaze is hot on my face, too. I can’t look at them, not now, not without losing my determination to do this.


  I swing back to Miriam. The panic is alive on her face. “Do you really think you can stop me? If I want to walk my friends out of here, right now, do you think you can stand in my way?”


  Her jaw is working, grinding in fury, but no words are coming out. Either she thinks it’s true—and I honestly don’t know if it is—or she’s too angry to speak. I can’t tell through the wall of hatred on her face.


  I soften my voice. “Do you really want to know the truth, Miriam?”


  “You have no claim on the truth!” she spits out, bitter, echoing the vision of her and her sword stabbing my body with righteous fury. So… seeing isn’t believing. Not for her. Or she’ll never admit it.


  I speak to the crowd instead. “The truth is that I came here to get my friend, Cyrus. To stop him from a pointless fight. And when he died for you…” I pause, and the hush settles in again. “I brought him back. Because it wasn’t right.” I look through the crowd, finding the ones I healed staring at me with a wide-eyed wonder. They believe… even if they don’t remember the other side. “You wanted me to save your friends, too, and I did. I’m not going to use this thing that I do—this thing that I am—to destroy lives.” I return a piercing look to Miriam. “You shouldn’t be worrying about me. You should worry about yourselves. There’s no righteousness in destruction, Miriam. And that includes the ascenders.”


  Another murmur, angrier this time, runs through the crowd.


  Miriam’s face opens with a new understanding. “Of course—you’re just like them.”


  “I’m not like anyone.” Of that much, I’m certain.


  Her voice gains strength again. “You’re one of their experiments—”


  “I’m leaving,” I say, cutting her off and straightening my shoulders. “Don’t stand in my way.” Maybe it’s the confidence in my voice. Maybe it’s the fact that her people are already whispering among themselves, questioning all of this, wondering aloud if any of this can possibly be true. Whether they can believe their own eyes. But when I brush past Miriam, she doesn’t stop me, just follows me with her glare.


  It only takes three steps before I’m face-to-face with Cyrus. “Are you coming?” I ask.


  He opens his mouth to answer, but he’s cut off by a screech of metal, shouting voices, and two screaming half-grunts that have every person in the room whipping their heads toward the door—it’s coming from outside the med pod in the shops.


  We don’t have to wonder for long.


  Lenora appears in the doorway, her beautiful ascender form tall and terrifying. She quickly scans the room then runs with ascender speed, weaving through the Makers to reach me. Miriam is still standing close and menacing—Lenora shoves her to the ground and holds her with one foot on her neck, pinning her to the floor. Miriam kicks at Lenora with her augments, and two of her jivs shove past me to come to Miriam’s defense, but a fraction of a second later, Marcus slips through the crowd at ascender speed and knocks them all back, sending them reeling into the crowd and tumbling to the floor.


  He immobilizes Miriam’s augments with a crushing grip that screeches metal on metal.


  “Don’t!” I cry out, afraid they’ll kill her—and ruin everything I’ve just accomplished.


  “Are you all right?” Lenora demands, but she’s already scanning me with her inhuman eyes. Her gaze lands on my throat, which has to be showing bruises. She whips an angry look down at Miriam.


  “Let her up.” I leave no room for argument in my voice. The last thing I need is ascenders showing up in a rage and killing the Makers’ leader.


  Marcus gives me a slightly surprised but amused look. He backs off, releasing Miriam, then he scans the jivs around us as if they were no more threat than a small cloud of flies and just as disgusting. Lenora frowns but eases off Miriam’s neck. The Makers’ leader is red-faced and spitting mad, judging by the clenching of her teeth, but she scrambles up to standing. Right then, Grayson hurtles through the door into the med pod, moving fast but not quite ascender speed. He spies me across the room and comes to a halt, quickly evaluating the situation. Then Delphina arrives at his back, dressed in the black body armor of the Resistance. Her steely-eyed glare sweeps the room.


  Great.


  “It looks like your Masters have come to claim you,” Miriam says, poison in her voice.


  This sudden “rescue”—which I really don’t need—definitely puts me on the ascender side of things.


  “The ascenders created me,” I say, lifting my voice to address the entire crowd of Makers. “Out of tech and DNA, just like Miriam.” I bring my gaze back to her. “But it doesn’t matter who created me or where I came from. What matters is who I decide to be.” I’m challenging her with her own words. The crowd must know it because they shift back from the huddle of ascenders and Resistance members in their midst, looking to her, uncertain.


  Kamali has a shine in her eyes. Cyrus and Basha as well. Tristan’s expression is stunned into blankness. Nathaniel is still eyeing the nearby jivs, but he’s calm. Marcus seems amused like I’m some kind of talking parrot. Lenora is the only one still scanning the crowd like she’s not yet certain I’m safe.


  But I am.


  I’m walking out of here, but I have something to say first. To all of them.


  “You’re striving to become something more,” I say to Miriam, who is still seething but also looks a little lost—like she can’t understand how all of this unraveled so quickly. “Something better than the ascenders. But what if you just become a different kind of killing machine? If, in order to become more, you have to extinguish someone else, even if that someone else is an ascender, someone you think is less than you in some fundamental way… that’s not good enough. You don’t deserve to be the top species on the planet if all you’re going to do with that is leave a bloody trail in your wake.” The hush is sudden and full. “Fight the ascenders, if you want. Destroy them, if you can. But if you do, you’ll be no better than anyone else in history who has decided that someone else is subhuman and worthy of elimination. And I will have no part of that.”


  I turn my back on Miriam’s glare and Lenora’s defensive stance, then hold my hand out to Kamali—she looks startled for an instant, then slides her hand into mine and holds it firmly. I only get two more steps before I’m blocked by the crowd of jivs and Makers and my own people—Nathaniel, Tristan, Cyrus, and Basha.


  “Follow me,” I say to them, and it’s more than a simple get out of my way I’m trying to reach the door. I know it, and by the looks on their faces, they know it, too.


  Everyone moves out of my way.


  Kamali and I stride down the center of the med pod. She trails behind me, still holding my hand. I don’t have to look back to know the others are following.


  Grayson and Delphina are holding their position by the door, waiting.


  When I reach them, I glance back at Miriam. “We don’t have to be enemies,” I say to her across the crowd.


  “You carry their stink on you.” But her words don’t have the weight they would have just ten minutes ago.


  I turn away and don’t look back. Behind me, rancor swells up in the med pod—the dissension reminds me of the Promised, but this time couldn’t be more different, in every way that counts. 


  I quickly cross the open expanse of the shops. Miriam truly is building something new here, something good—the human-made machinery and technology and innovation are shining examples of what humanity can do with their intelligence.


  But intelligence isn’t the currency anymore.


  The door to the outside hangs off its hinges—it’s clear where Lenora made her entrance. She and Marcus zip ahead, through the open doorway and into the night outside. The Resistance transport they’ve brought lights up the broken concrete right next to the Makers’ makeshift hangars. I head toward the ship with Kamali close behind and the others following at a short distance, a steady exodus from the shops.


  No one from the Makers tries to stop us.


  I stand by the boarding ramp with Kamali, letting everyone else to board first. Lenora waits by my side with Marcus, who is peering at me with alternating expressions of superior amusement and suspicion. Tristan and Nathaniel board first, followed by Cyrus and Basha. They give me nods I know will be followed by words later. Delphina passes me with a piercing but silent stare before she boards.


  Grayson stops in front of me. He hands me a small cloth—it looks like something he picked up in the Makers’ shop. “Clean yourself up.” He points at my face.


  I’m unsure what he’s talking about until I wipe my face, and it comes away bloody. For a split second, I think that it must be my blood, but then I realize… it’s Cyrus’s. I clean the rest from my face and hand, then toss the bloody cloth onto the grass and follow Grayson up the ramp.


  When everyone is aboard, Lenora and Marcus disappear into the cockpit, and we lift off. It’s an unsettling motion that seems amplified in my stomach.


  I stare out the window into the night until Cyrus leaves his quiet huddle with Basha and the others to come stand by my side. Everyone else is holding back, but the transport isn’t that big—they’ll hear whatever Cyrus has to say.


  It doesn’t bother me in the slightest.


  “I would lay my life down for you any day of the week, Eli,” he says, quietly, but with a strength that doesn’t surprise me, not anymore, not having been in his head. I know how he really feels, how he’s felt all along about my mom and me. We’re his family as much or more than the ones waiting for him in the afterlife.


  “I know,” I say.


  “That was true before today,” he adds.


  “I know that, too.” I give him a small smile.


  He frowns. “There’s something different today, though.”


  “Yeah? What’s that?” I reflexively slip half into the fugue, but I’m only partially surprised to see his fugue-state form has changed from the last time I saw him in that Seattle apartment where he crossed over. The hooded jacket he was wearing before has grown, now reaching all the way to the floor. It’s a brown, woolen robe. Monk’s robes.


  What does it mean? I don’t know. My mind is scattered, still assimilating all the lives, including his. He’s always been a partial believer. Always wanted to believe in something but never could get past the dingy reality of the legacy world, and then the Resistance.


  Until now.


  I know the difference is me… but I’m not exactly sure why. I’m still reeling from it all, still replaying the words that came out of my mouth. There’s a dissociation from it, a distance which gives me an odd kind of calm. It feels foreign. Like I’m floating in a strange sea.


  That calm is a settling of purpose that’s eluded me… pretty much my entire life.


  Cyrus is hesitating in answering my question, so I ask it straight-out. “What’s different now, Cy?” Although I already know, probably better than he does, given he doesn’t seem to remember his time in that Seattle apartment on the other side. But I can see it in his fugue-state.


  “What guy?”


  “The one who’s going to save us.”


  And like that, I feel the full weight of it—the burden I’ve been trying to avoid from the beginning settles on me like a yoke. One I have no choice but to carry. Maybe Joshua’s right. Maybe the Lord chooses his prophet. Maybe I didn’t decide to say those words all on my own.


  Or maybe I was simply tired of people dying because of me.


  “Let’s just go home, Cy.”


  He nods and leaves me alone to stare out the window of the transport at the quickly retreating night skyline of Old Portland.
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  The ride through the nighttime sky to the Resistance’s camp is ridiculously short.


  No harrowing sunbike ride over neglected pre-Singularity roads. No trials and tribulations in the Promised Land and on the Road to Salvation. In fact, flying through the clouds feels like being in the fugue—separate from reality. In particular, the reality on the ground of people’s lives I’ve just radically changed.


  I keep my thoughts to myself, still struggling to assimilate the lifetimes I’ve absorbed—and to come to terms with the things I’ve done and the things I’ve said. I’ve healed bodies torn to pieces. I’ve resurrected a corpse dead for who knows how long. I didn’t just bring someone back from the other side… I healed what was broken here.


  In reality.


  In front of a mob.


  The question that’s fighting through the after-shock buzz in my brain isn’t how I could do it but… what else can I do? Is there nothing off limits now? For all my words of lecture to the Makers about not leaving a bloody trail in the wake of their quest, they aren’t the ones with this power.


  I am.


  The buzzing in my head closes in again, shoving that idea aside. It’s too big. I’m still stitching my mind back together—I can’t cope with all of it at once, and my brain is shutting down in some kind of defense mode. Like there’s a teetering edge of madness tucked inside that big idea, and I’m dangerously close to it tumbling over it. The dark scowl on my face echoes the tremulous uncertainty about all this that claws at the edges of my mind.


  Everyone leaves me alone—but they’re definitely talking about me.


  Lenora and Marcus are communicating in a way that reminds me of the first time I saw the two of them together. It was at Lenora’s apartment on the outskirts of Seattle, and I was just figuring out that Marcus was her second. They touched hands and gazed into each other’s eyes with a look so intimate, I knew it went beyond transmitted communication. They’re doing it again now, and the flow of colors along her skin, blending across the contact between their fingers, reminds me of the intimate touch of the fugue. It’s a level of knowing that goes beyond anything merely human. I’m not jealous, like that first time, when Lenora was still everything I desired, both to be and to have. Now I just feel a gulf of separation—from them and everyone else in the transport—that comes from the deep and unsettling knowledge that I’m fundamentally different from everyone else, ascender or human.


  I can absorb their lives, but no one can truly know mine.


  That thought draws my gaze to the whispered conversation between Kamali and Delphina, tucked in the opposite corner. They’re speaking in French, which makes a smile threaten my lips. If they’re trying to evade my understanding, it’s one of the few ways that will work. None of the lives I’ve absorbed so far include someone fluent in the lilting language of love. But I have no doubt Kamali and Delphina are talking about me. I’m actually thankful I can’t understand the words—the side-eye looks are bad enough.


  The transport hovers silently downward, the slight shift in momentum making its presence known in my stomach. As we land, Lenora breaks from her discussion with Marcus and strides toward me. I turn away, avoiding her and tromping down the exit ramp when the door winks open. I’m first off the transport, ready to get away from everyone and everything for a moment of seclusion to pull myself together, but Lenora catches my elbow and tugs me to the side of the ramp. The others debark—Marcus flits ahead, and Grayson, Cyrus, Basha, and Tristan follow after in a stomp of boots and an absence of words. Kamali and Delphina are still in the transport, hanging back. They probably want to talk to me, too.


  I sigh and give Lenora my attention.


  A curling wisp of gray flashes across her skin. It’s a kind of distress—I can see that now. I still don’t understand everything there is to know about ascender minds, but having seen the disparate parts of Lenora’s mind broken apart and then helping stitch them back together, I have a deeper sense of how she works. A more intuitive feel, at least.


  “Eli,” she says in a hushed voice. “You’ve entered the most dangerous time of your ministry.”


  I give her a half-cocked grin that almost feels drunk. Come to think of it, I’m feeling a little light-headed. “What ministry? There’s no ministry. I’m not preaching anything.”


  “Aren’t you? Because that sounded like a sermon to me.” She’s dead serious, and she’s right—and I know it was more than just a speech. “You need to go into seclusion,” she adds. “We’ll set up a remote way for you to deliver your message. Marcus and I—”


  “Marcus and you? Since when are you and Marcus a thing?” Although I’m glad to see them back together—she’s been broken, and so has he. They need each other.


  “Marcus and I are united in this,” she says with a scowl and a touch of impatience. This isn’t what she wants to discuss. “We have a stronghold you can use—a safe place in the ascender world that can serve as your base of operations—”


  “No.” I don’t want her to get too far with whatever plan she and Marcus have hatched, not until I figure out what I’m doing. And her sudden enthusiasm, her insistence that somehow this is the start of my “ministry,” is ringing alarm bells in my head. Maybe I’ve already screwed this up. Maybe that speech in front of the Makers and ascenders and everyone was a mistake. Because I’m not just painting pictures with my mind. The bleedovers are real. And that edge of madness comes not from losing my grip on reality but having too strong a hold on it. Too much power. Too many people will want to use me, and at the top of that list are ascenders.


  “I’m not going anywhere,” I say.


  “Eli, it’s not safe for you here,” Lenora insists. “You have to know that.”


  My mind is still fuzzy, so I look out at the Resistance’s darkened camp and give myself a moment to think that over. I have Cyrus and Kamali’s love—that’s the rock that’s holding me up right now, the steady ground under my feet. And I have a new trust for Tristan, Nathaniel, and Basha, forged when they stood between the raging crowd and me. Plus, they’re all looking at me differently, now. Approvingly. I’m finally acting like the prophet they’ve been waiting for. Lenora won’t let any harm come to me because she literally created me for this moment—she’s as fervent as any Promised cult member in her beliefs, and she has ascender ambition to go with it. But now she’s allied with Marcus—as seconds, no less—and I flat don’t trust him. I’m starting to understand how love can compel you to do almost anything. It’s what gives it power. And makes it dangerous.


  Everyone has an agenda in this.


  I have to be careful.


  I finally give Lenora a small smile. “I’m safer here than with the Makers. And I would have been fine there, too, even without your help.” The truth is I’m not safe anywhere anymore—and safe isn’t as important as other things, just like death doesn’t have the same weight when I can cheat it for the people I love. And even those I don’t.


  Lenora scowls, and she’s about to say more, but the rattle of boots stomping on the ramp distract her. Delphina and Kamali march down, exchange a look, then Kamali gives me a grim smile and splits off to head toward the barracks. I’d like to follow after her, but Lenora and Delphina have me boxed in. I’m in no state for arguing, really—I want to just dismiss their concerns, whatever they are, and find some space alone.


  “Can we talk?” Delphina asks me, ignoring Lenora’s monopoly on my time.


  Lenora glares at her. “We’re not done talking about this,” she says to me, but then she disappears with ascender speed, probably running off to meet up with Marcus.


  I turn back to Delphina. “I guess I’m all yours. But I could use something to eat. How about if we head to the mess hall?”


  She frowns like she thinks I’m kidding, but my light-headedness isn’t just grappling with the craziness of manipulating reality—I’ve had nothing to eat since we stopped our sunbikes for lunch, and that was an eternity ago. It has to be close to midnight now. I’ll have to scavenge whatever’s left over from dinner, but I’ll eat anything at this point.


  I start walking without waiting for an answer, and she falls in step with me.


  “Kamali told me you saved more lives.” It’s not quite an accusation, more like she’s independently verifying it with the source. “You brought more people back from the dead. Including Cyrus.”


  “Yeah.” She didn’t see it for herself, not like the others.


  “If that’s true,” she says, like she’s not entirely convinced, “and if you continue to speak like you did at the Makers’ camp, then you’ll win people over.”


  We round the corner of one barracks and start down the middle of the open area between. Even this late at night, people have come out to whisper about the return of the transport. And me. The prophet. All talk ceases when they see us.


  I ignore them. “I’m not trying to win people over.”


  “I know,” Delphina says. “That is the problem.” Her French accent is showing.


  I throw a side look to her. I’d really rather talk about this later, once I’ve eaten and rested and assimilated… and had a chance to form my own plans for going forward. But it doesn’t look like she’ll give me that chance.


  “Problem?” I ask. “Why?”


  “Because I don’t believe in a Savior.” She pulls me to a stop before we turn down the walkway between barracks that leads to the mess hall.


  “That’s okay, neither do I.” My stomach rumbles audibly. No matter what people think, I’m still human—a human who eats food and needs sleep and falls in love. All the normal things, even if I’m nothing even close to normal.


  “What exactly do you believe, Elijah Brighton?” Her dark eyes are serious and blazing.


  “I’m still sorting that out.” I hope she won’t demand more before I get something to eat.


  But of course, she does. “If you don’t believe you’re a Savior, but you perform signs and wonders, what does that mean? Where do you really stand? Because it doesn’t matter if you’re the Savior or a true miracle worker… what matters is that, given what you are and what you’re saying, you’re a leader they will choose to follow.”


  I frown and lean back a little. Is she afraid I’m going to steal her following in the Resistance? But the seriousness of her stare isn’t like the panic I saw in Miriam’s eyes—Delphina is too passionate for her cause, putting it far above her own interests, to be threatened by the coming of the long-awaited prophet. Even if that’s not what I am.


  I think. “I don’t know if anyone’s going to follow me.” Or where I should lead them, but I leave that unspoken.


  She nods like this complete cluelessness is what she expects from me. “If you can pull people away from the Makers, that’s a good thing. If you will stand for life and love, and give them an idea to follow, then they will follow you… or they will be driven by fear and anger, and they will follow Miriam. If you’re ready to be that kind of leader, Eli, then I’ll tell my mother your time has come. We will allow you speak for the Resistance once again.”


  I squint at her—they want me to do PR for them? Is that what this is about? I hesitate in answering because I’m not sure whether that’s a good idea. Is the Resistance only interested in using me like everyone else?


  “I don’t know. I need to process all this. And get something to eat, if you don’t mind.” Only now my stomach has turned queasy.


  “Don’t take too long in your… processing. People will know within minutes, hours at the outside, of what has happened. What you’ve done. Your speech. There’s a time for words and there’s a time for action—when you bring those two together, you have something called leadership. Are you capable of it, Elijah Brighton? Because I’ve questioned that from the very beginning.”


  “Thanks a lot.” But her criticism isn’t exactly unfounded. I’ve been shirking the role of leader all along, and for good reason. It doesn’t suit me—it never has.


  Joshua’s words keep floating back. The Lord chooses his prophet. I don’t think the Lord has chosen anything—more like the universe, expressed through Lenora and her experimentation, has put me in a position where being a leader is, if not my fate, then something I have to choose.


  Or more people will die.


  I suck in a breath and give Delphina a less abrasive look. “I just need a little time.”


  She tips her head to me, then turns her back. Her boots are too heavy for her short form, and she crushes the grass under them as she marches away.


  I head toward the mess hall, but my stomach has turned into a pile of writhing snakes, so I veer toward my barracks instead. I just need a short retreat—to meditate and assimilate and come up with an answer for Delphina before things spiral out of control. Again. I can’t avoid it, not like before. The stares are already following me as I pass the softly-glowing tents that illuminate the hushed darkness of the camp.


  When I reach my barracks, the door is blocked by a garrison of Resistance members, with at least twenty surrounding the tent, full body armor and weapons bristling. Marcus stands by the door, consulting with Cyrus and Tristan while Nathaniel doles out instructions to the militia. Kamali and Basha are huddled nearby, whispering to themselves.


  “Is this still my barracks?” I ask Cyrus as I approach, not quite sure what’s up.


  He gives me a nod. “We cleared it out for you. Why don’t you head on in and get some rest?”


  I frown as Tristan scurries over to pull the canvas flap back for me. I almost give him crap for it, but my snappy retort dies in my throat with the serious look on his face.


  “We’ll keep it quiet for you, sir.” He’s military-polite again, like when I first met him, back when he thought I was someone to respect. It’s so bizarre, it unsettles me even further.


  I glance at Kamali—she gives me a nod like she’s approved of this setup. So I step through the doorway, and Tristan closes the flap behind me.


  The barracks is empty of people. Even the beds have been removed, all except my cot at the back. I stroll the length of the canvas tent, seeking the Dalai Lama’s mat for my meditation. My body seems to gain weight as I go, fatigue suddenly alive and pulling me down. As my body slows, my mind spins up, as if all the questions I unleashed back at the Makers’ camp are suddenly finding a roost inside my head and buzzing around my brain.


  What does it mean to be a person who resurrects the dead? And paints with reality? I don’t even know the extent of my abilities, much less what I’m supposed to do with them. Basically, I have no idea what I’m doing.


  And that’s dangerous.


  I need guidance. It’s time to seek out the two people I’ve been avoiding, simply because I was afraid I wouldn’t find them—Leopold and the Dalai Lama. An ascender who’s died and a Tibetan monk I hope has reincarnated.


  I settle onto the Dalai Lama’s mat to prepare myself to go into the fugue, but instead, a wave of exhaustion washes over me. I lean back against my cot, and my eyes fall shut of their own accord. I give in to the pull of sleep and barely climb on top of the scratchy gray blanket before I’m out.
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  We’ve found the recombinizer. Miriam will be pumped! Hernandez and Tyrone have wrestled it from the wall. Master Maker Gibson should get a medal for that contraption he put together. It smacked down the soulless ones’ tech, slicing through that wall like a hot electric knife mod through flesh. We’re going to be heroes! No one’s talking, but Zachary’s signaled it—we’re heading back to the ship. We get halfway there when everything goes sideways. Shouts over the comm. They’re being hit. I pick up the pace, running ahead of the recovery team. No way they’re taking us down now. No way! I bust out of the glass-walled hallway, a blaster in each hand, blazing fire and going for the sentries’ heads. I blow two back into parts and pick off a third going after our guard detail—crap, those Resistance guys are down!—but then something yanks me sideways and slices white-hot pain through my body. I’m on the ground, fallen on the heaps of glass. The pain is blinding me. I stop firing so I don’t hit our people. I try to get up, but my legs aren’t working right. I flail and finally look down… my leg is missing.


  Just gone.


  Shock rushes my brain, but a second dose of Resilience kicks in, and I struggle up to sitting, propping my blaster on my good leg and laying down cover for the recovery team. Then another flash of light, and my arm is blasted off my body. I see it tumbling through shattered glass—


  I jerk awake and convulse on my cot.


  I nearly heave out the contents of my stomach, then blink fast, gulping in air. A heart-stopping glance at my body shows it’s still whole. I’m Elijah Brighton, I tell myself furiously, shaking my head and pulling firmly into this reality. Cold sweat beads on my forehead as the vivid dream fades into the recesses of my mind. No, not a dream—memory. Maker jiv Simone Simpson, part of the assault team at the ascenders’ genetic research facility. The casualty with an arm and leg blown off. The one I saved.


  She’s part of me now.


  I push up to sitting on my cot and kick at the scratchy gray blanket that’s wound tight around my legs, still fighting the nausea of living through Simone’s nearly life-ending injuries. I’ve hardly slept all night. It’s been one scene after another from battle-filled lives that aren’t mine, replaying as they stitch into the fabric of my mind and become me. Despite the trauma, I feel somewhat rested. Better than last night, at least. I must’ve slept because a plate of food has appeared next to my cot—eggs, toast, some porridge, and a tall cup of something. It looks cold, no steam leaking from the lid or rising from the eggs, but it awakens a ravenous hunger. I pull the plate up into my lap and shove food down my throat so fast I almost choke. Twice.


  The smell and the taste course fresh energy through my body.


  My mind is still racing, but it’s settling back into being solidly Eli. All the dreams have given me a deeper understanding of the Makers, not just through Zachary’s mind, but through Alisha’s and Jeremy’s and Simone’s—the Makers I brought back from the other side. Alisha and Jeremy were born and raised in the Makers, but Simone came from the outside, wandering in from another tribe, one of the Makers’ trading partners in the Black Hills. Yet the three of them share a belief in the rise of humanity so fervent, it’s like a religion. Those three jivs were willing to give their lives for a hunk of biomedical gadgetry, and now the reason is clear—the next Offering has more potential than any other before. Usually, it’s a death sentence, but with Miriam’s more intelligent mind designing the new gen tech, everything has changed. They believe the end of times they’ve been waiting for their entire lives is on the precipice of happening… for real.


  And they could be right.


  I might be the only person on the planet who can bring people back from the dead right now… but it might not stay that way for long. I finish up the last of the breakfast, and it nags at me that I missed the importance of this Offering before. I knew of Miriam’s plans but only colored through her own coy words and Zachary’s memories. Despite being a jiv and one of Miriam’s closest protectors, he’s not a true believer like the others. He doesn’t think her tech can bring about this human-sourced ascendance they’re seeking. But there’s no doubt in my mind that it’s possible—not least because I’ve already got what they’re after. No wonder Miriam didn’t want a new prophet showing up at her door. She didn’t want one to come from the outside, no matter what I could do. I thought she wanted exclusive rights to that job, but that wasn’t quite right—this new Offering is supposed to create their true prophet.


  But that’s not my only problem.


  I desperately don’t want to be anyone’s prophet, but it’s become as unavoidable as the rising sun. I’ve resurrected people and miraculously healed them. Signs and wonders, as Delphina says. Only I don’t know where this should lead. I can’t turn to anyone in the Resistance or the ascenders for help—either they expect me to lead, or I don’t trust them. But the Dalai Lama and Leopold are already dead. Or possibly reincarnated. Either way, they have no stake in this, not the way anyone on this side of the veil does.


  It’s time I finally went looking for them.


  I walk my empty plate over to the door of my barracks and set it there. Then I go back for my mat and move it to the center of the cleared-out room. The food is hitting my bloodstream, making me crave some real sleep, but crawling back into the cot isn’t an option. With my mat in the middle of the room, I’ll have nothing to tempt me into napping.


  I settle in, cross my legs, and leave my hands upturned on my knees.


  Slipping into the fugue is automatic. I lift straight out of my body and leave it slumped on the mat—only instead of zipping right to the two souls I’m seeking, I end up in the master painter’s workshop. I’m still distracted and not focusing properly.


  “I’m not here to see you,” I tell the old man. “I’m seeking some friends.”


  Maybe it’s not lack of focus that’s landed me here; maybe I’m still hesitating. I’ve been avoiding this for a while, afraid of not finding them at all and what the implications of that would be. Not only was I responsible for their deaths, but if they’re not in some afterlife where they might even be happier than here… then they’re simply gone. The Dalai Lama’s murder hangs on me, but at least he was human. I’m fairly sure he’s in a good place. Or possibly even reincarnated. But Leopold? He’s an ascender. He might not have an afterlife. And if that’s true, his self-sacrifice to save me is a debt I can never repay. I feel unworthy to seek either one of them, plus I’m outright responsible for getting them killed.


  But all my hesitation and guilt has to step aside because I need help with this.


  The master ignores me, still working on his painting. The dull gleam of candles flickers on the polished wood of his ancient workshop. His paintbrush is old-fashioned—a wooden handle with peeling lacquer and natural boar bristles. All of it is no more real than my imagination… but apparently, I paint with reality now, so who’s to say this is any less real?


  The master pauses at his canvas. “You do not paint with reality.” His sonorous voice echoes in the small confines of the room. “You are simply a manifestation of the reality that already exists.” The fine wrinkles around his eyes grab the shadows and hold them.


  His cryptic sayings tend to make sense later, so I try to pierce the meaning of his words, but his eyes seem to laugh at me. I edge closer to see what he’s painting today—as if “today” has meaning here in the fugue.


  “The reality of the people I healed certainly changed.” Then I frown—his painting is an armor-clad girl stabbing my prone body with her broad-bladed sword. Why is Miriam still showing up on the master’s canvas? Unless she’s not done trying to kill me yet…


  It’s childish, but I don’t like seeing myself impaled. I wave a hand at his canvas and wipe away the painting, sending the flinty blues and inky blood-reds tumbling off into mist.


  The master’s steady gaze takes on even more humor. “Not every wound can be healed so easily.”


  I scowl. “I shouldn’t be able to heal wounds at all. I don’t understand how this works.” I hear the whine in my voice, complaining about a miracle because I don’t understand the technical details. But maybe if I did, I would know what to do with it. “How can I fix something I don’t even understand?” It feels like I’m talking about the world in general. It applies equally, in any case. It’s not like I’m a surgeon who knows how all the internal organs fit together or even what damage was done when that hole was blazed through Simone’s gut.


  The master gestures to his now blank canvas, and the pulsing image of a human body appears. It’s moving, alive like my renderings of Kamali when she was dancing or my paintings of blood dripping from the page when I was frustrated. “Did you know the exact mechanics of the dancer? Or the precise viscosity of the blood?”


  It seems cryptic, but I understand. I didn’t have to know every particle of Kamali’s beautiful body to render it in motion. I simply imagined the wholeness of it—the essence of who she was—and it took flight on my page. I pictured beauty. I imagined health. I healed the jivs by knowing who they were… and aligning that knowledge, fugue-state forms, with reality. These are just concepts, just constructs in my mind, but then reality shifted to match those ideas, snapping into place like it knew what to do, it only needed a nudge toward the correct solution.


  This boggles my mind. Is there a correct solution for reality?


  “There are many solutions,” the master says, knowing my thoughts intimately here in the fugue, as he always does. “You are the bridge. You are the connection. But you are also the architect. You decide which solutions should be brought into being.”


  “But I don’t know what that means,” I complain again, my words feeling small in the face of the master’s wisdom. Maybe I don’t need to seek out my dead friends; maybe I can get the answer right here. “I’ve brought back four people—five including Kamali—and I’ve spent the whole night assimilating those lives into my own. I know more than I want to—I feel everything. Every tear, every pain, every sadness. It’s difficult. This isn’t something I can do for everyone.”


  “That is certainly true,” the master says with a small smile. “For precisely as long as you believe it.”


  I restrain the urge to ball up my fists. He’s definitely not helping now. “What would it even mean to conquer death like that?” I push back. My anger feels like a rising steam, trapped inside my head. I hear Kamali’s words—it’s not fair. Self-pity is a dark pit I need to stay out of. “The ascenders live forever with their robotic bodies,” I push on. “And somehow I’m going to repair human bodies? So they can live forever? Is that what this is all about? Because that seems… dangerous. Like I’m messing with things that should not be tampered with.”


  “Your mind is a prison whose walls you cannot see.”


  Great. More cryptic sayings that are useless. “Okay. All right. Fine.” I raise my arms wide. “I need to seek out the Dalai Lama and Leopold,” I say, speaking my intention with the force of my anger… and it works. I’m whooshed out of the painter’s workshop, tumbling and traveling through space that’s not space, a different reality mapped on top of the real world. The mountains of Seattle below me are vapors, and the living things in the city spark alive and vibrant.


  But instead of being sucked down to a reincarnated Dalai Lama or the disembodied soul of Leopold, the world goes blank. A white sheet of nothingness stretches endlessly in front of me and meets a milky-void of sky. There’s a dead body in front of me. I recognize it instantly—this is another vision of my death, rendered in the smoldering remains of my physical form. The head is turned away, but I know whose face it has.


  I’m not sure what to do. Is this the fugue telling me the Dalai Lama and Leopold are truly gone? Or is it a warning that seeking them out will mean my death? Suddenly, a female ascender appears and bends over my body. It only takes me a moment to recognize her glittering silver skin, the long limbs, the stiffly held stance…


  Hypatia.


  Augustus’s assistant and partner in crime. And possibly the ascender he experimented on in developing his custom bodyform, the one that carried his illegally-enhanced mind until Leopold destroyed it. Is that why I’m here? Is this vision all that’s left of Leopold in the fugue state—an echo of his influence?


  Either way, it’s the first time I’ve seen her in the fugue state.


  Which means she’s resurrected. I think. This feels more like a vision than current-time, fugue-state reality. But it’s possible. Has Augustus resurrected, too? Did I miss all this while I was preoccupied with the Makers?


  Hypatia rolls my body over to its back. Smoke rises from where light-weapons have scorched the life out of me. She inspects my wounds, peering at them in that cool way she has, precise and merciless like she’s the surgeon’s blade, rather than the surgeon herself. Her expressions have always had a cold fury to them, unlike Augustus’s angry arrogance.


  Then she does a horrific thing.


  I cringe as she pulls my arm from my body. It’s a bloodless detachment, not a horrific ripping of flesh from bone, but simply a removal—as if my body was designed to come apart. She sets my detached arm aside, and an ascender arm suddenly appears on the white fabric of this space. She puts it in place of my human one, then repeats this cold and vaguely gruesome act with my other arm, then my legs. Piece by piece, she’s replacing me with bodyform parts, until I am wholly ascender except for my head. Then she removes that, setting the slack-mouthed version to the side while a smooth ascender cranium takes its place.


  She pulls back fast as if startled, and I get a look at the face.


  Augustus.


  Suddenly, she whips her head to stare straight at me.


  I jerk at being caught watching.


  She opens her mouth wide, inhumanly wide, and screams in an unholy screech that vibrates the air like a mountain crumbling. I turn and run, taking flight from this horror show, and I’m wrenched back to my body at the Resistance camp…


  …but somehow, I’m still flying through the air…


  …something has lifted me from the mat and flung me backward across the empty expanse of the barracks. I land hard on the wooden floor, then I’m crushed by something falling on top of me. I’m stunned—so stunned that I reflexively fight against the thing crushing me, even though it’s not hurting. It’s soft and large and covering me like a blanket. My ears ring as if a great boom has passed by, and I’m engulfed in the deafness that follows.


  Then my senses snap back—I’m fighting my own cot. The mattress and frame press me down, and the blankets tangle around me like a shroud. I work free of it and scramble backward, out from under the mess. I’m still sprawled on the floor, but I freeze in my scuttling when I see what lies beyond my cot.


  Half the barracks is gone. The rest is on fire.


  The exposed earth of the missing barracks is scorched black. Flames engulf the broken boards of the flooring where, a moment ago, I sat on my mat. Something happened—an explosion or some kind of blast. It flung my cot back, taking me with it.


  That’s the only thing that saved me.


  Shouts come from behind me. People tear aside the canvas door and rush in. Nathaniel is instantly by my side, along with Cyrus, and the two of them haul me off the floor. My feet don’t even touch as they carry me out of the barracks and onto the grass. Screams and shouts and a wispy black smoke rise from the wreckage.


  Cyrus is shouting at me. I can’t understand because the ringing in my ears is too loud.


  I place a hand on his shoulder and squeeze, not trying to speak, simply reassuring him that I’m still alive.


  But it hits me—someone just tried to kill me.


  I’m only alive through an insane amount of luck… or a Lord I don’t believe in was trying to protect his prophet.
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  Kamali has hugged me three times since we left the charred remains of my barracks.


  Even now, in the middle of the command pod, surrounded by a host of Resistance members and leadership, she has a tight grip on my hand. Like she has to keep touching me to ensure I’m still alive.


  Only I don’t feel like I’m here at all.


  My ears are still ringing from the bomb. I keep having to blink because my eyes aren’t focusing correctly. My head is fuzzed out, and it’s not the fuzzing that comes with the fugue—it’s the kind that results from being thrown halfway across a room and having a cot pile on top of you after someone blew up your barracks.


  Someone tried to kill me.


  The chill of that keeps sweeping through me like a fresh wind. It was no accidental explosion. This was a bomb meant to blow me up. Even when Miriam had her hands wrapped around my throat, I didn’t have this sensation of being so close to death—actually near it physically, in space and time, like it had just whispered in my ear then got spooked away by some stranger rambling down the street. With Miriam, I was fighting for my life—I panicked a little, but I was fully in it, grappling with the possibility of death but still very much alive. With this bomb in my barracks… that could have snuffed me out before I came back from the fugue, and I would never have known. Would I? If luck hadn’t saved me with a cot thrown across the room, would I have returned only to find the charred remains of my body, just like my vision?


  I shake my head to physically clear out the buzz, and I catch Kamali staring at me. Her hand squeezes mine a little tighter, and her lips move, but I can’t hear what she’s saying, not exactly. I lean in and ask her to repeat it.


  “Please say something,” she says. The words line up with her lips, and I can faintly hear them as sound filters back into my world.


  I try to smile, but it feels false. “I’m okay.” But I’m not—I’m still in a haze of shock.


  She nods, but not like she believes me. She motions over Tristan, who’s standing by the door, armed with a blaster in one hand and two more holstered outside his body armor. Nathaniel and Cyrus are next to him, likewise outfitted with half the armory strapped to their bodies. They’re my own personal brigade of protection—only none of that kept someone from planting an explosive device at the far end of my barracks where I was supposed to be sleeping.


  Commander Astoria and Grayson are having a tense conversation with Delphina next to the large screens that show all the operations of the Resistance. Lenora and Marcus hover nearby, and I get the sense that they’re protecting me too.


  Tristan is stalking over, holstering his weapon as he approaches.


  “I think he’s in shock,” Kamali says to him.


  “Probably,” Tristan says, frowning at me.


  They’re talking like I’m not even here. “I’m fine,” I repeat. My hearing is back, but their voices sound strange, like they’re traveling down a long tinny horn from the other side of the room.


  Tristan pulls a penlight from a pocket in his camouflage pants. He gestures to my head. “I’d like to check you out, sir, if you don’t mind.”


  His military politeness unnerves me like crazy, but I just nod.


  He taps on the light and places one hand on my forehead while he flicks the light across my eyes, one by one. “Do you have a headache, sir?”


  “No.”


  “Nausea or dizziness?”


  “No.”


  “Do you know my name, sir?”


  I want to give a sarcastic answer, but the dullness in my brain stops me. “Tristan. Wait… how is it that I don’t know your last name?”


  He gives me a small smile. “Because you’re a jerk and never asked?”


  I snort-laugh, but it feels unbalanced, like I’m on the knife edge of madness, so I stop. “I can be a jerk sometimes.”


  Tristan’s face loses his humor. “Are you experiencing any other symptoms, sir? I could bring the med bot over to give you a thorough check out, but Commander Astoria wanted to lock down everything while we search for the suspect.”


  I grimace. The suspect. The person who wanted me dead badly enough to make it happen. “My ears were ringing for a while, but they’ve stopped.”


  Tristan nods. “I think you’re all right. I don’t see any signs of a concussion. If your ears were still ringing, I would insist on a med bot right away.”


  I shake my head. “I’m really okay, I just…” Words run away in front of me, eluding my reach. All I can think to say is I’m scared, and that’s not anything I want Kamali to hear.


  Tristan nods again and seems to understand. “Being thrown like that is a shock to the system. Your body will take a little time to recover.” He turns to Kamali. “He’s fine. Stay close to him and let me know if you see any changes in behavior.”


  Kamali wasn’t going anywhere before, but now she steps even closer, wrapping her hand around my arm like she thinks I’ll keel over without her support.


  Tristan turns away, so I call after him, “Hey.”


  He stops and turns back.


  “What is your last name?”


  He smirks. “Baudin, sir.” Then he pivots back to the door, rejoining the contingent there.


  Movement behind me draws my attention. Commander Astoria has come up to my side with Delphina and Grayson flanking her. “Whoever has done this, Eli,” the commander says, “I believe they must be within the Resistance. I promise you, we will find the person responsible.”


  The flurry of activity that swept me away from the barracks and the fuzziness of my head have prevented me from asking questions before now. “Was anyone else hurt?”


  “Thankfully, no,” Delphina says, her voice grave. “From what we can determine, the bomber managed to slip past a rotation in the guard at the back of your barracks and leave a device next to the side of the tent. It was wrapped in an invisibility suit, which is why it was undetected. It’s possible the bomber themselves actually wore the suit and carried it to detonation.”


  A suicide bomber? “Who would do that?”


  Commander Astoria answers. “That, Monsieur Brighton, is what we are trying to determine at the moment.” She glances at Grayson, but he shakes his head. “However, we do not think the bomber was killed in the blast. The shredded remnants of the invisibility suit were easily found—rendered visible when they shorted out after the blast—but we haven’t found any human remains so far.”


  Kamali’s hand tightens on my arm.


  I just nod, dully.


  The command pod door slides open. Tristan and Nathaniel whip their weapons to point at whoever’s coming through, but it’s just two of the Resistance’s militia and a woman in their custody. She’s mid-twenties and muscular-looking, bleeding from a head wound and snarling at her captors’ grip on her arms. I recognize her instantly.


  Melanie. The woman whose sister lost an arm in the attack on the camp. The sister hated the ascender tech that had replaced it, and Melanie insisted that I fix it.


  Only I didn’t.


  The attention of everyone in the command pod rivets to her. She’s fighting the hold the two men have on her, teeth gritted, but it’s not until she sees me that she truly becomes animated. She lurches toward me, but the men hold her back.


  “Why do you get to live?” she demands, hissing at me across the dozen feet that separate us.


  Tristan waves the door closed behind her and levels his gun at her head.


  She ignores him—her glare is all for me. “You killed my sister!” She’s throwing the words at me like she doesn’t care who hears. Or how they indict her. I didn’t kill her sister, but I know exactly what Melanie means—her sister had attempted suicide before. This time, she must have succeeded. And Melanie is holding me responsible.


  Cyrus breaks away from his guard duty by the door and stalks over to me. He points his gun at the floor, throws a tense look at the woman, and leans in to hoarsely whisper to me.


  “This is my fault, Eli.” His voice carries over the quiet of the command pod.


  I lean back, squinting at him. “No, it’s not.” I don’t understand what he’s saying.


  Commander Astoria marches past us to examine Melanie up close. “Are you responsible for the bomb left outside Elijah Brighton’s barracks?” she asks with a coolly official voice that tells me this is suddenly a trial, and Melanie is accused of attempted murder. “If you confess, we may let you live.”


  The woman holds her chin up, saying nothing. The cut across her brow, which she must have gotten when they captured her, is slowly leaking a trail of blood down her cheek.


  Cyrus’s voice in my ear drags my attention away. “I meant to help her before I left. I promised I would find someone who could heal her sister, but I ended up in the fight with you… then we decided to leave…” His voice is rough.


  “This isn’t your fault, Cy.” My gaze is glued to Melanie’s defiant stance. She has it right—this is my fault. I could’ve healed her sister. I could’ve painted with reality back then and healed her missing arm. I didn’t know it at the time, but mostly because I didn’t want to. I didn’t try to explore my ability because I didn’t want to own any of this.


  I stride away from Cyrus.


  Melanie sees me coming, her eyes going wide, then narrowing with hatred.


  Commander Astoria is still waiting for an answer from her, but it’s easy to see Melanie’s not going to give one. She’s already admitted her guilt with her outburst. And knowing it was her who tried to kill me somehow makes it less disorienting. Like the universe has clicked back into place, making sense again.


  Commander Astoria lifts one eyebrow as I edge past her and stand before Melanie. The militia on either side of her tighten their hold. She’s eyeing me with a palpable loathing, and I don’t blame her. She’s a warrior for the Resistance who pledged her life to the cause—then she lost her sister to it, and that turned everything around.


  “The answer isn’t killing,” I say to her. “The answer is never more bloodshed, or at least it shouldn’t be.”


  “You have no right to say anything!” she spits back. The blood from her head wound has been trickling a slow path down her cheek, and it’s just now reaching the edge of her chin and threatening to drip off. Her words don’t affect me as much as that thin red line.


  How much more blood will spill because of me?


  “You don’t have to listen to me. But it’s the truth.” Even as the words leave my mouth, I know the truth doesn’t matter to her, not right here, right now. I have lives upon lives swimming inside me, and with all that perspective, so much life lived and pain felt… I understand what’s happened here. This woman is hurting. She’s lost her sister, and her pain and rage drove her to try to kill me. And now she’s throwing away Commander Astoria’s offer to escape the penalty for it because she’s still mired in her anger and pain.


  But dying for this will solve nothing.


  I slowly reach a hand toward her face. She whips it away, keeping clear of my touch, so I stop moving, leaving my hand midair. Instead, I shift slightly into the fugue. Her Resistance camouflage fades, replaced by nothing but black—skinny black pants and a harshly cut t-shirt, both revealing the strength of her body. The fierceness of her eyes is just as strong in the fugue, but there’s pain behind them. Losing her sister is breaking her. I bridge the distance between us with my fugue form, moving slightly out of my body, but not enough to send me tumbling to the floor. When I reach the cut above her brow, her pain washes over me like a wave of glass, shredding through my mind. I know every intimate detail of her relationship with her sister—the arguments, the love, the intense closeness she’s never felt with anyone else. I fight through the onslaught to imagine her small wound healed, the external one, the one I can fix. I’m just bringing the reality of her flesh back into resonance with the reality of her soul.


  Not only does the wound disappear, but the blood does as well.


  In the real world—the one everyone else can see—I haven’t touched her. But the startled looks on the faces of both her and her guards show they’ve seen what I’ve done.


  I could use the flood of memories to find Melanie’s sister on the other side, but unlike everyone else I’ve brought back, she wanted to leave this world. She’s probably happier there. It seems wrong to force her to return. That she’s there through her own choice leaves me with none.


  I let them both go.


  Melanie is wide-eyed, the defiance in her eyes replaced by a dazed confusion.


  I pull back my hand in reality.


  She touches her head, and her hand comes away clean. She stares at it, then back at me.


  The room is silent.


  “I made a mistake before.” My voice is rough with the memory of her pain. Her gaze locks onto mine. It feels like there’s just the two of us in the room. “I should have healed Sarah. I won’t make that mistake again.”


  She blinks like I’ve stunned every thought from her mind.


  Commander Astoria’s mouth works like she’s struggling for words. Finally, she clips out, “Take her to the brig.” That snaps the guards out of their slack-mouthed awe—they renew their hold on her, but now Melanie is offering no resistance. Her shoulders have dropped, the rage and anger having disappeared along with the blood on her face. She keeps blinking too fast.


  The guards escort her through the door.


  A deep, resounding silence blankets the command pod.


  Then everyone talks at once.


  Commander Astoria wants my attention. Lenora’s suddenly by my side, along with Marcus. The whispers running around the command pod ramp up, a swell of noise asking what just happened?


  All the words wash over me, unheard. I’m still staring after Melanie, wondering what will happen to her. I twist around and seek Kamali’s face across the room. The fierce look of approval on her face is all I need.


  Commander Astoria’s voice is getting more insistent by the second. “I want you on our next PR campaign,” she rasps out, half command, half angry request. Like she’s not happy about any of it but doesn’t have a choice. “I have a plan to provoke the legacies in Seattle. I want you on the ground there.”


  “No!” Lenora comes alive next to me.


  Marcus steps around her to stand uncomfortably close as if he thinks the commander is going to physically steal me away and force me on her mission. “We’re taking him,” he tells her flatly. His glaring contest with Commander Astoria reminds me they’ve always been allies of convenience.


  “We have a bigger problem than PR in Seattle.” I’m speaking to the commander, but my words are for everyone. I’m finally recovering from the shock of the attack, and the last thing we should worry about is the state of the Resistance in my hometown. I’m sure Miriam has moved up the schedule for the next Offering—the one that might be as dangerous as I am. My vision of Hypatia disassembling my body and replacing it with ascender parts wasn’t just a nightmare—it was a glimpse of what’s coming. And that’s an even bigger threat.


  I have everyone’s attention. “Augustus is resurrecting,” I say.


  Lenora and Marcus exchange a quick look but wait for more.


  I pick up the pace to fill them in. “When I searched for him before, I couldn’t find him, but I think that was only because he hadn’t resurrected yet.” This bothers me. Why can’t I access Augustus in his backup state? Or Hypatia, for that matter? It’s like Lenora and her splintered mind—does dividing a soul destroy it? Maybe I can’t find Augustus’s backup because he has no soul at all… just a fugue-state form that’s operational if the power is on. “Hypatia is building a new bodyform for him—she’s not done yet, and that’s the reason for the delay. The custom bodyform probably has some enhanced cognition features that he needs.”


  “Then we need to waste no more time,” Marcus says harshly.


  “Agreed,” I say. “We need to find Hypatia and stop her before she finishes the job.” I only saw her in a vision, but she could have resurrected and started building this new bodyform since the last time I searched.


  “Which is why we need to move you out now.” Marcus directs that to me but also to Commander Astoria. “Eli is key to stopping this threat. Ever since we destroyed the Mind, I’ve been searching through the ascender world for Hypatia and Augustus, but I haven’t been able to find them. They could be staying off the grid, away from Orion, but if Eli can sense them…” He looks to me for confirmation.


  I nod, even though I’m not even sure that Hypatia has resurrected. If she hasn’t, she will soon. Either way, we need to stop her before Augustus resurrects into his new bodyform. Then I can get back to worrying about Miriam and her new Offering.


  “Then with Eli’s help,” Marcus continues, “we have a way to find their hideout. And the best time to strike is now before they’re ready. Before Augustus has a chance to resurrect.” The fear in his voice echoes the swirl of black wisping along his skin. “I have a place we can take Eli. He’ll remain safe while we conduct the search.”


  I nod my agreement, hoping I can pull this off. If the vision is of the future, we still have time to prepare. If not, time is seriously against us.


  Commander Astoria doesn’t look happy. “I agree that we need to stop the rise of Augustus again, if that is possible, but I assure you, we can keep Eli secure here—”


  “Commander, that’s not even close to true.” Marcus’s tone drips with arrogance. Which isn’t helping.


  I cut in before he can make it worse. “When I come back from this, we can discuss my role in the Resistance, Commander Astoria. But this has to take priority.”


  I can see her struggling with it, but the truth is she can’t keep me, and she knows it.


  “We have allies that can help,” Lenora says, finally speaking up. Black tendrils are writhing across her skin too, and she’s giving Marcus a cold look to go with whatever transmissions they must be sharing. To the commander, she says, “This is a threat to our world as much as yours, and that makes it a very dangerous thing. The less entangled you are, the safer the Resistance is as a whole.” She softens her tone. “This is our world, and you don’t have a place in it, Commander Astoria. Not yet. Someday, but not yet.”


  The commander’s jaw tightens, but I think it’s the threat to the Resistance that sways her. It’s also what solidifies in my mind that I’m doing this alone. I need Kamali and Cyrus and everyone I care about far away. Commander Astoria gives her nod of approval, finally, but it’s already a formality. Across the room, Kamali is having an animated, whispered conversation with Cyrus. Basha is weighing in with shakes of her head.


  I turn to Nathaniel and Tristan, who are hovering nearby. “You need to protect them while I take care of this.”


  Nathaniel accepts this immediately, giving me a short nod as if that’s a given.


  Tristan has a more pinched look. “I don’t like you going off with ascenders unguarded.”


  His concern is still strange to me, but he’s probably thinking of me as an asset to the Resistance if nothing else.


  Grayson speaks up from behind the commander. “Which is why I’m going with him.”


  I frown. He’s an augment, so he has a chance against sentries, if it comes to that. He probably just wants to make sure I come back to the Resistance. On the other hand, he did help with the sunbikes and his silence when we took off for the Makers.


  I owe him one. “All right,” I say, tipping my head.


  “We should leave immediately.” Marcus’s patience is wearing thin.


  I ignore him and push past the humans and ascenders gathered around me, heading straight for Kamali. Her blazing eyes say she’s ready for a fight—with me—which isn’t how I want this to go. Cyrus stands behind her, shaking his head as a warning, but I don’t need it. I know exactly what both of them are thinking—that I’m out to save the world again with something that’s just going to get me dead.


  “You need me,” Kamali says before I can open my mouth. But I also hear the words she’s not saying—I need you.


  It brings a smile to my face. “In ways you don’t even know.”


  A sheen of tears springs to her eyes. Cyrus rubs his forehead, like he thinks I’m blowing this. I pull Kamali into a hug, a strong one, and I hold her while she buries her face in the crook of my neck. But that melting of her body against mine only lasts a second. She pulls back and grabs hold of my cheeks, gripping my face in her soft, soft hands while staring fiercely into my eyes.


  “I don’t want to be that thing that slows you down.” Her voice trembles. “That holds you back from what you need to do.”


  I smile against the hold of her hands. “You’re never any of those things.” Then I pull her into a kiss that feels urgent and hot on her side even as I try to reassure her with my touch. There’s something about this moment that’s illuminating and lifting. Of all the things I’m going to do—and it feels like an infinite field of strange and uncountable things stretches before me—this feels like the most important. This feeling I have, this connection to her, is the gravity that pulls it all together. It’s not simply that I’m heedlessly in love with her. It’s not even that I would give my life to protect her. It’s that this feeling—the one we’re sharing in this moment—is the reason all of it is worth saving.


  Awareness of the world, the sea of staring faces in the command center, crowds in on me.


  I break the kiss. Tears are free-flowing on her face.


  I smile a little as I wipe them away. “My kisses aren’t supposed to make you cry.”


  This just makes her face wrench up more.


  “It’s going to be all right. I promise.” Then I release her and turn to Cyrus. “I’m not going to kiss you, so if you’re expecting—”


  “Shut up and give me a hug.” He pulls me into a brotherly one that’s a little harder than I expect. “I’m letting you call the shots from here on out,” he says quietly. “Don’t mess this up.” He quickly lets me go, and the look on his face—and Basha’s and Kamali’s and the rest of the command center silently watching—makes it clear they think I’m walking off to my death.


  Strange how I don’t feel that at all.


  But then again, death is starting to take on new meaning for me.


  I give Cyrus a small nod, squeeze his shoulder to reassure him, and turn my back on all of them. I stride toward Marcus and Lenora. Grayson is waiting with them.


  “Let’s go,” I say as I brush past them, heading out the door.
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  I’m flying away in a transport with Marcus, Lenora, and Grayson.


  The snow-capped spread of Mt. Rainier slowly crawls by, looking flat at this altitude despite its height. We’ve been in the air for twenty minutes, heading south from the Resistance camp, the ship on autopilot to somewhere while Marcus and Lenora commune in the corner. Their intense transmissions are enhanced by touching hand-to-hand. Grayson alternates between checking the cockpit and watching the ascenders. I’m not sure what he thinks will happen while we’re in flight.


  I gaze out the window, but I’m really focused on assimilating Melanie’s life—and figuring out where I’m going with all this. Not literally in the transport, or even in a next step sense—it’s obvious we have to stop Augustus from resurrecting—but beyond that. The commander wants me in a PR role for the Resistance but… I can literally change reality. I haven’t had two minutes to sit down and figure out what that really means or what I can do.


  But PR has to be the least of it.


  Especially when death is something I can reverse.


  I’m starting to wonder if it was just dumb luck that saved me from that bomb. Does the fugue protect me, even when I’m off having a vision of Hypatia? Did I reflexively change reality to keep myself alive?


  Nothing like that kept Miriam from nearly choking me to death.


  All I know for sure is that I can bring bodies back into resonance with their fugue-state forms, conjure some moving images on my drawing pad, and create some kind of shared illusion with Kamali of glowing orbs dancing in a meadow.


  I haven’t even begun to explore this. And I need to.


  This immediate threat with Augustus feels like just the beginning.


  Grayson yanks me out of my thoughts by suddenly appearing at my side. I guess he zipped over from the cockpit on his augment legs. Everyone in the transport is faster than I am—unless I’m in the fugue.


  Then there are no limits.


  Grayson stands before me, looking slightly uncomfortable, which makes me frown. He’s a battle-hardened lieutenant for Commander Astoria. I’ve never seen him so much as flinch in a combat situation, much less have this vague unease about him. Maybe he’s having second thoughts about being my bodyguard. I debate telling him, hey, it’s cool, I can bring you back if you die.


  That doesn’t seem like the right thing to say. “What’s up?” I ask instead.


  He flicks a look to Marcus and Lenora, still huddled in the corner. “I don’t trust them, you know.”


  I shrug. I figure that’s why he’s here.


  “What you said about not leaving a bloody trail in your wake,” he continues. “Do you mean that?” His blue-eyed gaze is suddenly sharp, the discomfort gone.


  “Yeah.” It doesn’t seem like such a radical idea.


  “Do you know how I lost my legs?” he asks.


  It’s such a sudden shift in topic, I’m kind of nonplussed. “No.” I wrack through all the lives and mixed memories in my brain, but that’s not something I knew and simply forgot.


  “A nomadic religious cult outside Paris took my wife.” His angular face gains an even more hardened expression. “They had some kind of elaborate religious justification for kidnapping and rape.”


  Oh, man. “Grayson, I’m sorry.” I’m not sure what else to say. Given my experience with the Cleansed and the Promised—and even to some extent, the Makers—there’s almost no horror perpetrated in the name of someone’s idea of a religion that I’d be surprised to hear.


  “I’m no fan of cults.” Grayson’s grinding his teeth now.


  “I can imagine.” I wonder how this relates to losing his legs, but I’m definitely not asking. I figure if he wants to tell me…


  “But I’m no fan of what I did, either,” he adds.


  I pull back a little. “What did you do?”


  “I went after her. But I was too late.” The pain that flashes across his face makes me glad I’m not touching him in the fugue. It’s the kind of pain that would drown any normal man—I’m not sure how Grayson survived it. “They’d already raped her to death. I slaughtered every last one of them.”


  Sickness coils in the depths of my stomach. I don’t know what to say, so I go with my gut reaction. “They deserved it.”


  Grayson drops his head and nods at the floor. “Yeah. They did.” Then he looks up and squints at me. This is an old pain, one he’s been carrying forever, but it’s still fresh for him every day—I don’t need the fugue to know that. “When I attacked their camp, I didn’t expect to come out alive. In fact, I almost didn’t. Somehow, I dragged myself away, but it wasn’t just my legs that were injured. Those bastards took a part of my soul—first my wife, then my humanity. The Resistance found me gangrenous and delusional in the countryside south of Paris.”


  I swallow down some of the sickness. “So the Resistance saved you.” This explains the unwavering loyalty I’ve seen in Grayson from the start. I figured he was just all-in on the cause—I didn’t realize the Resistance had literally saved his life.


  “Yeah, they stopped me from dying in a field that day. But more importantly, they gave me something worth fighting for. And that something isn’t a cult where we start killing people.” His pain-wearied eyes are sharp again, drilling into me.


  I swallow. “Understood.” Because that’s not what I want, either. Obviously.


  “I saw what you did at the command center,” he presses, his voice harder than I expect for having healed a simple cut on Melanie’s face. Maybe he thinks I should have saved her sister? He’s not wrong about that.


  “I messed up before—” I start.


  “That wasn’t your fault,” he says, cutting me off. He eases a little closer and peers into my eyes. I have to steel myself from shying away from the intensity. “You’re not responsible for the sister who took her own life. I’m talking about what you did to the sister who was still alive. And the others. I’ve heard you healed blaster wounds—fatal ones.”


  I nod, giving in to the need to lean back a little more. “That’s right.” I don’t see how that’s a bad thing, but I don’t give voice to that thought.


  His stare is unwavering. “If you can do that, then you can do the reverse.”


  “The reverse? As in kill people?” My stomach turns sour. What the hell?


  “Anything can be a weapon, Eli.” His fervor grows even more intense. “And I’m not just talking about a physical weapon where you’re the one actually shedding the blood. This thing you can do—it’s the kind of thing cults are born from. It’s the kind of thing that destroys. You’re playing with a power that can burn down people and families and whole civilizations.”


  I swallow. “I’m very aware of that.” And I am. But I’m more than a little freaked out by this idea that I’ll suddenly turn around and use the fugue to hurt people. “That’s why we’re going after Augustus.” I don’t mention the Makers and their Offering might also pose a threat.


  Grayson nods and eases back a little. “Because he’s not the kind of man we want to have that kind of power.”


  “Right.” I nod, but I get it now. “I’m not like him, Grayson. I’m not.”


  He seems to relax for real this time. “I know. I just wanted to see if anything had… changed.”


  I have changed. I form and reform every time I absorb a new lifetime full of memories. All of this is changing me and affecting me. Grayson’s concerns aren’t unwarranted. My enthusiasm for figuring out the limits of what I can do suddenly feels like a dangerous ambition. The sin of ambition is still among us. Joshua’s words haunt me again, and the sick feeling is back in my stomach. He killed his own brother to carve that sin out of the flesh of his family. I don’t want to be anything like him.


  I straighten and give Grayson a determined look. “I can promise you, I’m not looking to start a cult.”


  He nods again. I think he believes me.


  Suddenly, Marcus and Lenora break from their conversation and flit to our side. Grayson steps back, giving the ascenders room. I guess our conversation is done, but I can tell he’s watching me now. I suspect he didn’t come along to protect me from the world—more like protecting the world from me. Yet, I’m almost glad for it. And I desperately wish I’d been able to reach the Dalai Lama or Leopold in the fugue—I need guidance even more than I thought.


  “Are we there yet?” I ask Marcus lightly. I’m grateful for the interruption, but we do appear to be losing altitude at a slow but steady rate.


  “Almost.” Agitation ripples across Marcus’s face, and purple tendrils drift under his translucent toga. “It’s time for you to answer a few questions, Eli.” His hand gives a slight shake that distracts me for a moment.


  I lift an eyebrow. “Are you all right?”


  He scowls. “As all right as I’m going to get. Which adds a little pointedness to my question. All this resurrection and healing you’ve been doing merely reminds me that you’ve never answered my question—what do you know about ascender souls?”


  I give him a look like he’s crazy—which I was half convinced of before he damaged his mind by carrying Lenora inside it. “Not much. Nothing really.”


  “Stop playing coy, Eli. You need to tell me. Now.”


  I lift my hands and give an elaborate shrug. “I don’t know if ascenders have souls, all right? I was trying to reach Leopold in the fugue when this vision of Hypatia and Augustus hit me. Then the bomb went off. I’ve been a little busy since then.”


  But Marcus doesn’t back off, giving me a knowing nod instead. “Leopold is a perfect choice—he’s been dead long enough to ensure he’s not in possession of a secret backup. Although I’m still not convinced that, if you saw him in the fugue, you’d actually see his ascender soul. It’s possible his human soul was detached during the Singularity. It could simply be waiting around, real but distinct—and not Leopold’s ascender soul.” He exchanges a look with Lenora. They’ve obviously been discussing this.


  I throw my shoulders back. “If I can reach him, I can figure out if his ascender form has a soul.” I’m not sure that’s true, but mostly Marcus is pissing me off.


  He squints at me, and the slight twitch of his head doesn’t seem voluntary. It reminds me far too much of Leopold and the damage Augustus inflicted on his mind, breaking his personal key and dredging through the contents.


  “You’re not my only hope for this, you know,” Marcus says with a sneer. “I’m still working on replicating you and your tricks.” He’s talking about these supposed clones he’s made of me.


  “They’re hardly more than fetuses.” Lenora scowls at him. I’m not sure why she thinks that makes it better.


  Marcus scowls back. “It’s just a matter of time before I speed up the process. Human bodies are tediously slow to build.”


  Grayson looks straight-up horrified.


  I don’t know whether to demand that Marcus destroy all of these apparent clones or… what? I don’t even know. Either way, he shouldn’t treat them like he’s entitled to turn other human beings—human beings that share my DNA—into his little lab rats.


  “I hate you right now,” I manage.


  He smirks, then he darts a look to Lenora. Her scowl is ramping up to raging hot anger, and I’m pretty sure she’s cursing him out via transmission.


  Out loud, she says, “Eli pulled me back together—I’m only here because of him. He was inside my head. He’s the one, Marcus. You can’t replicate that. Don’t play this game with him.”


  Marcus twitches under an onslaught of unheard transmissions to go with the thin, curled lines of black smoke whispering along Lenora’s skin.


  “The Makers are convinced none of you have souls.” I can’t help the dig. They’re both pissing me off. Although I can see why Marcus is suddenly urgent in his need to know if he has a soul, given the way his mortal mind is less-than-perfect now.


  My insult doesn’t seem to affect him. “The Makers are no more than monkeys tinkering with technology they barely understand… and yet even they can grasp the essential question. Because if we have souls, then Augustus is wrong to tamper with ascender minds, and we’ve given up nothing with ascendance. We can live as long as we like and still have the hope of going somewhere else at the end of things. Or opting out.”


  I lean away from him. Is opting out now on the table for Marcus? I remember Leopold saying something about death being preferable to losing one’s mind. Is Marcus going there, too? Melanie’s sister couldn’t stay in this world with the pain she was enduring—how much worse would it be for an ascender to feel that way eternally?


  The idea is blowing my mind. “I don’t like you, Marcus,” I say, hesitation making my words slow, “but I don’t want you opting out based on anything I say. Are we clear?”


  A sudden, inexplicable rage surges forth on his face. Grayson moves in front of me, and Lenora’s hand grabs hold of Marcus’s shoulder. Then, just as suddenly as it came, the rage disappears. I step back, unsure if he’s in control. Marcus shrugs Lenora off and straightens, appearing to have a grip on himself again.


  My heart is hammering in my chest. Just how broken is Marcus?


  Lenora scowls but turns her attention to me. “That is how Augustus was gaining his power—by reaching for the numinous. Many ascenders believe we’ve cheated ourselves out of it, that immortality is cheapened because we’re missing out, trapped in this mortal coil forever. If Augustus can reach it, then everyone not in his camp will be left behind. The fear of that draws people to him. And gives him power. This is why we cannot let him resurrect.”


  “There’s more to this than you realize,” Marcus says to me, seeming like himself again. “It’s a mental arms race. Everyone in Orion will line up behind the person with the best chance of making it happen.”


  Lenora gives him a small nod. It still amazes me to see them working together, but I’m glad Lenora’s here to help. Or possibly restrain him.


  Marcus turns to me. “It’s time to introduce you to the ascender world. You need to tell them what you are and what you’ve seen.”


  What? “I thought this was about stopping Augustus.” The last thing I need right now is to get sucked into all their ascender games.


  Lenora’s hand touches me, quickly, then it’s gone. “Your miracles will not stay contained in the human world, Elijah,” she says in a breathy sort of voice that freaks me out.


  “I thought you were rebels. Disconnected from Orion.” My words are angry, and my chest is tight. This feels like it’s spiraling away from me already.


  “This isn’t something you can keep quiet,” she says, admonishment in her voice.


  “We really need to focus on Augustus.” And I mean it. I’ll do this myself if Lenora and Marcus have other grand plans for me.


  Thankfully, she nods her agreement, then glances over my shoulder. We’re settling into the underbrush of a low foothill. The towers of New Portland shine in the distance, but we’re nowhere near the city. Just as I think we’re going to touch down, the rolling hill below us winks out of existence—we’ve dropped through a shield that covered up the entrance.


  “Welcome to my citadel,” Marcus says.


  The darkness swallows us as we sink underground.
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  Marcus’s citadel is a concrete bunker barely big enough for our transport.


  Once the overhead doors close, the indoor lights come on, but all I can see out the window is blank concrete scrolling past—there is barely five feet of clearance between the ship and the plain gray wall. When we land, Marcus, Lenora, Grayson, and I step out, crowded between the ship and the wall. Marcus edges over to a holo control bank. He waves his hand, and a small section of the wall shimmers away, revealing a white box the size of a coffin standing on end.


  He gestures Lenora inside. Her relatively small, graceful bodyform fills the space. She gives Marcus a nod, and blue energy leaps from the walls to bind her in a giant cocoon. I gag at the stricken expression on her face. The floor disappears, and she drops into the darkness below.


  The floor reappears. She’s gone.


  I give Marcus wide-eyed look. “You’ve got to be kidding me.”


  He grimaces. “It wasn’t exactly designed for humans.”


  Of course not. I swallow down my sickness. Grayson has a stoic expression.


  “Don’t worry,” Marcus says, which doesn’t reassure me at all. “I’m recalibrating it for you and your mostly human friend.” He focuses on the holo controls.


  I grit my teeth. “How far down does it go?”


  Marcus doesn’t look up. “Only a couple thousand feet.”


  I nearly choke this time. “Only?”


  Grayson shakes his head.


  Marcus gives a stuttered sigh. “The citadel’s physical access port is attuned to my personal key, and the depth of the bunker makes it impervious to even a tactical nuclear assault.” He glances at me. “Normally, I would travel mentally and utilize the backup bodies below. Even for bodyforms, it is a rigorous trip. But I’m slowing it down considerably—you should be able to endure it, but if you black out, don’t panic.”


  Great.


  Marcus waves me inside. I tell myself he isn’t going to take an unnecessary risk with me. Then again, he has all those backup clones. But a fetus version of me won’t help him right now with Augustus.


  I give him a nod to let him know I’m ready.


  Before I can blink, I’m electrocuted by blue energy. Every muscle in my body seizes up, then I hurtle downward—not falling but propelled by a powerful force that’s squeezing me from the toes up, trying to squish every internal organ into my throat. Breathing isn’t an option. Or moving. Or screaming.


  It’s over just before the horror sets in.


  The blue energy releases me, and I tumble into a white room. Lenora catches me as I fall. My body convulses as all my internal organs settle back to where they belong. I manage not to throw up, but my lungs have collapsed. I can’t get any air.


  “Eli!” Lenora’s cool fingers skim my body.


  I feel like I’m dying.


  I continue the struggle for air, and a tiny trickle finally works its way in. “Okay,” I wheeze. “I’m okay.”


  Grayson tumbles out of the lift behind me. His ascender-tech legs keep him upright, but his face is ashen. Marcus appears a moment later. His exit is more stable, but he still has a lurch in his step. I can’t tell if that’s due to the insane energy elevator ride or just his malfunctions.


  He gives me a cool look. “Glad to see you survived, Eli.”


  Lenora cautiously releases me.


  It’s a struggle to stay standing. “Was there some kind of doubt about that?”


  He shrugs. “It was a very minor risk. But you’re safer here in my citadel than any other place on the planet.” He summons a chair from the floor and gestures me into it—a move so considerate, it takes me a moment to react.


  I drop into the seat and check out the room. His bunker is an expansive although empty box, maybe fifty feet on a side. Everything is ascender tech—softly glowing walls, a dustless steel floor under my boots, probably substantial technology hidden in the walls and floor, like my chair.


  Grayson scowls at the lift and stretches out the residual discomfort. “All this for a backup?” he asks.


  “The citadel is a refuge,” Lenora answers, still watching me closely. “They’re used for more than just backups, but that is the primary purpose.”


  I had always assumed ascenders kept their backups in Orion, that amorphous network they use to communicate, not some physical bunker deep underground. It makes sense, except… “Wait, if this place is still connected to Orion, how is that more secure?”


  “The citadel’s connection to Orion is protected by a separate key,” Marcus says. “It’s a powerful machine cognition at the maximum level allowable by law. It’s as strong as a personal key and provides another layer of protection.” He flicks a look to Lenora, and it makes me cringe. Augustus cracked her personal key and shattered her mind into pieces that I’ve only recently stitched back together. Except it wasn’t really a stitching, more like nuclear fusion. “If madness infects Orion,” Marcus continues, “and they decide to come after me, they’ll have to break that key first. Which buys me time to disconnect and become completely secluded, physically and mentally. There’s a perpetual source of energy here. Plenty of virtuals for entertainment. The only thing missing would be company.” Again, he gives a look to Lenora that’s softer than I expect. “I still have your backup here,” he says to her, quiet but clearly for me to hear as well. “If all had been lost, I would have terminated you and triggered it.”


  “You promised you would never do that,” she says with a glare. “You know how much I would lose.”


  I have to wonder why they’re having this conversation aloud—it has to be for my benefit.


  Marcus tips his head to her. “Precisely why I gave young Eli a chance to mend things before I got desperate.”


  I’m still amazed by this new—at least new to me—and somewhat complicated relationship between the two of them. Not least because they were both involved in my original creation and no doubt have plenty more they’re still keeping from me.


  I stretch in the chair, my body still protesting the rough ride. “All right, whatever, we’re here now. I’ll go into the fugue and figure out where Hypatia is constructing Augustus’s bodyform.”


  Marcus gives me a nod. “Although the fact that I can’t detect her means she might likewise be sequestered in a citadel such as this.”


  Grayson’s ascender-tech legs clomp across the floor to my chair. “That sounds like a problem. If this place is as secure as you say, and she’s deep in a hole somewhere, how will we stop her?”


  “That’s precisely the question,” Marcus says. “One I hope Eli will answer for us.”


  I scowl. The last time I tried to tackle Hypatia in the fugue, I got blown out to the void. But she and Augustus aren’t just a threat to humans—they’re tampering with their own minds, not to mention building the artificial Mind. Leopold said that breaks ascender law, and in the ascender world, they don’t have jails—if you violate the rules, the ascender horde descends on you, breaks your key, and shatters the contents of your mind. A million times worse than Lenora.


  “Why not go after Augustus directly?” I ask. “We can use Orion against him. Get them to hold him accountable. I mean, he created the Mind. Doesn’t that break one of your most fundamental ascender laws?”


  “Yes… but so do you,” Marcus says, a sudden surge of agitation scurrying across his skin in purple wisps. Whatever has broken inside him seems to have loosened his already tenuous hold on his temper. Which makes me more than a little nervous being locked in a box with him.


  I lean back in the chair. “I thought you said it was time for me to meet the ascender world.” Then my eyes widen, and I glance around this insanely secure citadel buried in the earth. “Hang on, is that why we’re here? Are you planning on keeping me here?”


  His eyes drill into me, and Lenora suddenly flits to his side. Some rapid exchange occurs between them, transmitted and inaccessible to the humans in the room. His sudden flash of anger seems to douse, but a hollow feeling still sinks into my stomach. Marcus’s ambition for me has always run on the world domination side. When we were hunting Augustus the first time, Leopold was a check on Marcus’s wild plans and all the things he was willing to risk, including me. But now I just have Lenora, and while she might keep Marcus’s mood swings from accidentally snuffing me out, she’s never been much of a brake on his ambition.


  And now they’re discussing things via transmission—things they don’t want me to hear.


  “Out loud, Marcus,” I say in a clipped way. “Unless you want me going into the fugue to get the information I need.”


  A flash of concern crosses his face so fast, I almost miss it. But then his voice is cool and controlled again. “Can you get into my head now, Eli?” he asks carefully, with a piercing look.


  “Not precisely,” I admit, letting the words hang for a moment. I can intercept transmissions, but a full ascender mind is still too powerful for me. “But personal keys are no barrier to me,” I remind him.


  Marcus and Lenora exchange another look, but he quickly says out loud, “I brought you here to keep you safe, Eli, even from the ascender world, if necessary. It’s less stable than at any time since the Singularity. Ever since Augustus’s bodyform was destroyed, there’s been a power vacuum.”


  “A vacuum that you filled?” Grayson asks. He doesn’t seem to approve.


  Marcus scowls. “Yes, but not just me. There are others engaged in this.”


  “You have to understand,” Lenora says to us both. “Marcus and Augustus are opponents in a larger war of ideas—an argument that has been waging for some time. Support for Augustus’s ideas are fading and will continue to fade as long as he’s absent. I’m sure Hypatia is working as fast as she can—there must be some key advantage to the custom bodyform she’s creating for Augustus to justify delaying resurrection. But the moment he connects to Orion, he becomes a threat again. We can’t let that happen.”


  I sigh. “All right.” I rub my hand across my face, trying to figure out how I can take Hypatia on without the help of a physical assault. “I still have Hypatia’s personal key from my last encounter with her,” I say, thinking out loud. “And we’ll have surprise on our side. But I can’t keep contact with ascender minds for long, even with them unlocked—” I stop and peer up at Lenora’s expectant expression. Unlocked. When I called Lenora out of Augustus’s mind, she came out piece by piece…


  “What are you thinking, Eli?” Lenora asks, peering intently at me.


  I point a finger at her. “If Hypatia’s key is the same, there might be a way I can disable her.”


  “How’s that?” Marcus asks, frowning.


  “I can’t keep contact with ascender minds in the normal way,” I say, “but maybe with her mind unlocked… I can do something else. When we were rescuing Lenora from Augustus’s mind, I was able to bring out her shattered pieces, one at a time, without it being too much for me to handle. I was just redirecting her, anyway. With Hypatia, maybe I can pull her mind apart piece-by-piece… and not put the pieces back together again.”


  It would kill her. A bloodless death, and yet a horrible fate all the same. Perhaps even worse than a normal death, whatever that is for ascenders. If her fugue-state form is her soul, I’ll be splintering it. Destroying it. Maybe. I don’t like it—and it may not even work—but if it does, we’ll be done. Hypatia will be gone. Augustus will be unable to resurrect without his bodyform.


  The uneasy look on Marcus’s face would be satisfying if the same discomfort wasn’t showing on Lenora’s.


  Grayson frowns but says nothing. Still, I feel the weight of his judgment. Already, I’m using the fugue to destroy, and we’ve only been here five minutes. 


   But it has to be done.


  “I’ll go with you,” Lenora says.


  “I don’t think you’re ready.” I have no idea how strong her mind is now, but I’d rather play it safe.


  “I agree with Eli,” Marcus says, surprising me once again. I’m not used to seeing this protective side of him.


  “Let me try this on my own first.” I don’t wait for them to agree—I just slip into the fugue and leave my body slumped in the chair. My fugue-state form shoots out of the citadel, lifting up fast through the rock and emerging into the space above Marcus’s mountain hideaway.


  Traveling this way is far better than the blue-energy elevator.


  My close encounters with Hypatia have gotten me blown out twice to the void—I need to be careful with this. I drift for a moment and focus on the memory of Hypatia’s personal key.


  It’s an amorphous thing, both being and not being—more a description of potential than actual secret code. It manifests as a shape in my mind, although that’s not quite accurate… it’s more like a pulsing of possibilities, one that won’t settle into an actual alignment until it’s brought close to its mate, the complex emergent property that is Hypatia’s cognition.


  I hold my hand palm up and visualize the key there, rendering it as a blue jewel shape that pulses with an interior swarm of lights. My fugue-state form responds to the bright clarity of her key, hurtling back toward the ground and sailing through rock until I arrive at the same scene as my vision—a formless white field with Hypatia in the middle. Only this time, I recognize it as a citadel. My mind isn’t warping reality as much now as in my vision. I clearly see the softly-glowing white walls for the ascender tech they are. The floor is no longer white, just the dustless steel preferred by ascenders in their architecture.


  Hypatia has Augustus’s body laid out on a steel gurney, and the assembly is incomplete, but not in an outward sense. Whereas my vision pictured my own body being replaced part-by-part with ascender tech, transforming into Augustus, in reality, his large and imposing bodyform is outwardly whole. It’s the inside that still needs construction, specifically the substrate that will hold Augustus’s expanded cognition. It’s splayed open, the skin of the bodyform pulled back as Hypatia bends over his cranium to perform her work.


  I already know one thing that’s vital—Hypatia is secured away in a citadel just as Marcus suspected. There’s no physical assault that the Resistance or Marcus and Lenora and their allies could summon that would have any chance of reaching her. Which is no doubt precisely why the work is being conducted here.


  Her personal key floats in my hand. I picture myself next to her, and I’m instantly there. I slowly reach the key toward her mind, careful to only interface the key itself, not to touch her fugue-state form with mine. Just before I reach her, I focus hard on the essence that is Hypatia, or at least what I know of her—the odd nature of her skin, glinting with a silvery tremor that runs up and down her body; the cool precision that’s informed every encounter with her; and even the horrific, inhuman scream from my vision. The fugue tends to send me cryptic information, but it’s usually a closer depiction of reality than reality itself. With this patchwork of knowledge about the essence of who she is held tightly in my mind, I hope to summon at least a part of her cognition once she’s unlocked.


  I hesitate.


  If I’m successful, even partially, she’ll be damaged the way Marcus is. The way Leopold was. Possibly much more so. It’s a horrific thing, but nothing like what I imagine she and Augustus will accomplish together.


  I bridge the gap and just barely touch the key to her mind. It comes alive, being near its other half. Then it snaps into position and is sucked into her cognition.


  She whips her head to look straight at me, and I jerk back, startled. She lurches straight into my hand, and suddenly I’m overwhelmed with a flood of who she is… then I’m blown out into a floating, familiar gray haze.


  Hypatia is astoundingly powerful.


  I didn’t even have a chance to call out some part of her, and now I wonder why I thought that would be possible. The scattered state of my mind seems worse than the other times. I struggle to bring myself back into caring about reassembling the pieces and not simply floating off into the haze.


  I focus on Lenora and Marcus and Grayson—triple beacons in the real world to draw me back—and as the shock of being shattered fades, I realize…


  Something is different about Hypatia.


  The tiny snatch of information I pulled from her during our encounter solidifies in my mind. She’s a different kind of ascender—I knew this before, but now… I can taste it. Metallic. Bitter. And something else as well… a sense of wildness. Unboundedness. It’s an echo of my wild cousin, the Mind, like a new, powerful force of nature is buried in her mind. Her bodyform has been modified, and she plans to do the same for Augustus, exactly as he instructed. And these new bodyforms have even more capacity… or something… it’s hard to grasp. This knowledge doesn’t manifest in understanding, just sensation fo potential, of not being limited. But it’s clear Hypatia has somehow incorporated their experimental results from the Mind into their resurrected forms.


  I hurtle back to the chair in Marcus’s underground citadel.


  Augustus and Hypatia are taking this to a whole new level.
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  I slam back into my body Marcus’s chair.


  “Eli!” Lenora is by my side, hovering her hands over me, checking to see if I’m all right.


  I wave her off. “I’m fine.”


  Marcus is obviously less concerned. “Has Augustus resurrected?”


  “No, but Hypatia’s close to finishing.” I rise from the chair, the agitation in my body making me move. “She’s more powerful than before.”


  Grayson frowns. “You were unable to use this personal key against her.”


  I nod. “The key worked, but she was far too strong.” I stop my nervous pacing. “She’s incorporated the Mind experiments somehow.”


  Marcus leans back, taking that in. “Can she access the fugue?”


  I run a hand across my face. “No. At least, I don’t think so. But she definitely knew I was there.” It was just like my vision, but I’m not surprised. She and Augustus both have always been “sensitive” to my presence. “I’m afraid our element of surprise is gone.”


  Lenora curls up her fists. “Where is she?” She says it like she’d be out for Hypatia’s blood if she had any.


  “I don’t know exactly,” I say with an exasperated sigh. “But she’s in a citadel like this, so we can’t get in physically.”


  Marcus nods. “We’ll have to go through Orion.”


  I was afraid he’d say that—but I’d already come to the same conclusion.


  “You can do that?” Grayson asks. It’s directed at me, with a raised eyebrow.


  I grimace. “Yeah.” I pace away from them, rub the back of my neck, then turn back to Lenora and Marcus. “I can go into the fugue, give you her key and guide you through Orion to find her. But the two of you will have to take her on.” The idea churns my stomach. The last time I was in Orion, I nearly drowned in the onslaught.


  Grayson scowls. “I thought the whole idea of being down here was to get away from Orion.”


  Marcus and Lenora exchange a look. “We won’t be able to get past the citadel’s key,” she says, black lines writhing across her chest and a grim look on her face. She has to be thinking the same thing I am—that the last time we did this, she got trapped in Augustus’s mind.


  “Maybe Marcus can do this alone,” I say, giving him a pointed look.


  Lenora just shakes her head. “No. You’ll need both of us.”


  Marcus is frowning—I don’t think he likes the idea, either. “Eventually, when Hypatia resurrects Augustus, she’ll have to drop the citadel wall so he can reconnect to Orion. There will be a brief period of time—”


  Lenora whips a heated look to him. “That will be too late. You know it, Marcus.” She turns back to me. “It’s better to break in before they’re ready. Can you get the citadel’s key, Eli?”


  “I suppose,” I say, eyebrows lifting. The sentries during the raid on the genetic research facility had a dim glow in the fugue-state. It’s only just now occurring to me that cognitions other than ascenders and humans might have some kind of fugue state form I can access. What does that even mean? Does the citadel have a soul? 


  Marcus and Lenora are having their own transmitted conversation about this. I shift into the fugue to see the glittering blue line of thoughts and images zipping back and forth between them. I reach between the two of them, intersecting my hand with the transmission line.


  I can try accessing the citadel’s key through Orion. I push the idea and the image of it into the transmission line and out to both of their cognitions. They both startle and literally step back as I interrupt their conversation. They’ve dropped the transmission between them.


  “How did you do that?” Lenora sputters, eyes wide.


  Marcus just glowers at me—he’s not surprised, given I used this form of communication when we were defeating the Mind. “Eli has a few tricks up his sleeve,” he says.


  I drop my hand and take a seat in the chair again because we need to get moving. “We need to do this now if we’re going to.”


  Lenora gives me a hurried nod, already recovered from her surprise.


  “I’ll have to give you Hypatia’s key first,” I say to her, “but I can’t touch either one of you in the fugue state for more than a very brief time without getting blown out to…” I stall out in that explanation—I’ve never really told them about the gray of the void, and this doesn’t seem like the right time. “Let’s just say, we don’t want that to happen. But I can guide you to the citadel and hopefully lift the key to get inside. The rest is up to you.”


  She nods. “Together, we should be able to handle her.”


  Marcus’s skin has gray lines of agitation crawling along it. I’m sure he’s not relishing this, partly because neither of us knows how strong Lenora’s mind is, but also because Marcus’s cognition has seen better days as well. Plus what we’re doing is one of the few capital offenses in ascender society.


  “We’ll have ample evidence to prove our case to the rest of Orion once we disable her.” He still gives me a wary look. “And besides, we really don’t have much choice. Once Augustus resurrects, we’ll be in a much worse position.”


  Grayson grimaces but doesn’t object.


  I close my eyes and slip into the fugue. With both Hypatia and potentially Augustus even more enhanced than before, I don’t know if even Lenora and Marcus combined will be enough. I’m playing with all kinds of ascender-level fire here, but as Marcus says, we’re short on options.


  I imagine Hypatia’s key again, holding up my hand and picturing it hovering above my palm. She will have changed it by the time we arrive, but this should provide a basis to work from. Personal keys are mathematical, a system of interlocking quantum states that fluctuate, writhing in the fugue state and shining almost like a living thing. In a way, it’s an echo of the cognition that gives rise to it. Hypatia could change her personal key, but not wildly—it’s part of who she is. Which reminds me of an ancient superstition about knowing the name of one’s enemies and thus being able to conquer them.


  I know Hypatia’s name.


  She can change its quantum state, but she can’t change who she is. I hope.


  I slowly reach the key toward Lenora’s fugue-state form. She and Marcus are both standing above my body, which is slumped in the chair. Grayson has a hand on my shoulder to keep me from falling out. I focus on Hypatia’s key and the small distance between it and Lenora’s form. I’m not sure where the intersection truly begins—is it measured in microns or milliseconds? Is there truly such a thing as space and time in the fugue state? I don’t know, but I can feel the gap close between the key and Lenora’s form, which reacts to this invasion of her mind, even at the periphery. She steels herself and accepts what I’m offering, sucking the key into her cognition. I move closer and just barely graze my hand across her forehead—suddenly, I’m squeezed into a tight space and sucked straight up out of the citadel with her.


  We’re flying through Orion, the familiar thick soup of it choking me. The substance of the network is utterly foreign, but I recognize the flickering billions of lights darting and buzzing as Lenora and I shoot toward Hypatia’s citadel. I sense Marcus behind us, reduced to a pulsing bluish-white orb like the rest of the minds in Orion. I’m leading them both, drawn to Hypatia’s essence by the pull of her personal key. We arrive at a transparent wall in the strange mind-spectrum that is Orion. Hypatia’s essence glows within the citadel. The wall itself has a dull glow, like the sentries—a rudimentary cognition. The maximum allowed by law, Marcus said, and I guess it’s enough to have a fugue-state form. What does it mean? That thought train threatens to derail my focus.


  Lenora and Marcus hover in front of the wall—I sense their bewilderment and Marcus’s anger. Orion doesn’t operate on language, just a flood of information and images and sensations. It takes me a weird ascender-time-stretched moment, but I finally realize: they can’t see through the wall. They don’t sense Hypatia on the other side. I intercept a transmission between them, through the milky soup, and send a wordless message of calm. At the same time, I reach into the wall itself—I could easily move through it, but I need the key so Marcus and Lenora can get inside. The citadel’s cognition is somehow familiar with a strange metallic aftertaste. It tastes like Hypatia. Did she leave an imprint of herself when she created it? Or is the citadel a distant artificial cousin? Hypatia’s mind must be artificial in some sense, the same as the citadel—some aspect that doesn’t originate in her original nanite-enhanced human mind. I’m not even sure what that means, but it feels foreign in a way that’s close to terrifying.


  I don’t have time to ponder that—I grab the key for the citadel and pass it back to Lenora. She unlocks it, and they dive through, heading straight for Hypatia. She’s instantly aware, and the clash between them feels like suns colliding. Gravity waves pulse through Orion and pull me into the citadel. I fight against it, keeping out of the swirling vortex that Lenora and Marcus are spinning up around her. They’re circling and circling, and Hypatia’s key—with its vibrating blue jewel form—is spinning with them. They’re moving so fast—at ascender thought-speed—that I can hardly perceive what’s happening. The blurry haze that is the three of them seems to elongate repeatedly, as if the orbs of their beings are being thrown out and yanked back by the gravity of the fight. I’m so mesmerized that I barely notice the citadel wall has begun to flicker. It’s pulsing between opaque and transparent with the fight.


  Hypatia is trying to lock us in.


  I focus on the citadel cognition—its key is being changed, again and again. Somehow, Hypatia and Marcus and Lenora are all fighting over that, instead of invading Hypatia’s mind and taking it over, which was the plan.


  Ascender keys—even-lower cognition ones—are my specialty, so I reach into the wall and hold the key fixed. I sense Hypatia coming after me, but Lenora blocks her with a pulse of energy I don’t really understand. Hypatia retreats, but then something happens that momentarily blinds me in the middle of all the chaos…


  A searing white light blazes into existence.


  It’s near Hypatia, burning like a new sun. It spins and collapses down to sear my senses even more. With a sickening dread, I know exactly what it is—Augustus.


  Lenora and Marcus recoil from it. Augustus rushes at me, the light of his cognition like an incoming comet. I’m frozen, still holding the citadel’s key, keeping it open for Lenora and Marcus, when Augustus blasts through me…


  …I’m blown out to the void.


  I’m floating, my mind eased into an instant laziness of a million pieces floating in formless mist. I haven’t been this shattered since I tackled the Mind and had to absorb it, plus a dozen more lives, at once. But that was when I was merely Eli the Human. Before I understood what I was capable of. And if there’s one thing I know how to do now, it’s pull myself together.


  It takes a while.


  A slow gathering of particles, swirling around the gravity of my being, drawn by the knowledge that I have a purpose in all of this. I don’t know if it’s some kind of destiny the universe has decided I must fulfill or simply that I finally know who I am.


  Elijah Brighton.


  The name carries meaning, like a personal key of my own, an echo of who I am. I claim the ancient superstitions, naming myself and thus gaining control over my being. The parts of it circle faster and faster, collapsing together, and suddenly I’m drawing breath and awakening in my physical body back in Marcus’s citadel.


  My encounter with Augustus was brief and terrifying, but I snatched a glimpse of his plans. Grayson’s hand holds me steady in the chair, but I twist my way free and rise up in an urgent need to explain the horror of Augustus’s plans to Marcus and Lenora.


  She’s flits to my side as I stand…


  …but Marcus’s bodyform is lifeless on the floor.
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  “Eli, thank God!” Lenora scans me with frenetic concern.


  I’m standing unsteadily in Marcus’s citadel, staring at his body on the floor. “What happened?” My head is still fuzzed out from coming back together in the void.


  “He’s trapped.” There’s real pain in her voice, which wrenches my stare from Marcus’s fallen body up to her worried face. Grayson’s expression is likewise grim.


  “He didn’t make it out?” I don’t know why this is hitting me so hard. Maybe it’s the distress on Lenora’s face. Maybe it’s the after-effect of pulling myself together. Or that my body feels like it’s been asleep forever—how long was I in the fugue? Time has no meaning in the void, and everything operates in ascender time within Orion. I blink, physically shake my head to clear it, then try to focus on Lenora’s words. I’ve missed half of them.


  “—backup still hasn’t triggered.”


  “What? Whose backup?” My mind feels like it’s clogged—words hit it but don’t get through.


  “You all right?” Grayson asks, edging closer and peering at me. “You were out for a while.”


  I squint at him. A while? 


  Lenora floats her hands over my body in earnest, sensing my vitals or something. “Two hours and five minutes,” she says tightly. “The way Augustus went after you…” There’s distress in her voice again.


  Two hours? My mouth hangs open for a moment, then I shut it and grab hold of her wandering hands. “I’m fine. Just still pulling myself together.” But I’m freaked—normally, it doesn’t take me this long. And there’s not missing time. That reminds me too much of when the fugue controlled me, not the other way around.


  She frowns then turns my hands over to peer at them as if she’s never seen them before. “Your human body is so fragile, Eli.” Her voice is a whisper. “It terrifies me that something will snuff out your biological life before we have a chance to—” She stops and shoots a look up at me.


  I frown, but I can’t piece that together right now. I focus on the thing I know we need to do. “We have to go after Augustus,” I insist, glancing around the citadel. “Where’s Marcus’s backup?”


  Lenora frowns but quickly answers. “It hasn’t triggered. Which means his original cognition must not have been destroyed.”


  “Augustus has him, but he hasn’t killed him,” Grayson clarifies.


  My mind is clearing a little, and this makes sense—Augustus wouldn’t risk the wrath of the ascender world by murdering a fellow ascender unless he had no choice. Or a really good reason. Besides, as long as Augustus keeps Marcus trapped, he can’t resurrect elsewhere. He’s captured, and that makes him a lot easier to control, especially if Augustus has shredded his mind as he did with Lenora…


  She’s staring oddly at me—I’ve drifted off in thought again, unaware of time. Untethered. The word floats up in my mind and startles me. I squeeze my eyes shut. Focus, Eli, I command my scattered brain. It helps. When I open them, Lenora’s eyelids flutter for a fraction of a second—so fast I wouldn’t have noticed if I weren’t staring straight at her face—and then her eyes go wide.


  “Augustus has left his citadel.” Her voice twitches with panic. “He’s gathering up followers and—”


  “Going after the Makers,” I cut her off. “I know. I saw it when I encountered his mind before he blasted me out to… well, a scattered state.”


  Purple tendrils of concern mist across her chest, easy to see through the translucent fabric of her ascender-tech toga. “Scattered?”


  “Not like you were,” I reassure her. Although that’s not entirely true. In the void, I was probably even more atomized than she was with her twelve selves trying to rejoin together. The difference is that I know how to pull myself together. I think. This void-hangover isn’t reassuring. “Hypatia must have gleaned some new information about the Makers from you during the fight, then passed it on to Augustus. Because he knows all about Miriam and the new Offering and me.”


  “Yes, of course.” She steps back. “If he knew about the resurrections you’ve performed…” Her eyes flutter again, and she whips her head to the side like she’s heard someone behind her, only there’s no one there. Before I can ask what’s wrong, she turns back, eyes wide. “Eli, he’s telling Orion about you.”


  Crap. “I guess that was going to get out sooner or later—”


  “You don’t understand.” Her face is alive with agitation as she moves physically closer, throwing her arms out like she wants to cover my body with hers and deflect some unseen attack. Again I look around, but we’re alone in the citadel. “I’ve shut off access to Orion, but…” She whips a look to Marcus’s prone body. “If Augustus has the support of the others, he could break the key and…” Back to me, she says, “I’m a danger to you. He could commandeer this bodyform or Marcus’s… I have to leave!” She suddenly flits to Marcus’s bodyform and heaves it up in her delicate but ascender-strong arms. “I’ll lock you in. You’ll be safe here.”


  “What? No.” I’m shaking my head, but she’s already zipping with ascender speed to the empty energy elevator. “Lenora!”


  She freezes halfway into the vertical space that’s the only physical access to the citadel.


  “She’s right, Eli,” Grayson says, striding quickly to her side. “Under no circumstances can we let them—”


  “No.” I say it with enough force to stop Lenora from throwing Marcus’s bodyform in the lift. “Augustus is after me, and he doesn’t care who he wipes out in the process. Right now, that’s the Makers and the Resistance—he’s going after them both, and he’s not going to mess around with taking prisoners this time. We have to warn them. And then I’m going to have to face him, one way or another.” I stride over to them, my foot catching on the smooth, stainless floor, making me stumble a little on the way. Apparently, my body isn’t fully recovered, either.


  “Eli.” Grayson’s growl is a warning.


  I stop dead in front of him and stare him full in the face. “I am not letting Augustus kill people because of me.”


  He hesitates a long moment, frowning, then stands aside.


  Lenora looks furious.


  I shove past her, step into the lift, then gesture to Marcus’s limp bodyform in her arms. “Send him up after me.”


  “Eli—” But her words are cut off as the blue energy sucks in around me. It must activate automatically on the way up. I’m hurtled upward, my internal organs protesting by trying to stay in the underground bunker. At the top, I tumble out, then edge away from the lift in the narrow space between Marcus’s ship and the bunker wall. Marcus’s body shows up only a few seconds later and thuds to the concrete floor. It’s far too heavy for me, so I wait. Five more seconds, and Lenora appears, face full of fury and panic. She glowers at me, then scoops up Marcus’s bodyform and tosses him into the transport.


  She hustles me into the ship. “What are you thinking?” she asks in a tone that implies both that I’ve lost my mind, but also that she’s willing to follow me down whatever insane path I’m on. It’s blind devotion to Eli the Prophet—which almost stops me cold. Maybe Grayson’s right. It’s far too easy for me to inspire fanaticism, and Lenora would be the most extreme of fanatics. Her whole purpose in life has been wrapped up in me from the moment of my creation. She would literally rush into a burning volcano for me. I know it.


  I hesitate on the threshold of the ship. Am I making a mistake?


  Grayson stumbles from the lift, then climbs directly into the hold of the ship without hesitating, although he looks a little sick. “I can set up a secure line to Commander Astoria,” he says, clomping toward the cockpit and throwing me a look over his shoulder. “But I don’t have any way to contact the Makers.”


  Right. I can worry about fanaticism later.


  I step the rest of the way into the hold and slap the button to close the door. “Take the ship straight to the Makers’ shops,” I say to Lenora.


  Her face scrunches in disapproval, then she disappears into the cockpit at ascender speed. The hum of the ship revs up, and we’re hurtling up out of Marcus’s citadel garage a second later. When I reach the front, Grayson already has a holo channel open. The commander’s face looms large, and Cyrus and Tristan are in the background, angling to see.


  “What’s this about?” Commander Astoria asks. Several of the Resistance’s militia dart behind her in full body armor. I halfway think they must be already under attack.


  “We failed to stop Augustus from resurrecting,” I say quickly. “He’s coming after the Resistance and the Makers. You need to evac everyone out, commander.”


  She only hesitates for a moment—then she steps away from the holo camera, shouting orders in French. The level of activity in the command center jumps from hurried to frenetic.


  Cyrus and Tristan take her place. “Where are you?” Cyrus asks.


  Tristan frowns. “We don’t need to know,” he says to me, “as long as you’re secure.”


  “I’m headed to the Makers.”


  “What?” Cyrus reaches toward the holo camera, then pulls his hand back in a fist. I’m pretty sure he’d be physically shaking me if he were here.


  Tristan just shakes his head. “You are such an idiot.”


  I grin. “I’ve been called worse. By you, in fact.”


  Tristan runs a hand over his face. “All right, I’m sending a transport—no, correct that, two transports—to back you up. What exactly are you doing there?”


  “Just warning the Makers and getting out.” I give an apologetic look to Cyrus, but he’s busy pounding a fist into his own forehead. “Augustus is coming for them, and they wouldn’t be dead-center in his bullseye if I hadn’t… you know.”


  “Saved people’s lives?” Cyrus comes alive again… pissed.


  “Backup would be good,” I say to Tristan, ignoring my best friend’s complaints. There’s no way he’ll be on board with this no matter what I say. “Just make sure Kamali and my mother evacuate with the rest, got it?”


  “Copy that,” Tristan says and runs off.


  Cyrus opens his mouth to protest some more—I cut the comm.


  “This isn’t your fault, Eli.” Lenora’s pinched look and soft voice would be reassuring if that was even close to true.


  Grayson keeps quiet, but his eyes are sharp. You’re playing with a fire that can burn down whole civilizations. He doesn’t have to say it again for me to hear the message loud and clear.


  And he’s right.


  I sigh and face Lenora. “You know, people keep saying things aren’t my fault, but I’m fairly certain I’m responsible for all of this. Or at least, someone has to be, and it’s looking like that someone is me. So, I’m going to do what I can to keep all of this—this coming time or Second Singularity or whatever the hell you want to call it—from turning into the world’s greatest bloodbath.”


  Her expression opens like these are words she never expected out of my mouth.


  But it’s Grayson’s minuscule nod of approval that cements this for me.


  Lenora recovers and gives me a belated, jerky nod. “Yes. Someone does have to lead. But that’s not what I meant.”


  I ignore that and check the cockpit controls—they’re nothing I understand, even though the Resistance has modified them for human usage, with displays instead of transmitted controls. “How long until we reach the Makers?” My brain is scrambling to figure out how we will make contact once we get there without getting shot.


  “Just a few minutes.” She gives me a piercing look. “What I meant was that Augustus would be coming after the Resistance in search of you regardless of anything else you’ve done. You defeated him, Eli. If there’s anything I know about him, it’s that he can’t let that stand—least of all, defeat by a human. The ascender world thinks Marcus and Leopold wiped out him and his experiment with the Mind, but he knows the truth. And with the rumors of you resurrecting Kamali… you would have been a target, regardless.”


  “Which just means he’s going after the Makers because of me, as well.” I’m not sure what her point is.


  “That’s not true.” She tips her head to me. “Not that the signs and wonders you’ve performed with the Makers aren’t fueling his rage. They are. And the followers he’s gathering…” She purses her lips, and the purple tendrils are back, snaking along her chest. “The Makers were protected when they were simply an annoyance that bit at the ankles of New Portland on occasion. There’s a strong current of opinion among ascenders that humans are not to be tampered with, even if they’re rogue and uncontrolled, like the Makers.”


  “Uncontrolled?” That lights up the alarm bells in my mind. “Is that what you’re doing with the Resistance? Controlling us?”


  She scowls. “I was referring to the legacy humans.”


  I narrow my eyes. “Right. Tell me again why you keep us around like pets? Because I haven’t bought the genetic diversity excuse for some time now.”


  She shakes her head. “It’s complicated, Eli—”


  “Try me.”


  A wisp of black tells me she’s frustrated by this. And it is a distraction.


  Focus, Eli. I sigh again. “Never mind. You can explain all the horrors of it to me later.” I think I know the answer anyway.


  “Good.” She’s visibly relieved. “But you should know that Augustus is well aware of Miriam—he was even before you became a threat. He would have gone after the Makers, eventually, but now…”


  This is making sense. “He underestimated how fast they would move toward a second Offering.”


  “And he underestimated you,” she says. “While Hypatia has been building a bodyform for him, you have been leaping ahead and… Miriam has as well.”


  I nod, the realization suddenly dawning. “It’s getting away from him.”


  Her face is grave. “The last thing Augustus wants is for humans to commandeer this movement.”


  “Movement?” Grayson asks, his face pinched.


  “The Second Singularity,” she answers, impatient. Then she looks back to me. “That’s the unrest your presence—your rumored potential—has posed from the start, Eli. But you were an ascender creation. And singular—there was no one like you. But now, with the Makers potentially on the cusp of making another enhanced human…”


  Grayson scowls. “Miriam might actually get the revolution she wants.”


  Lenora gives a sharp nod. “Once Augustus was resurrected, it was only a matter of time before he would strangle the Makers’ movement in the crib. Or anything else that would keep him from being the sole victor in this war of ideas.”


  “And now that he has Marcus—” But I’m cut off by the sudden look of panic on her face.


  Outside the cockpit, sunshine reflects off the weathered towers of Old Portland, just like when I last saw it, only now, portions of it are obscured by thick, gray plumes…


  The city is on fire.


  “We’re too late,” Lenora whispers as our transport hovers down through the smoke.
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  Old Portland is a war zone… only the war lasted minutes, and the Makers have lost.


  The ships are gone—the ascender ones that dropped the bombs, as well as the Makers’ transports, which are smoking wrecks near the command center below us. The decrepit towers around us are infernos or piles of rubble or a mixture of both. Great billows of black smoke choke the sky and waft past our transport as we hover down. Most of the buildings are hollowed out or collapsed entirely, some having only a stone façade surviving the onslaught and showing that civilization once lived here.


  Sunlight glints off mechanical things moving through the wreckage below. Sentries. The vast carnage of the firebombs was just a prelude to the precision death-squads that are skittering over the broken concrete, seeking out any Makers who dare to survive. As we get close to landing, a nearby sentry pierces a fleeing woman and her child with a light-weapon.


  They go down. The sentry moves on.


  Just one more deadly flame in the apocalyptic fire around them.


  “Do something.” My voice cracks—I’m begging Lenora to stop this.


  “We don’t have weapons,” Grayson says, his voice strung tight.


  Lenora’s hand twitches, and our transport lurches from its slow descent to land fast and hard on the sentry, crushing it. I grab hold of the cockpit seat to keep from being thrown to the floor. At ground level, a smoky haze obscures everything. The wind clears enough to see the Makers’ command center, exposed to the sky and engulfed in fire. A figure emerges from the flames, slender and powerful, dragging someone else.


  A drift of black smoke hides them for a moment, then blows away. “It’s Miriam,” I say, shoving away from the pilot’s seat and heading for the back. “Hold off the sentries,” I command Lenora while waving my hand to open the door.


  “Eli—” Grayson objects.


  But I’m already jumping down to the broken earth underneath our ship. Lenora flashes past me, hurtling out into the smoke drifts and hopefully seeking the mechanized death that’s stalking survivors, if only to keep me alive. Almost as fast, Grayson appears next to me, a half step ahead, covering me with his body as I hustle across the rubbled concrete. The full horror of what Augustus has done here chokes me as much as the soot-laden air. The Makers were a people, a society, with families and children and shops filled with all the things that human minds could invent. And in moments, he’s wiped these people and their lives from the face of the planet.


  I scramble over the broken ground, struggling to keep my footing as I work my way toward Miriam and the person she’s trying to rescue. They haven’t gotten far. She’s stopped and bent over the girl. She’s blonde-haired and fair and young—beautiful once, but now half of her is gone, and the rest is on fire. My stomach lurches as I get closer and catch the scent of burning flesh. It’s my vision—a smoldering body in camouflage—only the girl isn’t me, and the bomb that killed her has blasted away one leg and an arm. Miriam is crouched over the girl, speaking to her, but it’s obviously useless—the girl is dead.


  “No, no, no.” Miriam bats at the flames still trying to consume the girl’s remaining fatigues.


  Grayson’s ascender legs stomp heavy on the rubble, and the sound whips Miriam’s attention away from the dead girl while we’re still a dozen feet away. A blaster appears in her hand so fast, I can barely flinch.


  Grayson steps in front of me, shielding me with his body—he seems torn between protecting me and disarming her.


  I grip his arm and pull out from behind him. “Let me handle this,” I say quietly.


  Her eyes go wide, disbelieving. “You did this!” She releases the girl and stands up, the gun now targeting my head. “You called them here!”


  “I didn’t, I swear.” I gesture to the transport behind me. “I have a ship. I can rescue the survivors—”


  “There are no survivors.” Her lips tremble with her anger, and the gun wavers, but I’m stunned she hasn’t shot me yet. “You’ve killed us all.”


  Then a blur confuses my eyes, and suddenly Miriam is thrown to the side, and Lenora stands in her place, holding her blaster. But Miriam doesn’t stay down, her augment legs popping her back up to standing.


  Grayson dashes away, but instead of tackling Miriam, he’s suddenly back by the ship, wrestling with a sentry. Grayson’s legs are augments, but the rest of him—


  “Lenora!” I shout for her to go after him.


  But then Miriam sprints across the rubble after me, and Lenora moves again—only she’s grabbed me, practically yanking me out of my boots and throwing me to the ground, landing on top of me with her impossibly strong ascender-tech bodyform. Before I can even form the question in my head, a blast of heat rolls over us, screeching across the skin of my arms, which I jerk back behind the protective cover of her body.


  “Eli!” Lenora’s cybernetic eyes blaze down at my head, which is tucked into her chest. It would be uncomfortable and awkward except I’m pretty sure she just saved my life. “Are you all right?”


  “Yeah.” The backs of my hands sting from the blast, but nothing is screaming in pain except the point in my back where some rock is digging in. “Let me up.”


  She does, and I gape at the transformation of the scene—something exploded and spewed fire out into the open area. Behind us, Grayson is untouched by the flames but bleeding in several places from his fight with the sentry, which is now in pieces on the ground. But Miriam’s body was closer and caught the full blast. She’s lying inert like the first girl, both bodies now charred and smoldering.


  “Oh no.” I stumble across the blackened concrete, soot smearing my hands as I catch myself from falling.


  Impossibly, Miriam is still moving, but barely. She’s moaning through a pain I can’t even imagine—one of her Maker-tech legs is melted and twisted in a way that would spell doom for a human leg but isn’t much better for an augmented one. Her long hair, bound into a single ponytail in back, is on fire. I stamp it out with my boot, then crouch next to her. Her face has been horribly burned, and she’s missing half an arm. My hands beat at the residual flames smoldering through her camouflage, the sting of it barely registering.


  I can’t go into the fugue here on a battlefield… and even if I could, Miriam’s mind is too strong for me. Her eyes blink open, and even through the pain, she snarls at me.


  “You,” is all she can manage.


  “Just hold on,” I tell her. I turn to Lenora, who is hovering at my back. “Get her to the ship.”


  “It’s too late, Eli.”


  I open my mouth to object, but she disappears with ascender speed. At the far corner of the open pit of destruction we’ve landed in, I see her wrestling with a sentry. She uses Miriam’s blaster repeatedly on it at close range, then rips off its head, sending it tumbling through the rubble. Another sentry fires on her from somewhere, and she flits away after it.


  Miriam’s eyes are closed again, and her breathing suddenly turns into pants punctuated by sounds of pain. Moving her will hurt, but we can’t stay. I lift her from the rocks enough to slide my arms around her chest. She moans louder and struggles in my arms, but I hold her tight and drag her toward the ship. I’m horrifically slow, making almost no progress. A puff of wind has Grayson appearing at my side. Without a word, he takes Miriam from me. A scream is wrenched from Miriam’s lips as Grayson lifts her, but he clears her augmented legs from dragging. We both run back to the ship—Grayson still moves twice as fast as me, even with Miriam in his arms. I’m hauling over the rubble, watching for sentries to suddenly appear every ragged step of the way. I make it to the ship just as Lenora returns from battling the sentries. She closes the door behind us, buying us some protection from exploding buildings and sentry-sourced fire.


  Grayson has set Miriam on the floor of the hold, but he’s staring at me like he’s not sure what to do next. Lenora frowns and shakes her head, and I know what she’s saying—that Miriam is lost. There’s no ascender tech that can save her, or if there is, we can’t get there in time. We don’t even know where the Resistance is at the moment. I don’t know if it’s hopeless, but the ashen tint on Miriam’s pale skin isn’t soot or smoke—it’s death stealing over her.


  “Contact the Resistance,” I say to Lenora as I kneel next to Miriam. “Tell Tristan his backup needs to come armed for shooting sentries and picking up survivors. And we need to know where they’ve sent their med pod.”


  Lenora gives me a pinched look then disappears into the cockpit to deliver the message.


  I turn back to Miriam. She’s passed out and barely breathing. The pain of the escape must have overwhelmed her. I feel the ship lurch as Lenora lifts us away from the immediate threat of attack by the clean-up sentries.


  “She’s a weapon, Eli,” Grayson says, his voice soft. He’s looking at me with wide eyes, and keeping his distance from Miriam.


  “I know.” I turn back to her. “But so am I.” And somehow that makes what I have to do suddenly clear.


  Miriam is an advancement in humanity—her mind is like no human I’ve ever touched—and she holds the key to advancing even further. The attack on the Makers makes it painfully clear—I’m radically outmatched against Augustus. If I’m going to have any chance of stopping him from repeating this horror show across all of humanity—or anyone he sees as a threat—I will need a lot more help. The Resistance is unlikely to be enough. The Makers may be right—humanity may have to grow into this fight. Changing humanity the way Miriam has—the way she was trying to do with her Offering—could be as dangerous and uncontrolled as the first Singularity. But it’s simply a technology like any other. Augustus considers that technology a threat enough to firebomb an entire society to ruins. That alone is enough reason for me to save her… and convince her to leave her bloodthirst behind, along with the ruins of her world.


  If I can even do it.


  I look up at Grayson. “You’re right,” I say to him softly. “Anything can be a weapon. But the opposite is also true.”


  He frowns, but I have no more time to waste.


  I settle in next to Miriam, legs crossed and back propped against the wall of the transport. I hold back from touching her fire-ravaged face as I shift into the fugue. Her burned and twisted body transforms into her fugue-state form. She’s still wearing her armor—a medieval warrior in steel-plated metal, head-to-toe. Was she born like this? Was her tiny, infant fugue-state form heavily shielded from the moment she became Miriam Levine? And what was she before then? Or was that the moment her soul was created?


  These questions fill the void of my hesitation—because Tristan is right. I truly am an idiot. I’m as likely to get myself killed as save Miriam. It isn’t something I should even try… but I am.


  Her breathing is becoming more ragged and slow. She’s dying. I know enough about her to find her on the other side—I think—but I don’t want to take the chance. I reach my fugue-state hand toward her half-burned face—


  And I’m flung to the other side of the transport.


  My body is slumped against the wall next to hers, my physical hand falling against her face. I will myself to her side and try again—but once more, my essence is repelled, thrown away, cast aside by the pure energy, pure power, that is Miriam. I return to her side, and I can see the fading of her fugue-state form. Her armor is becoming more and more transparent, with her ravaged physical form showing through. How can I hold onto something that throws me back with such power? And what is it that gives Miriam her power, anyway? Is it simply the raw brain energy, the tangled extra neurons she possesses, enhanced by gen tech and made invincible in the fugue? I’ve never fully considered why the ascenders’ fugue-states were too powerful for me to access. Why did Lenora coalesce like a newborn sun when I called the fractured pieces of her together? Why would Miriam—a human—have that same characteristic strength, only less so? Is it simply the pure brilliance of their enhanced intellects?


  Then the answer flashes into existence like Augustus resurrecting from his backup… the intensity of their being. That’s what makes the ascenders’ minds so strong. They have a clear-spoken identity that holds them together, more than just a personal key, although I can see the reflection of it there. The thing that holds ascenders together—the thing fractured when Lenora’s mind was pulled into pieces—is their sense of self. Just as I mystically declared my own name in the void, knowing who I was provided the gravity to bring my mind back together into a cohesive whole.


  Miriam’s enhanced mind allows her to know who she is with the power of a god.


  And now, so do I.


  Her chest shudders and exhales a long, slow breath… and then it doesn’t take another. I reach with both hands for her fugue-state form, and the intensity of her being, even now, in the moment of death, threatens to drive me back. But I know who I am, and as the nuclear-brightness of her essence washes over me, I hold tight, letting her burn through me, meld with me, as I refuse to let go. She whisks us away from this plane of reality, riding high in the transport with Lenora and Grayson, flying away from the ravaged Makers’ camp…


  …and we land in a fuzzy-dark replica of her father’s temple.


  I’m not touching her anymore, and this isn’t the bombed-out religious house that Miriam brought me to, physically, back when I was a half-prisoner of the Makers. This is Miriam’s blurry vision of the afterlife, something I can sense even with the small bits of burned-in awareness I have of who Miriam really is. Warrior. Jiv. Prophet and savior for her people. And the daughter of a man whose connection to this place is both stronger than hers and more fragile in his humanity. Miriam has always seen herself as other-than-human—first, when she was born without legs, then when she rejected the legacy human society she was born into, and after that, when she was made half-machine as her augments were installed. She was always outside of, different from, other than… and when she volunteered for the Offering and embraced the change in her mind, it was just the final step in that long walk toward destiny.


  She’s always known who she was more strongly than those around her.


  The gen tech just rendered that in neurons.


  Miriam is standing at the altar, staring up at the heavens revealed by the half-missing dome above her.


  “They are only stars,” she says, but she’s not speaking to me. She’s talking to herself or possibly the twinkling lights outside the dome. This is her world—she made it—but I don’t think she knows that.


  “Maybe for you,” I say.


  She spins around, her armor clanking, and that noise draws her momentary, confused attention. Then she’s back on me with narrowed eyes. “What are you doing here?”


  But she has to wonder that about herself, too. “I’ve come for you, Miriam. To bring you back.”


  Her eyes grow wide, and she stumbles back, a hand on the altar to steady herself. “We’re enemies.”


  “No, we’re not.” I give her a smile and a moment to figure it out.


  She dashes a panicked look at the armor again, clasping a hand to her chest like she wants to tear it off. “What is this?” She looks up at me. “You’re tricking me.”


  “Your body is badly burned,” I say gently. “And your augments are damaged. But I can bring you back, Mir.” I use the nickname that Zachary has for her, and I borrow some of his soft, brotherly feelings for this girl who grew into a woman more powerful than any other human… with the possible exception of me. Then again, I’m in the not-entirely-human category as well.


  She shakes her head, but the panic isn’t receding. “You were the one who was supposed to burn.”


  “In your dreams?” I ask. “Don’t worry, that might still happen.”


  Her shoulders drop. I think she is figuring it out by the way she’s casting a frantic look around the darkened shadows of this temple. She’s brought us here at night—I’m not sure what that means, but it’s freaking her out.


  “I’m not… this isn’t…” She’s shaking her head, rapidly.


  I will myself next to her. She isn’t startled by my sudden appearance at her side—some part of her finally understands what’s happening.


  “I need your help,” I say softly. I point to her armor. “You’re a warrior, Miriam. And I have a battle that needs fighting.”


  She shakes her head again, slower this time. “You killed Becca. She didn’t even get a chance to—” She stops and looks lost for a moment.


  The second Offering. The girl Miriam dragged from the bombed-out command center… that must have been her. She was the key to all of Miriam’s plans.


  “Augustus ordered the bombing,” I say. “He’s responsible for Becca’s death. And a lot more. I need your help to stop him.”


  She blinks, and the edges of the temple recede further into the gloom. I’m not sure exactly what’s happening, but it feels… unstable. Whatever decision she’s making, her hold on this place is part of it.


  I reach a hand toward her shoulder. She flinches away and eyes me warily. I leave my hand up, hovering near her, but not touching. “Come back with me, Mir. Help me see this through.”


  Her suspicious expression folds down into a pinched look like she’s not sure what lie I’m telling or why. But her dreams are already in ruins… I’m the only hope she has for saving what’s left of her people. And her vision of the future, even if that vision needs to change. Evolve. Just like her.


  She gives a nod of agreement so small, I almost miss it.


  I close the gap, and a brightness flares between us—it has strength and power, as much as Miriam in her certainty of herself and her purpose—and I have to push through it, hard, to reach her. As everything she is floods through me, overwhelms me, I hold tight to my own name, my own identity, my own purpose in this…


  I manage to keep coherent as I wrench us back to the reality of the transport.


  Air pulls into my lungs. I feel Miriam’s face move under my hand before I even open my eyes. I shift back into the fugue, my touch bringing the onslaught that’s now so familiar. It still feels like I’m drowning in the complexity, overwhelmed by the intensity, but picturing her physical body whole and healthy again is easy—I just embrace the brilliance that is her mind and reality snaps to align with it.


  Her moans quickly cease as her flesh is restored. Her eyes flutter open and stare at me with wonder, but I’m not done yet—there’s the small matter of her legs.


  I pull back from touching her in the fugue and bring my physical hand away from her face as well. Her right leg augment is a twisted hunk of metal. “The ascenders can fix this,” I say.


  When I look up, Lenora and Grayson are both standing nearby, watching, as wide-eyed as Miriam.


  After a moment, Lenora stumbles into saying, “Yes, of course.”


  Grayson just stares and says nothing. This is the first time he’s seen it first-hand—the small healing of Melanie’s cut in the command center hardly counts next to bringing Miriam back from the dead, healing her grievous wounds along the way.


  She struggles up to sitting.


  I lean away to give her room. “Your other leg seems fine.” I gesture to the Maker-tech augment that somehow escaped damage by the fire. I leave unspoken that I could have given her human legs but didn’t—I think it’s better this way. With ascender tech on one side and Maker tech on the other, plus gen tech in her brain, Miriam will be as stitched-together as I am.


  The slow nod she gives me says she understands this.


  I rise from the floor, and even with just one functional jiv leg, Miriam does the same, dragging herself to standing and balancing on one leg. Her uniform is still charred, but the flesh of her body is shining and new.


  “What’s next?” she asks, and I can’t help but smile. She remembers. All of it. I can tell by the way her all-too-intelligent eyes are lit up and ready for the battle I promised.


  “Next, we take the fight to Augustus.”
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  The abandoned Resistance camp below us is a smoking wreck.


  As we fly over in our cloaked transport, it’s clear that our message reached Commander Astoria in time—the transports are gone, along with half the pods, the ones that were mobile and had their own propulsion. And it’s a good thing because the barracks have been firebombed into cinders, and sentries are crawling over everything.


  I’m certain now that Marcus’s mind has been compromised. That’s the only way Augustus could have found the camp so fast. But according to Tristan’s report, the Resistance is dispersed now, scattering to reduce the chances of a random sweep finding everyone. We’re headed to the new command center, which is hidden on an island to the north of the city. The water won’t keep Augustus and his sentries away, but with proper shielding, the new location should be safe for the moment.


  Our ship is flying itself. Lenora stands near Miriam and me at the window, her eyelids fluttering lightly. She’s in contact with Tristan and his militia while they rescue survivors at the Makers’ camp. She’s also talking to the new Resistance headquarters, coordinating our return.


  Grayson is quiet, staring out the window as Seattle’s waterways glitter below us. I can tell he’s still shaken, and when I slip halfway into the fugue, I see his fugue-state form has changed. The kilt is still there, but the homespun linen shirt has been replaced with a long-sleeved, hooded jacket that’s tied with a piece of rope. It reminds me of Cyrus and his monk’s robe. It started this way—a halfway transformation into a believer. In me. It beats home how right Grayson is about the power I have—and its ability to change the hearts of men.


  Lenora is still fluttering her eyelids. “They’ve rescued thirty-five Makers,” she reports.


  Miriam’s shoulders have been hunched up, waiting for this. “Names?” Her discomfort in even talking to Lenora—an ascender, the avowed enemy—shows in lines of tension around Miriam’s eyes.


  Lenora nods and waves her hand at the wall of the transport. It turns into a screen. Miriam shoves off the edge of the window she was using for support and hops over, almost tumbling in her haste. Her fingers slide over the names, searching, but I can already see there are important ones missing—important to Miriam, although she had to know almost everyone in the two-thousand-plus-strong Maker community. Her father. Zachary, the jiv whose memories I carry. Even the jivs I saved are missing from the list. But Miriam’s fingers stop and tremble next to one name in particular—Mateo Hernandez.


  “These ones…” Her voice cracks. She clears her throat and twists back to Lenora. “These ones are safe.”


  “Yes. The Resistance ships have made their escape with the survivors. They’re en route to the same island encampment we are.”


  Miriam nods, shakily, then balls up her fist against the screen.


  Lenora wipes away the list. “There could be other survivors. These are only the ones the militia could find near your command center.”


  Miriam ducks her head as she nods this time. But there’s hope—the Makers were spread throughout Old Portland in a rabbit’s warren of shops and homes and tunnels. There have to be other survivors.


  I turn to Lenora. “Ask Commander Astoria to send additional rescue ships. As many as she can spare.”


  Lenora nods, but Grayson pulls out of his reverie to say, “I’ll tell them.” He disappears with ascender speed to the cockpit to transmit the message.


  I frown—he’s probably reporting more than that to the commander. But that’s fine. They should know what’s happened.


  Miriam lurches back to the window, bracing herself against it and peering out into a blue sky so bright is seems like we’ve transported to another planet—one where hundreds of people weren’t just consumed in fire dropped from the sky. We’re past the mountains where the old Resistance camp was hidden, now jetting through the crisp morning air over the city of Seattle, far from the destruction of the Makers and the Resistance. But the smoky haze in the distance can’t have gone unnoticed by the legacy humans living below. Or the few ascenders who remain in the city despite being surrounded by water on three sides.


  “Do you think they know what’s happened?” Miriam asks, peering down at the shabby towers that Orion keeps barely maintained for the legacy humans under their “control,” as Lenora puts it. “Do they even wonder?” The disdain is clear in her voice.


  I don’t blame her for the bitterness—when I was legacy, I had no more clue about the world outside the cloistered confines of my city than an animal kept in a carefully constructed zoo. We were fed lies—comforting lies, easy to believe lies that held kernels of truth—about how the outside world had descended into barbarism, with bloody religious cults and roaming nomads. It wasn’t entirely a lie—the cults are real—but it was far from the truth.


  “They won’t have to wonder for long,” I say.


  She gives me a sharp look. “What is your plan here?” The piercing strength of her glare isn’t hostile towards me—she wants revenge. On the ascenders, Augustus in particular. That desire for revenge is my enemy, not her—I have to convince her to leave behind her bloodthirsty impulses, even as we take the fight to the ascenders.


  At the same time, the pain that’s drawing lines on her face—that I feel sliding into me like small knives. I know the dead Makers we left behind will not be the only lives snuffed out as we go forward. Avoiding that reality, wanting no responsibility for it, is what’s held me back for so long in embracing what I am—who I am—and what I can do.


  “My plan for you?” I ask. “Or my plan for Augustus?”


  “Both.” She grits her teeth, impatient.


  I pull in a breath and let it out slow, easing the pain of the knives so I can focus. My ideas for her, hastily-formed as they are, will be tricky, given she’s just fled her home and left so many of her people in a smoking wreckage. But I need to channel Miriam’s skills to help us all, and that starts with convincing her that a genocide of ascenders is not the preferred path.


  “I need you to build me an army,” I say.


  Her face opens in her eagerness to hear that, and I get a glimpse of how young she really is—Zachary’s memories say seventeen, like me, but neither of us carries our youth with us any longer. Me, because of the many lives I’ve lived, including parts of hers; her, because of the gen tech enhancing her brain and increasing her perspective as well as her thought-speed.


  “You want me to help the Resistance build an army,” she clarifies, like she’s not sure quite where I’m going with this.


  “I want you to work with them on creating another Offering. And another after that.”


  Her eyes widen in surprise. “You do? I thought…” She flicks a look at Lenora. I’m sure she’s done with her transmissions, but she’s pretending to give us some privacy. Miriam lowers her voice. “I thought you didn’t approve.”


  “I don’t. Not of the part where you’re using the Offering to find a way to eliminate the ascenders.”


  She leans back, shaking her head. “I don’t understand.”


  That must be painful for her, so I explain. “The ascenders as a whole are not our enemies—but Augustus is. He and his followers are your mirror image, Miriam. He wants to wipe away anyone and anything that stands in his way of gaining ultimate control over life and death. To become ascendant in a way no other ascender has. He will take along anyone who is willing to bow to him, but make no mistake—this is about one man’s unbridled need for power.”


  She’s frowning now, as well she should. This is a horrible truth, and she should recognize herself in there somewhere. Although I know, even more clearly now that the brightness of her being has washed over me, that Miriam Levine loves humanity more than she hates the ascenders—just like Cyrus. I hope this is true of the others, the humans in the Resistance and now the Makers, who will follow her as much as they will follow me in this fight.


  “You think…” She swallows as if she’s fighting down something. “You think that’s what I am?”


  I give her a small smile. “I know you’re not. At least, I know you can choose not to be.”


  Grayson zips out of the cockpit with ascender speed, and I just now realize the ship has landed. The trees outside the window of the transport loom over us, and above that, the iridescent shine of a shield—we’ve arrived at the new Resistance headquarters.


  Lenora waves the door out of existence, and the debarking ramp materializes. “I’ve been checking in on Orion, just for short stretches, keeping tabs on Augustus.”


  I frown at her—that’s dangerous for her, plus he might track her. “And?”


  “The attack on the Makers is provoking a backlash,” she says. “The destruction of the Resistance camp is less outrageous, given Orion is less certain of the nature of the camp prior to its destruction, but the Makers are well-known… and there’s no mistaking the fact that Old Portland is an uncontrolled fire. All of it has slowed down Augustus in gathering support.”


  “Good,” I say. “That works well for my plans.”


  Lenora offers a hand to Miriam, who is scowling at the ramp while holding onto the edge of the transport doorway. After a very slight hesitation, she grips Lenora’s proffered arm for support and hops down the ramp with her. The haphazard camp sprawls in front of us—makeshift tents, several transports, the med pod, and the command center.


  “And what precisely are those plans?” Miriam asks me, her breath huffing with each hop.


  Grayson follows behind us as we debark. The four of us head toward the command pod, our pace set by Miriam’s complicated hop-walk and the dragging of her twisted Maker-tech leg through the grass. We’re already attracting stares.


  “It’s like I said—we’re taking the fight to Augustus.” I pull her and Lenora to a stop in the middle of the stretch between the ship and the command pod. The med pod is just off to the left, and she’ll need to go there to get fixed up. But first, I need her to make her choice. “You can be part of the fight, Miriam, or you can sit it out.”


  Her eyes narrow, but before I can get any further, Cyrus comes hauling across the grass to meet us. “Dude! I’m really not sure if I should punch you or hug you.” Then he pulls up short in his attempt to assault me, one way or another, when he sees Miriam. “Whoa,” is all the comment he has.


  “Miriam needs a replacement for her damaged augment,” I say to him quickly. “I’m assuming the med pod has what she needs?”


  “Yeah, but…” He scowls. “So she’s one of us now?” He’s holding back, uncertain.


  I turn back to her, along with everyone else.


  Her lips form a tight, straight line.


  I want her to know she has a true choice in this—I won’t force her, either way. Not least because I’ll need her fully on board for all of it. “Our goal is to win over the ascenders, not kill them. But it’s your choice whether you’re part of that or not. The med unit will fix you up, and then you can be on your way—with few people, no equipment, and no chance at building another Offering. Not for years. Or as long as it takes your people to rebuild. Assuming Augustus doesn’t find you first. Or… you can fight with me now to stop him. I have a plan, and it might even work. But if it fails, we’ll need an army of Offerings to win this.”


  She’s weighing every word with that whip-smart intelligence… but the choice is simple. Difficult, but simple. I just don’t know if she can truly let go of her hatred and embrace it. A flurry of emotions dances across her face.


  I press on, hoping to drag her off her fence of indecision. “You know how to build a powerful weapon, Mir. But I’ll only help you build it if you use it for peace, not bloodshed. What’s your choice? Will you stay and fight this at my side? Or do you want to make your own way forward?”


  I can see the decision slowly settle into a determined expression. “Stay and fight,” she says, and there’s real conviction behind it. I don’t know if she’ll keep her word—it’s entirely possible that she’ll turn against me later. This leap of faith isn’t just hers, but mine.


  “Good.” I give her a tight smile, then turn to Cyrus, who looks like he’s lost the power of speech. “Miriam will need to be outfitted with a new augment as soon as possible, but first, we have some business with the Commander. Is she in the command pod?”


  He nods rapidly, still mute.


  “When Tristan arrives with the other Makers, take a headcount. We’ll need any jivs who are still functional or can be quickly repaired, as well as anyone else who’s got weapons training.”


  His eyes go a little wide, but he just nods. “You got it.”


  “And Cyrus…” I say, throwing a glance at the command pod.


  “Yeah?”


  “Kamali and my mom?”


  “They’re good. Evacuated to the northern encampments. Probably all the way up to a pre-Singularity Canadian province by now.”


  I let out a sigh of relief. “Thanks.”


  He nods and jogs off toward the landing area for the ships. I pivot toward the command center and stride that direction. Grayson takes over as Miriam’s crutch, and they follow behind, along with Lenora. It’s not far, but before I can reach the door, Lenora’s hand lands on my elbow—a brief touch, then it’s gone.


  “Eli,” she says. “I’m not sure what you’re thinking about Augustus, but it’ll only be safe here for a short time. You need to get—”


  “It’s not safe for me anywhere.” I tilt my head. “You know that, don’t you?”


  She frowns, but just purses her lips in response.


  “And I know you’re worried about Marcus,” I hurry out to stall whatever protest she thinks up to that. “The fact is, he’s probably a mess. We can fix him—I can fix him—but for right now, he’s left a leadership vacuum on the ascender side. One that I need to fill.” I swipe open the command center door and march in.


  Commander Astoria is lobbing orders in French so fast she doesn’t notice me at first… but when she does, the entire pod comes to a standstill, including Delphina by her side.


  “It’s about time, Monsieur Brighton,” the commander says quickly, flicking a look at Lenora. “And about these extra rescue ships. We are fully occupied—”


  “I know it’s difficult,” I say, cutting her off. I don’t have time for niceties. “But we need to bring in as many jivs as we can from the Makers.” I meet Delphina’s stare with a quick nod. “And every augment you have in the Resistance. I’m going to need all the backup you can give me.”


  “You… need…” Commander Astoria is catching her breath, apparently stunned by my audacity. But then she sees Grayson helping Miriam out from behind me, and her eyes go wide. “What is this?” She gestures to Miriam.


  “She’s going to lead the jivs in the operation,” I say.


  “What operation?” the commander asks, but her outrage is rendering her inarticulate. Miriam brushes off Grayson’s support and balances on her good leg. He gives her a pinched look but then moves over to stand next to his fuming commander.


  Delphina watches all this with a calculating eye. “What are you talking about, Eli? And why is the leader of the Makers in our command center?”


  I give her a small nod of thanks for the intervention. “You know that PR campaign you wanted to wage to provoke the legacies in Seattle? Well, I want to do that. Now. And I want to expand it to include ascenders. Basically, I need to hack into Orion and call out Augustus for what he’s done.”


  Now Delphina is nonplussed, which is a wonder, given that words are her medium. She turns to her mother, who is finally recovering the power of speech.


  It’s heavily French. “Bon sang, tu n'es vraimaent qu'un crétin! You will get us all killed.”


  I hold up my hands. “It’s risky. I know. But commander—”


  The door swishes open behind me, and Tristan rushes in, his face smeared with soot. Cyrus is right behind him. I’m glad they’re here for this part. I turn back to a very red-faced Commander Astoria. Grayson is coolly waiting for my next words, as are the rest of the militia at their screens and holding their portables.


  I drop my hands and step forward so that I’m in the middle of the command pod. “Augustus has been provoked into a dangerous position. Miriam was a threat to his plan, and her second Offering would have been even more so. I was a possible extinction event. He had to come after us. He’s still after me. But in the process, we forced his hand. And in taking out the Makers, he overstepped the line. You may not think the ascenders value human life, and you may be right in that they don’t treat us the way they should, but there is a strong feeling among ascenders that humans should not be wholesale destroyed. Not least because they think we should be preserved as a shared resource… for them. In case they’re wrong about all this. Don’t you see? Part of what they’ve said all along is true. We’re their most valued resource. Humanity is the ultimate backup. In case all this goes wrong. In case the ascenders themselves were wrong in the original Singularity. The original ascendance. We are the backup, and Augustus has just slaughtered a whole bunch of us.”


  “He’s right, Commander,” Tristan throws in. “At least about the slaughtering part. You’ve seen the feeds from our transports, but it’s even worse on the ground. And we were buzzed by a few drones during the rescue. I’m sure the ascenders have eyes on it.”


  I gesture to Tristan, but I’m speaking to everyone now. “The ascenders understand this even better than I do. And if Marcus were here right now, he would be rallying ascenders to his side—our side—but he’s locked away in Augustus’s citadel, captured and probably broken… but not dead. Augustus has been very careful about that, not least because that would release Marcus’s backup, and that’s the last thing he wants.”


  Lenora is staying silent, but I catch her pinched look. Not for the first time, I wonder how personal this whole feud between Marcus and Augustus truly is—after all, they both were Lenora’s second at one point, with Augustus losing out to Marcus when Augustus shut down the program that resulted in my creation. All these years, that must have been a terrible itch Augustus couldn’t scratch. Maybe. It’s hard to fathom the megalomania of the man, but I have to think this is more than just greed and ambition. Like Lenora said, I defeated Augustus… and that’s something he can’t let stand.


  I’m drifting into my thoughts again. I physically shake out of that. “Regardless, in the absence of Marcus’s leadership, there’s no one to challenge Augustus’s version of events, whatever they are.”


  “He’s claiming the Makers were on the verge of an unconstrained Mind,” Lenora says.


  I grimace. “It doesn’t help that he’s partially right. But that will be rendered moot when we expose Augustus’s experiments with his own mind. And Hypatia’s—she’s a key part of his plans, as well.” I take a breath and lay it all out. “I need your best forces. We’re going to infiltrate Orion, transmit via a secure link like we’ve done in the past, and I’m going to reveal who I am, how Augustus has tampered with his own mind and others, and why ascenders and humans alike should stop him before his ambition ends all of us.”


  Silence reigns for a moment, then Commander Astoria says quietly, “Oui. You have our support.”


  I breathe a sigh of relief. “Thank you.”


  “Where will we make this announcement?” Grayson asks. “I’m not aware of any pro-Resistance ascenders with secure link-ups we can access.”


  I swing back to the commander. “If you don’t have someone we can tap in Seattle or New Portland, then we’ll have to take something by force.”


  Lenora grimaces, then says, “I might have some options for that.”


  “Good.” I turn to Tristan. “Gather up all the survivors you can and see which jivs are ready for a mission.”


  He gives me a short nod, then looks uncertainly at Miriam and scowls as he quickly scans her leg.


  She lifts her chin. “I’m not going to be any good in a fight like this.”


  I give her a small smile. “The ascenders can fix you faster than you might expect.” I know they work small miracles with augments for the regular Resistance militia—I’m hoping they can make quick work of replacing Miriam’s leg, despite the chaos reigning throughout the makeshift camp.


  Tristan offers his arm to Miriam, and she doesn’t hesitate before taking it.


  As they hobble out of the command center, I face Cyrus at his station by the door, where he’s been keeping quiet. “In the meantime, I’ll need a secure location here in the camp for a short time. I have one order of business I need to take care of before our mission to address the world.”


  Cyrus lifts an eyebrow. “What business is that?”


  “I need to prove that ascenders have souls.”
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  “What exactly are you doing here, Eli?” Cyrus asks me.


  I settle on the Dalai Lama’s meditation rug, which survived the bombing attempt on my life just as miraculously as I did—my best friend rescued it from the previous basecamp. Cyrus and I are tucked into a closet-sized tent made from scintillating ascender-tech fabric draped over tree branches—I’d be sitting on the native grass of this Seattle-area island if it weren’t for the Dalai’s ornate mat. The colorful threads are woven in a symmetric pattern of circles within squares within circles. Each square has four openings, one on each side, which seem to breathe fire and guard the gates—


  “Eli!” Cyrus’s voice snaps my attention to his face, which is peering at mine.


  He’s crouched in front of me now.


  I shake my head, physically flinging off this disturbing tendency to drift, lost inside my own mind. I thought I had put that level of distraction behind me, but ever since I encountered Augustus’s mind…


  I blink and focus on Cyrus’s face. “I’m here.”


  He frowns and pulls back. “Okay.” He hesitates, then sits cross-legged on the grass in front of me. “What’s happening to you, man?”


  It’s a really good question—and one I don’t have time for. “Nothing that taking on the entire ascender world won’t cure.”


  He huffs a laugh and shakes his head. “Just when I think you’re gone, man, like off into some kind of God realm, you remind me how stupid you are.”


  I grin, but it dies quickly. “I’m going after the biggest weapon of them all—Leopold.”


  Cyrus squints. “How is Leopold a weapon? Not to mention that he’s, you know, dead.”


  “Exactly,” I say. “Everyone knows he’s gone, even in the ascender world. And I’m going to bring him back.” The hairs on the back of my neck rise. It’s not just guilt about his death that’s kept me from seeking Leopold all this time—if he has a soul, then bringing him back would be, well, daunting doesn’t quite cover it. But since I’ve successfully brought Lenora back from her shattered state and Miriam back from the other side, maybe I can resurrect an ascender.


  Then again, I only had the briefest contact with Augustus, and I’m still scattered.


  My throat is suddenly dry.


  “Okay,” Cyrus is saying, bringing my attention back to this plane of reality again. “So, you know how to do that now?”


  “Not exactly.”


  “Right. That’s what I thought.”


  I pull in a breath. “This idea of ascenders having souls—it’s the most powerful weapon we have, Cy. I’m going after it, but I’m not going to get myself blasted to pieces over it.”


  “Blasted to pieces?” He looks horrified. “Is that an option?”


  “Yes. And I can’t afford it, not right now. Because even without Leopold, we have to stop Augustus. Which means I still need to be here.”


  “Okay. That sounds… remarkably pragmatic. For you, I mean.”


  I smile again. “Just keep an eye on my body and call me back if something happens here that I need to be present for.”


  “Call you back—”


  But I shift into the fugue before he finishes, flinging myself up and out of my body in search of Leopold before I lose my nerve. I’m hovering above the island now with Seattle in the distance. The hazy smoke of the burning Resistance camp is already half gone, drifting away on the trade winds of the planet. I focus on Leopold and what I know of him. Rebel Ascender. Ex-Buddhist monk. Attempted to kill himself once, before he met Lenora and joined her search for The Answer… which was basically a search for ascender souls. Last I saw Leopold, his jerky bodyform was the external manifestation of his broken mind, which had been pulled apart and shoved back together by Augustus. Wherever Leopold is now, he has to want to stop Augustus as much as I do. Unless he’s finally found his nirvana…


  I close my eyes, reaching for him. The fugue state is far more than this simple place and time, hovering over the Resistance’s headquarters. There’s a vastness to it—even reaching for it feels like it’s pulling me apart. I’m lofted from my hovering spot in the air, hurtling over the inlets and islands that finger through the land north of Seattle, then falling straight down into the city—


  I’m suddenly in a small, shabby room that feels oddly familiar, although I’m certain I’ve never seen it before. I’m sitting on a small rug, thinner and more worn than my meditation mat. Across from me is a child playing. It’s a boy, no more than four, and he’s crouched on spindly legs that seem thin even for a child. His back is to me, but I can see he’s stacking blocks, one on top of another, building a precarious tower seven cubes high.


  “Eight,” he says, placing the next one on.


  Why am I here?


  “Done!” the boy proclaims and stands. Then he takes a small, thin-fingered hand, spreads it wide, and knocks the tower down again.


  I shake my head, wondering if I’m getting distracted again. Or hesitating. Maybe I’m still afraid—


  The boy turns and looks straight at me. And smiles. “Hello.” His dark eyes seem almost too big for his head. And I remember, randomly, a fact from who knows where—that a child’s eyes are nearly the same size as an adult’s, only in a body half as big. It’s what gives them their large-eyed and cloying appearance… only this child’s eyes hold more wisdom than any normal boy of four. “You are sitting on my mat.” He smiles wider, the motion making his thin, brown-skinned face plump in the cheeks.


  His words and his brash, infectious smile jolt me. “You’re… are you…?” I can’t say it. I look at the tumble of eight blocks on the floor. The Dalai Lama has had seven incarnations since he was killed in his temple during the Singularity. And now… eight?


  The boy strolls over to sit in front of me, mirroring my pose with my legs folded. Then he presses his hands together and gives me a small bow.


  “Your holiness?” My mouth is hanging open, so I shut it, clasp my hands together, and bow. It hasn’t been four years since the Dalai died, more like four weeks, so how can he be reincarnated into this child?


  “My name’s Sasha. But you can use my mat.” His voice is high-pitched like a child’s, and his words are child-like, but they’re off somehow…


  I don’t know what to think. I’m in the fugue, but this is a real place—I suddenly recognize the view out the dirt-clouded window. It’s one of the empty towers in Seattle, abandoned by ascenders and legacies alike, good only for those who stumble in, blissed-out on Seven, looking for a place to lay down and waste away. Only there’s something different about it—the windows are shining more than they should, as if they’ve been cleaned up and people are living there. I don’t understand where I am, but whatever this place is, it’s not a simple real-world visit in the fugue-state.


  I meet the boy’s dark-eyed and very curious gaze. “I’m looking for my friend, Leopold.”


  He nods like I’ve said something profound. “It’s good to have a friend.”


  “Yes, but this friend, this particular friend… I need to find him. Do you know where he is?” This miniature Dalai Lama—if this is his reincarnation—must be able to help me. Otherwise, why would I have been drawn here?


  “Oh, yes.” His smile shines with tiny, pearl-like teeth. But he says nothing more.


  “Please tell me.” Frustration is rising in me, but I try to tamp it down.


  The boy shrugs then picks at the mat’s edge nearest his bare toes. It’s woven like the Dalai Lama’s rug I now own, with the same kind of squares-within-circles pattern. The boy himself doesn’t look like the Dalai I knew, but he has the same honey-brown skin and deep, dark, smiling eyes.


  “I need to know,” I say, peering down, trying to draw his attention away from the mat. “It’s important.”


  He smiles at me again. “You’re using my mat.”


  My shoulders drop. “Yes, I know.”


  He lifts his thin arms and spreads them wide as if he’s a bird about to take flight. “That’s what you need.” He smiles again, stands, and hops around the room, lifting and swooping his arms, dancing in a childish way that must be more graceful in his imagination than the flailing of his small limbs in reality. This reality—whatever it is—is simply a child born as a legacy human in Seattle, trapped by the same lies that held me for so long.


  I’m wasting my time.


  The boy stops suddenly, almost stumbling in his haste to stillness so he can peer at me. “You have time to look.”


  I return his blinkless stare—is this really the Dalai, trying to tell me something? “Do I?” I ask, thoroughly confused.


  “Yes! And when you look, you’ll find. And when you find, you will sing!” He claps his hands with delight, the smile returning full-force. “It will be the best song. Like all the songs. All the songs will sing!” He returns to prancing around the room.


  I can’t help but feel like I’m the child, and he’s the one saying things I don’t understand. Or I’m foolishly reading things into a child’s rambling because I want him to be the reincarnated Dalai Lama. But the boy is probably just my fervent wish that the Dalai is alive, somewhere, somehow. Happy. Dancing.


  I close my eyes and wish myself away.


  When I open them, I’m inside the Resistance’s makeshift tent. Tristan and Cyrus are huddled at one end, talking.


  “I know, but that doesn’t matter,” Tristan says.


  “It matters to me.” Cyrus is pissed.


  “That’s not what I meant—” Tristan cuts off when he catches my stare. He flicks a look to Cyrus and tilts his head.


  “You’re back,” Cyrus says like he’s embarrassed that I caught him talking to Tristan. Whatever they were arguing about, I’m sure it doesn’t matter as much as he thinks. “Any luck?”


  “No,” I say. “I can’t reach Leopold right now for whatever reason.” This bothers me—a lot. And I don’t like the implication. That maybe I can’t reach Leopold because he has no soul. There’s no song that’s him, playing on past his death, and all I can find when I reach for the ex-Buddhist-monk that Leopold once was, when he was human and for sure had a soul, is a fanciful recreation of the Dalai Lama. At least I know the Dalai was human, and yet, I’m not finding him, either. Why not? Has too much time passed? Do the souls pass away like the echo of a song that fades over time?


  I’m drifting again. Cyrus and Tristan are waiting for me to say something. “We’ll just have to do this without him.” I rise up from the Dalai’s mat.


  “We’re ready when you are,” Tristan says.


  “Let’s go.” I brush the grass from my pants and march out of the tent.
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  Walking into Lenora’s apartment at the edge of Seattle is disorienting.


  I’m flashing back in time to all those sessions with her as my patron, guiding my art, while I secretly lusted after her. Or probably not so secretly, as I now realize, with the benefit of many lifetimes worth of perspective and a clearer idea of how much the ascenders can perceive—namely, everything. Plus, my love for Kamali blares an epic contrast of emotion with that boyish lusting for the feminine perfection that Lenora seemed to represent.


  Her beautiful bodyform is still the same… but I’m not.


  She flits ahead of me to her transmission room to check out the uplink and make sure it’s still operational. Her pristine home is filled with Resistance militia and jivs.


  Miriam keeps pace with me, her new ascender-augment leg shiny next to the dull-and-battered jiv one. “This place is like an open box,” she complains. “It’s a security nightmare.”


  I smirk. “You should see the all-glass art studio.”


  She glares at me, which just threatens to make me laugh more, but I tame it. She gives some kind of hand signal to two of her jivs, and they take up stations by the door to Lenora’s transmission room as we step through.


  “I’m glad you’re here,” I say to Miriam, and it’s the truth.


  “Between your people and mine, we have enough to see them coming.” She grimaces when she sees the small size of the transmission room. “But we won’t be able to stop them. Maybe not even slow them down.”


  “Understood.”


  She peers over Lenora’s shoulder, watching as she manipulates the holo controls for the transmission chair. Miriam’s squint is suspicious as if she expects Lenora to betray us.


  “You okay here?” she asks me.


  I want to say I’m not okay anywhere, but now’s not the time for that. “Yeah.”


  She gives me a nod. “I’ll check once more with the perimeter watch, then I’ll be back.”


  I nod my agreement, and she takes off at ascender speed, slipping out the door just as Tristan strides in. Cyrus trails behind him despite my strenuous insistence that he didn’t need to come. At least, he’s suited up in black body armor like the rest and heavily armed.


  “You ready, Eli?” Tristan asks. He’s got a short wave comm he’s using to communicate with Grayson. He’s stationed by the front door of the apartment, nominally in charge of the operations on the Resistance side, while Miriam commands the jiv contingent. It’s a joint operation, and it’s working surprisingly well.


  As it should—all of humanity should be together on this. And with any luck, the ascender world as well.


  I nod. “As soon as the chair is ready, I’m in it.”


  Tristan whispers something into his comm. Cyrus checks his weapon and takes a position near the door. Several more Resistance militia file into the room, and Tristan directs them to their spots.


  As far as we know, our cloaked transports outside haven’t yet been detected. But as soon as I connect to Orion and open my mouth, the clock will start ticking. Augustus’s sentries are still scouring the mountains outside Seattle for the fleeing Resistance cells. It will take no time for them to redirect their firepower here. Which means my speech has to be short—or the combined warriors of the Resistance and the Makers will have to hold the apartment while I finish.


  I’m going for short.


  As Miriam says, if they come for us, all of our arsenal might not even slow them down.


  Lenora’s apartment is far from the ideal place to stage this operation. I wish we’d had another ascender willing to cross over and help the Resistance, letting us uplink somewhere easier to protect or more difficult to find, buying us precious seconds… but apparently, Augustus is gaining followers by the microsecond.


  Marcus’s absence is being felt more strongly with every passing moment.


  The blue holo grid of the transmission chair springs to life.


  “Almost ready for you,” Lenora says, still configuring something in the holo controls.


  Miriam flies back in at ascender speed on her half-Maker/half-ascender-tech legs. Several more jivs hustle in after her. The room is packed now with militia and jivs—equal numbers of each, probably a dozen, including Miriam, Tristan, and Cyrus. They’ve all got their weapons out, their faces bathed in blue light from the holo grid. A sickening feeling twists my stomach, the déjà vu rolling hard through it from when we did this the first time—only then we were deep in New Portland, uplinking from another ascender’s apartment. And I was a reluctant propagandist for the Resistance. This time, this is all my idea. One that might get us killed for the trouble.


  I ease up to the seat, waiting for Lenora’s go-ahead before I slide in. “Remind me why we didn’t use your apartment when we did this the last time.”


  Lenora doesn’t look up from the holo screen she’s manipulating. “Because no matter how much we shielded the uplink, Augustus would have come looking here first.”


  “Like he will now,” I say, tension coiling in my stomach.


  She drops the holo screen. “Like he will now.” The grid around the chair pulses, once, twice, and then glows at a steady rate, brighter than before. “It’s not too late to re-think this, Eli.”


  I give her a grim smile. “It’s far too late.”


  Miriam gives me a lift of her chin. “Go time, Eli.”


  I glance to Tristan. “We’re ready,” he confirms.


  I step through the holo grid and take a seat. The camera should be straight ahead, so I stare into it and imagine a world of ascenders all simultaneously receiving an alert for a broadband transmission. The zipping lights of their essences within Orion will make note of that alert with some infinitesimally small part of their cognition.


  That part is about to grow.


  But I’m also speaking to the human world—Lenora should have configured the chair for broadcast to screens and handhelds throughout the legacy cities of the world. Those screens regularly tune in for human-centric, bot-produced entertainment, as well as the Olympics I competed in and won… and lost… and fled.


  They all know my face already—they’re about to learn who I really am.


  A prophet? In a real sense, yes.


  I’m about to herald a change in the world as they know it.


  “My name is Elijah Brighton,” I start, speaking directly into the camera, “and I’m speaking to you on behalf of the Human Resistance Movement as well as the many Makers who were slaughtered today by an ascender named Augustus.”


  If nothing else, I got that much out.


  I launch into the rest. “You may have heard stories about me. Incredible stories. Unbelievable stories. About people I’ve brought back from the dead, healed of their wounds, and returned to the land of the living. I’m here to tell you, they are all true. There’s a world beyond the existence you can see. I’ve been there, many times. I’ve brought back my second, Kamali LeClair, when Augustus killed her with a blast of electrical energy. I resurrected my friend, Cyrus Kowalski, after he was gunned down by one of Augustus’s sentries. I saved several Makers, including their leader, Miriam Levine, after Augustus firebombed the Makers’ city—a society filled with thousands of families, innocent humans, young and old. Augustus is an ascender who’s willing to commit atrocities, to slaughter whole cities, just because he fears me. He fears what I am and what I can do, but I’m here to tell you that I am not something for you to fear. I am not a threat to your world, whether you’re an ascender, a legacy human, or any sentient being scrabbling out a living wherever ascenders decide to allow you to live. I am not a threat, but Augustus is. He is disposing of humans as if they are no more sentient than a house bot. But you are better—you have souls that live beyond this plane of reality. I see them. I touch them. And I’ve brought them back from beyond death. This knowledge of a higher plane of existence is exactly what Augustus is trying to stamp out with his firebombs and light-weapons and sentries. He doesn’t want you to know the incredibly precious thing that you are.”


  I pause because I’m speaking so fast, so filled with urgency, that I’ve forgotten to breathe. The jivs and militia around me are all bathed in blue light and tense with anticipation.


  I gulp in air and continue. “It’s not just humans who should fear Augustus. Any ascender who thinks he might be your ticket to salvation, know this—he has already broken your most sacred laws. He has already attempted to build an artificial Mind to reach beyond what you can see with your cybernetic eyes and your endless, ascendant lives. And now he’s gone a step further, tampering with his own cognition, expanding it and making it stronger than anything you’ve ever seen. He’s already powerful; he already thinks he’s above your laws; now he has resurrected into a bodyform that might be capable of breaking all the barriers. And if not this bodyform, then the next. Or the next after that. He won’t stop until he brings a Second Singularity raining down on your heads. And you can’t count on him taking you with him because, believe me, he doesn’t care about you. He doesn’t value any life other than his own.”


  Screams spill from outside the room. The sound jerks through my body and sets my heart racing. Everyone in the room reshuffles their positions, shouting and scrambling to ready themselves.


  My time is up.


  “Fellow humans, the ascenders treat you like you’re no more than pets,” I say, my voice hiking up with the panic. “But you have a soul that lives beyond this world. Reject the cage the ascenders have built. Join me in the fight for freedom for all souls on our planet.”


  Weapons discharge. The screams are laced with electric gunfire.


  My heart is ready to beat out of my chest.


  “Ascenders.” I’m shouting now to be heard over the noise, rushing to get to the end before the end reaches me. “Stop the monster in your midst before he becomes even more powerful. Before he kills every last human—every soul—on the planet in an attempt to stop me, the one human who can breach the veil that’s still pulled over his eyes. He won’t stop unless you stop him. Do it before it’s too—”


  The blue grid around me vanishes. The power has gone out. Tristan yells and fires through the doorway and down the hall. I hear them coming—mechanized death stomping through Lenora’s apartment. Smoke wafts past the doorway punctuated by streaks of light. Cyrus stands between me and the door, gun ready. Miriam and the other jivs form another brigade between him and the door. Lenora yanks me from the chair, throwing me to the ground and crouching over me like a wild animal protecting her young—it’s the same defensive pose as that day in the Resistance camp when the Makers attacked.


  But this is no human assault team.


  A blur of silver skin parts the crowd of human bodies—augments, jivs, and unenhanced alike—sending them lurching backward. Hypatia arrives in front of Lenora and drives an electric stake through her bodyform, the impact of which flings Lenora off me and across the room. She slams against the wall and falls to the floor, going limp. Hypatia grabs the front of my shirt and hauls me off the floor, holding me in the air with my feet dangling. A phalanx of sentries floods the room, each seizing a human by the neck and forcing them to the floor. I gasp as each and every one goes down, even Miriam, fighting bitterly with her augmented legs. But she quickly goes limp, just like Lenora.


  Hypatia sets me on my feet, still holding onto my clothes.


  I do not understand why I’m not dead like the rest.


  The sentries rise, one by one, leaving the inert human bodies on the floor and retracting some kind of electrical device they used to kill them. A wordless grief swamps me. Then a tall, broad-shouldered ascender steps over the bodies littering the hallway outside the transmission room and through the doorway.


  Augustus.
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  Augustus strides toward me, a stomach-curdling smile on his face.


  “Elijah Brighton,” he says, voice deep and booming. “Hypatia was right. Killing you myself will be much more pleasurable than the cold dispatch of a sentry.”


  He casually steps over the body of my best friend Cyrus, splayed out on the floor.


  I want to tell him off, but I spent all my words in the chair, spilling them out for the world, and now I only have fear and hatred clogging my throat, robbing me of one final crack about how he’s everything I loathe in the world.


  Hypatia releases me as Augustus reaches us.


  He smirks and places a hand flat on my chest. “I think electrocution will be the best way to martyr you. No bloody carcass for the mourners. Just like I killed your second—which I plan to do again, by the way, as soon as I—” A flash of surprise crosses his face, then… he drops to the floor.


  I have to lurch back to avoid the heavy thud of his bodyform next to my boots.


  I just stare. What?


  “Eli, your message was very helpful.”


  I drag my gaze up to meet Hypatia’s cool stare. “What?” I can barely get the word out. My brain is shorted out. “Did you just…” I look back and forth between the two of them—Augustus on the floor next to the holo chair, Hypatia standing next to me, apparently utterly unconcerned. She did something to him.


  “I no longer need Augustus.” The glittering silver that seems to run constantly across her skin skitters by, drawing my dazed attention.


  I blink and focus on her dispassionate face. “You killed him.” My mind is still boggling. “Why?”


  “I haven’t killed him,” she says coolly. “Merely pocketed him, so to speak.”


  “I… I don’t understand.” I step back—just because Augustus is out of commission doesn’t mean Hypatia won’t finish me off. Then again, I’m defenseless against her, if she wants me dead.


  “I built his bodyform,” she says, her voice flat. I can’t tell if she’s still a threat or not. “It was a simple matter to install a trigger for auto-storage. I wouldn’t have resurrected him at all, but I needed him to get to you, Eli.”


  “Me?” Oh no. 


  She inclines her head slightly toward me. “Augustus wanted you destroyed, but he always was ruled by his emotional side. His overweening ambition. You were correct about that in your address. But he was a powerful ascender, one of the few who could mobilize the resources to quickly find you. And I need your help.”


  “My… help.” My brain is spinning again. I flick a look at the bodies of my friends littering the floor, then straighten, squaring my shoulders. “This isn’t how you get it.”


  “Don’t worry. They’re not dead.” At my frown, she gestures to Cyrus’s body on the floor. “Feel free to check for yourself.”


  My heart leaps to my throat. I hurry to Cyrus’s side and drop down, searching his neck for a pulse. Before I even find the reassuring beat of his heart, I can see his chest rise and fall.


  I squint at Hypatia. “You just knocked them out?”


  “Not all of them,” she says, her voice still cool. “There are some unfortunate casualties in the hall. I countermanded Augustus’s instructions to the sentries to leave no survivors, but some losses could not be helped.”


  I straighten up from Cyrus’s knocked-out form. “Why are you doing this?”


  “I knew having your friends still alive would provide motivation for you.”


  The coolness of her voice sends dread rushing back through me. “If you kill them, I’ll just bring them back.” I’m bluffing—sort of. I’m not sure if I could bring all of them back at once, and if they were still in Hypatia’s grip, what would stop her from killing them again? And again. I swallow—I’m not even sure how much time I have in that whole process. I couldn’t find Leopold—was that because ascenders have no souls? Or does the song of their lives fade when enough time passes? Is there a limit to what I can do? It’s not like I’ve tested it extensively. And now’s not the time to gamble.


  “I have no doubt you could resurrect them,” she says. “But hopefully, it won’t come to that. Given your speech, which I’ll say I did not expect, I think we have a common purpose.”


  I narrow my eyes. I doubt that very much. “You’ve been Augustus’s partner in all of this. The Mind. The experiments with the Cleansed. Why the sudden turn?”


  Hypatia throws a disdainful look at Augustus’s fallen bodyform at her feet. “Augustus was stirring a religious war among the ascenders with his efforts to bring the Second Singularity. He was hampered by his own ambition, and his fear of being overtaken. By you. By the Makers.” The silver shine skitters across her skin again. “I don’t see this as a limited resource problem. The Second Singularity is something we can accomplish together—with the right leadership. No blood need be spilled, as you’ve said in your speech. No ascender minds torn apart, as unfortunately has already happened to Marcus.”


  My stomach tightens again. I don’t know if I believe any of this. “You’ve destroyed his mind.”


  “Not precisely. But he is in a scattered state—Augustus was very thorough in pulling out the information contained in Marcus’s cognition. Which is tragic for Marcus, but it was clarifying for me, now that I have access to all of his memories. Including the ones about you. Your role in this is central, Eli. You can be a true savior for your people, the unascended humans. You can become the template for their own ascendance, the thing they’ve been waiting for. But we need a similar leader on the ascender side, and for that, I need your help.”


  I lean back, my head still spinning. “What are you talking about?”


  “You’ve called for a bloodless Second Singularity. Diocles is the answer to that. You know who he is—I’ve seen it in Marcus’s memories—but I doubt you understand his true significance for ascenders.”


  “He’s the guy who put himself to storage.” My mind is racing—Marcus originally sent me searching in the fugue for Diocles. He was a vapor, an ascender searching for higher consciousness by voluntarily putting himself into storage, like a monk going into seclusion. Before the Singularity, he was a physicist named Anthony Ramirez, but now he’s locked in a box of his own choosing, with some kind of following in the ascender world. Back when we were fighting to stop the Mind, Marcus and Leopold fought over releasing Diocles—Marcus for it, Leopold against. Only I don’t have access to either of them right now to ask them why… “Release Marcus. Let me talk to him.”


  “I’m afraid he’s in too fragile a state for that right now.”


  My eyes narrow again. “Try me. I’m good at putting pieces back together.” I also remember that I have Diocles’s personal key from when I encountered his second in the fugue. Maybe I can use that—


  “I can’t do that.” Her stare holds me, still cool. “Perhaps you will understand, Eli, that I don’t entirely trust you.”


  “Likewise,” I say.


  “Yes, but you have an advantage over me with your abilities. Marcus’s understanding of what you can do is most impressive, but I know it’s all true. I’ve even felt your power myself, in my mind, when you’ve encountered me in your fugue state.”


  “Have you?” My heart races a little. She’s felt me? But of course, she has. All those times I tried to breach her mind, unlock her with her personal key, gain control over her… she was aware of those encounters as soon as I touched her.


  “And in those moments,” she says, “I sensed more than just your presence. I sensed… you. Your limited cognition wasn’t so hard to decipher.”


  My heart stutters in its race to ramp up to flight speed. It’s one thing to have the ability to plunge into other people’s minds—so far, that’s been a one-way thing. The idea that Hypatia was reading me even more thoroughly than I was reading her… it unsettles me and races a thrill of fear through my all-too-limited, compared to her, cognition.


  She nods as if she’s reading all these thoughts flashing through my head. Which she probably is, examining every minute reaction of my physical body, revealing my fear. My spike in anxiety. She may not have access to my mind, but she can read my reactions.


  “So tell me,” she says, “do you really have Diocles’s personal key? Because even in my enhanced bodyform, that momentary contact was too short to glean every memory of yours. And there was some confusion as well from all those others—the ones who are living inside you.”


  I swallow, thoroughly freaked out by this. Every advantage I have is slipping away, and I’m just now realizing that the silver-skinned ascender before me has every advantage that Augustus might have had in her new bodyform—of course. There was something not natural about her to begin with, something metallic and reminiscent of the artificial mind of the citadel bot. I may not be entirely human, and ascenders are even further along the not-human spectrum, but Hypatia… she seems more bot than human-like in far too many ways. And she’s obviously more than willing to tamper with her own mind even further. The sin of ambition is still among us. Joshua’s words rise up in my mind, haunting me. His dire need to pay for the sins of humanity’s past—the sin that created the ascenders in the first place—led to spilling the blood of his own brother.


  Hypatia is waiting for my answer. 


  “Yes,” I say, “I have Diocles’s personal key. But I don’t need it to access him. If he’s even still alive. Marcus said he had gone dark.”


  She gives me a small nod. “I hope he’s alive. Everything depends on it. Why don’t you give me the key, and then we’ll both know. I know you can transfer the key to me in the fugue state—Marcus’s memories clearly show that you’ve done it before with Lenora.” She glances at Cyrus, still passed out at my feet. “I’d hate to have to resort to motivating you in a less than civilized way, but the stakes are too high, Eli. The unrest in Orion will only grow with Augustus and Marcus both incapacitated. Diocles is the only one with enough influence to calm the insurgent passions you have awoken. Do you see? This is your responsibility. You must help me. If you can’t see that with your limited cognition, in spite of all your special abilities, then I will have no choice but to force you on the path that will bring peace and enlightenment to the world.”


  I grit my teeth, but her words are working on me. Making me uncertain. What if she’s right? I feel the weight of responsibility pressing down on me, but I have no idea if Diocles is the answer she claims. And giving Hypatia what she wants—Diocles’s personal key—seems far too risky.


  “How about this?” I say, hands up, trying to make it clear this is a compromise. “I’ll find him in the fugue state first and make sure he’s still alive. Then we can talk terms.”


  She appraises me, a cool expression that still sends a shiver racing up my back. “You will visit him in the fugue?”


  “That’s how this works.”


  She waits a long moment, long enough for a thousand calculations to be happening in that hyper-intelligent mind of hers. Finally, she says, “Very well.”


  I edge toward the chair, completely not sure whether this is a good idea. But I’m clean out of options—everyone’s out and at the mercy of Hypatia and her sentries. Including my physical body.


  “Don’t kill me while I’m gone, okay?” I say, not even joking.


  “That would be counter-productive,” she says. “Given I still need a way to release Diocles from his voluntary seclusion.”


  “Right.” Which only makes me realize that once I give Hypatia what she wants, she’ll really have no need for the people she’s holding captive… with the possible exception of me. And for how long? How close is she to crossing over herself? She’s already “sensitive” to me in the fugue state. Like Miriam was. I think that’s a sign, some indication of how close they are to developing the abilities I have. And if that’s true, and Hypatia keeps tinkering with her own mind…


  All of this is boggling my brain, and I sorely wish I had someone else—Marcus, Lenora, Leopold, even Miriam—to help me sort it out.


  But I’m on my own.


  I settle into the chair, grateful that at least Kamali and my mom are safe. And wishing once again that Cyrus had gone up north with them. But there’s no helping that now. And Hypatia is right—there are a lot more lives at stake with this than just the people I love. Stability in the ascender world isn’t only about ascender lives. As Augustus thoroughly demonstrated, humans are at risk of becoming cannon fodder—or worse, disposed of as threatening or inconvenient—when the wrong set of ideas whips up in the ascender world.


  The world does need a leader who can tamp down those incendiary passions.


  I almost hope that Diocles can be that person.


  “I’ll be back soon,” I say to Hypatia, who is now hovering over me in the chair.


  Then I close my eyes and shift hard into the fugue.


  I lift out of my body, shooting up over Seattle. I reach back through my own memories to find Diocles’s key. It seems like an eternity ago that I was sitting in Marcus’s chair as he forced me to express my abilities. Control them. Become the bridge he and Lenora had tried to build. It’s reassuring in a way that Marcus was searching for Diocles long before any of this happened—the man must loom large in ascender society, the way Hypatia is saying, if Marcus was angling to contact him as his first venture into the fugue realm.


  Diocles’s personal key resurrects from the depths of my mind, a spinning jewel of uncertainty floating above my palm. I focus on the uniqueness of it, knowing that it’s an echo of the man himself, and I’m whisked away from the world, rising like a rocket from the surface of the earth, hurtling toward the heavens as the entire planet shrinks … then my view blurs and shifts…


  I’m suddenly sitting in a boat under a misty sun. It’s a small wood-and-lacquer craft, barely large enough for both me and the man sitting at the opposite end, eyes closed, legs folded, meditating. The boat sits in the middle of a lake. A gentle breeze blows the mist across the gray-green surface and rocks the boat in a motion that lulls me into not speaking. The mist shrouds everything more than a dozen feet away, a heavy cloud of obscurity that’s both amorphous and impenetrable.


  The man is Diocles. His personal key has disappeared from my palm, but it’s still singing—vibrating with a clear resonance—in my mind. Plus, Marcus showed me an image of Diocles as Anthony Ramirez, the pre-Singularity physicist, and his fugue-state form is nearly identical. Same youngish, smooth-faced features. Same medium brown skin. Only the dark hair is missing, and in its place is a shaved head, like a monk’s. He’s dressed in an ascender-tech toga, which is odd, given all other ascenders I’ve seen in the fugue state have had normal, human-like clothes.


  But he’s clearly alive. I think.


  “Diocles?” I whisper because the mist and the boat seem tenuous, unstable in some way, and this space doesn’t seem the kind where loud sounds are welcome—only soft-spoken words. Or silence. Even though I’ve barely said anything, the word echoes around the mist like a hundred mouths are breathing it in and exhaling it out again.


  I wait.


  He doesn’t move.


  Maybe he’s dead after all—there’s an utter stillness to him even as the boat gently rocks with the wind. Like he’s sitting in the boat, but he’s not really here.


  Then he pulls in a long breath and lets it out slow. Just like the mist.


  He opens his eyes, and at first, they seem clouded as if he’s blind. Then they sharpen and deepen into normal, human-looking brown eyes. A flicker of surprise passes across his face.


  “You’re here.” He says this like he’s been expecting me.


  “As much as I can be.” I’m suddenly at a loss as to what to say. Are you ready to save the world? doesn’t seem like the best conversation starter.


  He nods like this makes sense to him. “Emma has sent you.”


  Emma? I frown and search my memories. Who is Emma? Ah… his second. The one he entrusted with his personal key—and the first ascender mind I encountered in the fugue. That’s how I have his key in the first place. Although, that’s not how I accessed him, not directly.


  “No, Emma didn’t send me.” I wave my hand and conjure a picture of a transcendent being made of light and feathers—the one from my memory that Emma was rendering on her digital canvas. “She paints angels while she waits for you.”


  His eyes grow wide, and his body seems to gain gravity in the boat, rocking it slightly against the gentle motion of the wind. He’s surprised that I’ve painted in his reality.


  He looks at me anew. “You’re the bridge.”


  This sends a shock through me. Does he know who I am? “Yes,” I say because it’s true. And there’s no point denying it because how else would I have gotten here?


  The mist churns around us.


  He leans forward. “It’s happening.”


  I’m not sure what he means, but my dread isn’t a trickle—it’s a gush like a river cresting its banks. “Not yet.” I’m pretty sure that’s the right answer. “I’m here to see if you’re ready.”


  “If you’re here,” he says, his eyes growing bright, “then I’m ready.”


  The mist gathers power, suddenly rushing like a hurricane around our boat. Diocles stands, and the mist seems to answer his call, spinning a vortex around us, faster and faster. Too late, I remember—Hypatia can’t unlock the box without Diocles’s key, but there’s nothing to stop Diocles from releasing himself.


  All he needed was a sign.


  And I’m it.


  The wind forms a funnel of mist around us and lifts the boat. Diocles reaches a hand toward me, but it’s not an invitation—it’s a command.


  I’m swept with him, the boat, the mist, everything, and we’re squeezed into an infinitesimally small space. I fight the pull, but it’s like resisting a tsunami—and I know the feeling all too well. We’re going to Orion, emerging from Diocles’s voluntary prison out into the thick soup of the mental world in which ascenders live. A horrible dread grips me as we rocket away from the placid lake of Diocles’s self-internment and back into the reality of the ascender world—I’ve released him.


  Diocles drags me along, and I’m as helpless as a moon caught in the gravity of a passing sun. We emerge into Orion, and the world expands—the rush of information and the zipping of bright ascender lights through drowning denseness knocks me free of Diocles’s pull. Or maybe he’s released me.


  A bright, silver-glinting light awaits us, and Diocles doesn’t wait—he hurtles straight toward it. The two lights—his and hers, because it can’t be anyone other than Hypatia—spin like twin neutron stars in a tight orbit around one another, blurring in their speed until I can’t distinguish one from the other. In a flash of searing light that reminds me of Augustus arising from his backup, they merge into one.


  It’s all happened so fast—in ascender time—that my merely human consciousness has no chance at understanding, just observing.


  Then they rush at me—the combined Diocles/Hypatia light orb that’s burning like a newborn star—and tear right through the fabric of my existence.


  As if I am nothing at all.


  I come undone, blasted apart, and all consciousness winks out.


  A candle snuffed by a hurricane.
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  My mistake was thinking I understood them.


  I think this idly as I float in the void.


  I spend time here. I don’t know how much—I’m not even aware of time as a construct, much less myself as a construct, until some indeterminate point at which I’m called into being enough that I become aware of the void.


  Called. I’m not even sure what that means.


  I’ve never been this scattered before. Then again, I’ve never encountered the combined strength of two ascender minds in one before. Encountered isn’t the right word.


  I search for the right one.


  Letters float in the grayish mist next to me. They mix and rearrange, nonsense scribbles of black writhing ink floating in puffs of the raw stuff of the universe. Like the lines of agitation scrawling across Lenora’s skin. Or Marcus’s.


  A word. I’m searching for a word.


  A thing to describe what I am.


  I poke at the inky tendrils. They twist into knots then dissolve, dissipating as if they never existed.


  Dead. That’s the word.


  Everyone is dead.


  Cyrus. Tristan. Miriam and her shining bright mind. Grayson with his burdened heart. Lenora and all her hopes. Marcus… Marcus might still be alive. If Hypatia/Diocles has a use for him.


  The rest of humanity, though… nope. Dead.


  Like me.


  I’m immersed in the grayness of the mist and death doesn’t bother me so much. There’s a numbness to it that doesn’t allow for emotions like pain. Grief.


  Responsibility.


  That one feels heavier, but even it can’t quite grab hold of me.


  I do recognize my vast foolishness, however. That’s as easy to see as the infinite void. My silly, limited, human cognition that dared to think I could meddle in the affairs of gods… and now I’m swimming in the limitless ocean of my own stupidity. It was always there—my fallibility, my humanity—always obvious, but like a fish swimming in water, it was transparent to me. The ever-present limitation to what I could become.


  Your mind is a prison whose walls you cannot see.


  I’d curse the master painter if I had enough will or passion or life in me to protest his cryptic words. I understand now, but it’s too late. Far too late.


  Hypatia/Diocles is now the god of that world I used to swim in.


  I have no doubt of this—it’s a fact as plainly present and as unquestionably true as the existence of the void all around me.


  Augustus built Hypatia with reckless abandon and no limits. She took the results of the Mind experiments and enhanced herself beyond anything he planned. She was clever, so clever. So not limited by the water she swam in. She told me lies—comforting lies, lies a human boy wanted to hear about his importance in the world. How he could be the savior everyone wanted him to be from the moment of his creation. She could see the water. She knew my limits. And when she had fooled me enough, I released her god from captivity.


  This much is obvious.


  It takes a long time—a long stretch of timeless seconds or maybe hours—to figure out the rest. Why she offered herself up to her god, Diocles. What calculation in that shockingly brilliant mind of hers came up with the result that she should subsume herself to another being, another mind. But it was simple, really, once the tortuous path of one idea connecting to another finally completed its circuit—they needed each other. She gave Diocles the one thing he needed—a bodyform worthy of the powerful mind he had cultivated on that misty lake of transcendence. He gave her the one thing she could never attain on her own—a built-in legion of followers in the ascender world, ready to rush headlong with him into the Second Singularity.


  Together, they’re yin and yang, male and female, body and mind. More powerful than any ascender on earth… and I helped create them.


  Responsibility.


  It tugs at me again, the weight of an emotion needing berth.


  I’ve created a monster that will ravage a reality I’ve left far behind. The monster is a thing that should be feared, but instead it will be followed as Diocles/Hypatia build an army of enlightened ascenders, modeled on their own audacious experiment. They will race toward the Second Singularity they so desire, reaching for the numinous with their super-intelligent minds. Maybe they’ll change everything. Maybe it would have happened anyway, even without me.


  I’m just a bridge.


  Another tug.


  And then… a ripping so extreme, so painful, my scream possesses the void, sudden and sharp and full of heat. A fiery blast bursts forth and destroys the nothingness, creating destruction where there was only emptiness.


  It ceases.


  The pain is gone.


  My eyes are closed… so I open them.


  I blink, but Leopold is still there. He’s sitting on a meditation mat, smiling at me, not wearing his bodyform, of course, only this fugue-state form. He’s shorter than I remember seeing in those last frantic moments in Augustus’s lab before Leopold unleashed a weapon that would destroy everything cybernetic in the vicinity, including his own mind… which had no backup. Not even in a secreted-away citadel like Marcus.


  Yet here he is, sitting before me in bright orange monk’s robes.


  His head gleams smooth, just like the Dalai Lama’s. Or an ascender’s. Or any simple Buddhist monk, really. It was his pre-Singularity human form, after all.


  “Eli.” Leopold’s smile is broad. “I’ve been waiting for you.”


  “You have?” My mind is still coming together. The void. The pain. The transport here… I’m confused. “What is this place?” I ask while I keep pulling the disparate parts of myself together. I feel like all the pieces are here, gathered in my fugue-state form, but they haven’t quite sorted themselves out. My mind is still busy cataloging. Rebuilding the narrative that describes who I am.


  Elijah Brighton.


  That clarity sounds like a gong that only I can hear. Or at least, if Leopold hears it, he gives no notice.


  “It’s beautiful, isn’t it?” Leopold asks, gesturing around him.


  I blink and bring the haziness around me into focus. Leopold’s meditation mat is in the center of a Buddhist temple courtyard. It’s filled with flowering bushes and tiny rivers tumbling over water-smoothed stones.


  “Yes,” I say because it is. “But why am I here?”


  “You’ll have to tell me,” he answers with a smaller, more expectant smile.


  As if I really have the answer.


  Then it settles on me with the same gravity as my name. Leopold is dead. This is a figment of my imagination. Or I’ve finally contacted him because…


  I’m dead.


  “I think it’s the second one,” Leopold says, his smile growing.


  Of course, he can hear my thoughts. Just like the master painter in his workshop. He’s also dead, many hundreds of years ago.


  “I’m in the fugue,” I insist, resisting the idea. I don’t want to be dead.


  “The lack of a mortal body does take some adjustment.” Tiny lines form at the corners of Leopold’s eyes.


  “Nice to see you find the humor in this.”


  “Humor is easier when you forget.” The lines at his eyes grow deeper.


  “Forget what?”


  “That there was a time before.” His smile is kind but still teasing.


  “Do you forget?”


  “Mostly.” He breathes in the imaginary scent of the imaginary flowers. “In forgetting, everything becomes new. And it’s always more beautiful the first time we discover it.”


  “Discover what?”


  “The scent of a flower. The press of a kiss. The terrible beauty of living.”


  “But we’re not alive.”


  “Not in that sense. The one you mean.” The teasing is gone, leaving only the kindness. I’m just now noticing that all his glitches are gone. All the seams of Leopold’s mind that were ripped apart under Augustus’s cruel assault have been healed. His fugue-state form is shining and whole. “You have to choose, Eli,” he says, his words becoming sonorous, a drawn-out gong of importance, signaling the need for my sharp attention.


  My mind finishes its sorting and gains focus. “Choose what?”


  Instead of answering, the temple courtyard surrounding us dissolves, and suddenly we’re inside a tiny tent just like the one in the Resistance’s new basecamp, with ascender-tech cloth draped over branches. I stumble up to standing and turn around.


  Behind me is a table. A steel table.


  With my body on it.


  I stare at it, no desire to move. It’s my vision come true. Holes charred in my uniform. Bloody chunks missing from my body. Someone’s mercifully closed my eyes, so it looks like I’m sleeping, but the wounds I have are not the kind that anyone survives.


  Not even me.


  “Unsettling, I’m sure,” Leopold says as he appears by my side. “I’m rather glad I didn’t have to go through this myself. Although granted, the effect isn’t quite the same with a bodyform.”


  I’m shaking my head. “Why did you bring me here?”


  Before he can answer, a woman enters the tent by pushing aside one edge of the draped cloth. She hangs her head and pauses by the now-closed makeshift entrance. Then she shuffles forward until she’s at the edge of the steel gurney that’s holding my body. She peers at my face for a long moment, then gets down on her knees, laces her fingers together and bows her head, resting it on her bound-together hands at the edge of the gurney.


  I’m horrified by all of this. “What is she doing?”


  “I believe she’s praying.”


  My attention whips to Leopold, but he’s dead serious. “Praying? Whatever for?”


  “I’m sure I don’t know.”


  My gaze is drawn back to the woman. Why is she praying next to my dead body? And why is my body here at all? The whole thing is sending tremors through my mind, threatening to pull it apart at the carefully stitched together seams. But I was called back together—first by some unknowable thing, and then by Leopold—I didn’t stitch those seams together myself. Not entirely. But they’re holding up under this unsettling feeling that’s worming its way through my mind.


  “I’m not familiar with death rituals,” I say to Leopold, my voice holding a desperation even I can hear. “In Seattle, it was simply cremations. Burials and funerals were illegal. Even in the Resistance, the casualties were mourned by a gathering. A remembrance ceremony. Not… not this.” I’m shaking my head as if that can wish it away.


  “No, this is unusual,” Leopold says. “Then again, your body is holding up rather well, don’t you think?”


  I have no idea what he means. I steel myself and move closer, inspecting the dead flesh of my body. “How long have I been this way?”


  “Three days.”


  “Three days?” I flick a look to him, but there’s no humor in his expression. I don’t know much about decomposing bodies, but I look remarkably well preserved. I’m not sure how much more horrifying this can get. “Tell me they’re not preserving me like some kind of mummy.”


  I look back, and he has a smirk on his face. “No. Did Lenora never explain it to you?”


  I frown at him and back away from my body, having about all of that I can take. But his words stir around a memory of Lenora and me in a virtual cathedral, back when she was trying to induce my abilities with a kiss. But just before that… “She said I was designed to live forever.” I look back at my body. “I guess that didn’t work out.”


  “Actually, the technology is working spectacularly,” he says. “Your body appears to have no decomposition whatsoever.”


  “But I’m dead.”


  “Very much so.”


  “Why are we here, Leopold?” That loosening feeling is taking hold of me again.


  Before he can answer, the woman rises from her prayers, takes one last look at my face, then leaves the tent. On her way out, I finally recognize her—she was one of the militia who fought at Lenora’s house.


  “Wait… she survived.” I turn to face Leopold. “Who else made it out?”


  “Everyone,” he says. “Except you. And those who were killed during Hypatia’s assault. But the rest were released.”


  “Why?” I don’t understand.


  “You were the threat, Eli,” he says, a gentleness returning to his voice. “It was never them. It was always you.”


  I nod. This makes a fundamental sense. “So Diocles killed me but spared them.” As I say it, I realize that Diocles must have returned to inhabit Hypatia’s altered bodyform. Right now, three days after killing me, he’s walking around somewhere in this world. And probably setting in motion whatever plans he has for the ascenders.


  “I don’t know his thinking, of course,” Leopold says, “but I imagine he didn’t need the baggage of Augustus’s bloodlust with the humans. He’s never had a reputation for that kind of wanton destruction. Eliminating you as a threat was more than sufficient.”


  “So Cyrus is alive?” I ask.


  Leopold nods. “And Tristan and the others.”


  “Miriam?”


  “She’s not as great of a threat with you gone.”


  I frown and look back at my body. “I’m still here.”


  “You’re still here,” Leopold says, meaning the fugue state.


  And with that, he answers two questions I haven’t even asked. First, whether the song that is our essence, our soul, fades over time… the answer to that is no, or Leopold himself wouldn’t be here. Called it a soul or a fugue-state form, humans and ascenders both have it, and it lives long past the time when a cybernetic bodyform or flesh-made body anchors it to the world. The second question is whether I have a soul, given I’m neither wholly ascender tech nor wholly human… as evidenced even more clearly by my non-decaying body. The answer to that, I have to admit, is yes. I will continue on, even as my hybrid body exists in an immortal death state.


  But the real question is the one Leopold hasn’t answered, but I’ve already asked three times.


  Why am I here?


  I look to him. “I can fix this, can’t I?”


  “I imagine so.”


  I look at my damaged flesh. It’s ripped and torn and burned… and none of that exists on my fugue-state form. I can’t see any reason why I couldn’t take two steps, stand next to my own body, and heal the wounds that killed me. And then will myself back into inhabiting my body, take a breath, and resurrect—just like the others I’ve brought back from this other plane of reality once they were unmoored from their bodies. And suddenly I see it, more clearly than I have before. I was splintered into so many pieces—an infinity of pieces—and yet, upon the searing, burning death of my body, the last tether was released. Then all the pieces finally came back together.


  The vessel was broken… and the soul was released.


  Like an ascender backup fracturing the soul, once, twice, a hundred times… like Leopold’s mind splintered and imperfectly patched… like Marcus, broken and shredded, if Diocles/Hypatia would finally release him… all of those pieces will return to the seamless whole that was their being before the violence done to them.


  Like all of them, I had to die to be made whole.


  Unlike them, and almost every other soul that’s passed to the other side, I can return.


  “It’s always been me,” I say to Leopold, still staring at my body. “I’ve always been the threat.”


  “Always.”


  “And if I return?”


  “Do I need to tell you?” He could chastise my human frailty, my limited human cognition—although it feels like I can finally see the water in which I swim—but he doesn’t. His voice is kind, gentle. Patient.


  “I suppose I know.” But I more than know. Grayson told me, and he was right. You’re playing with a fire that can burn down civilizations. I am. And if I return to the world, I’ll be bringing that fire back with me. I tear my gaze away from my broken body. “Why would I do that, Leopold? Why would I inflict that upon the world?”


  “Because you can?” A hint of smile sneaks on his face.


  “How about if you go in my place?” I feel the seams stretching and holding once more. I’m stronger than I was before—I can feel it like a great unfolding inside me.


  “If I could take this burden from you, my brother, I would.” It’s a gift, those words.


  I nod and turn back to my body. To Leopold, I say, “I’m coming back for you.” My wide-eyed stare is fixed on the soon-to-be-healed wounds of my body, but my words are for him. “I’m going to need you by my side.”


  “I was afraid you might say that.”


  I twist to look at him—he has nothing but that gentle smile for me.


  “Thank you,” I say.


  He tips his head in acknowledgment.


  I turn back to my body and lay my hands on it. It’s nothing but reality. Simple flesh. Easily changed and shifted and arranged. I imagine health and wholeness, and my body shifts underneath me. The soul that’s about to enter it isn’t the same one that left, but that’s all right.


  I know who I am.


  I close my eyes and imagine myself swimming in the water of the real world, and in an instant, I’m there, pulling a stuttering breath into lungs that haven’t moved for days. There’s no pain, no residual aches, just a jittery flush of life running through me—pumping blood, gasping breaths, and firing neurons. I open my eyes and stare at the ceiling, waiting out this heady rush of living and breathing in the scents of the world—fresh-cut grass from the meadow, the stale smell of air trapped too long in the tent, a light floral note that must be fragrance from the woman who just left and… a scent that sends my already frenetic heart racing.


  Kamali.


  I lift my head.


  She’s standing by the door, hand clasped hard over her mouth, eyes wide and brimming with tears.


  “It’s okay,” I rush out.


  She shakes her head, and I’m afraid she’ll bolt. I raise my hands before the rest of me comes up, sitting up on the gurney… rising from the dead.


  Her eyes are wide with fear or shock or something.


  “It’s all right, Kamali, I promise. It’s just me.”


  Her hand flutters against her face, and her expression scrunches up. Right when I’m sure she’s going to run, she leaps across the short span of the tent with bounding dancer steps. I catch her in my arms as she barrels into me. I hold her tight as she grabs at my back and sobs into my shoulders and repeats my name over and over.


  “It’s all right,” I say, again and again, holding her close and stroking her hair. But it’s not going to be all right. I know that. Yet I still fervently hope that the darkness I know lies ahead will not consume us. Not me, not the people I love, not what’s left of humanity. Because a Second Singularity is coming, and I’m not at all sure I can prevent it. Or that humanity will survive.


  But for the moment, all that matters is Kamali in my arms, sobbing my name.


  “It’s all right,” I say again. “I’m back.”


  [image: scene_separator_singularity_circuit]



  


  Want to know when The Uneartly Soldier (Singularity #4) is available?


  Subscribe to Susan's Newsletter


  and get Cyrus's story FREE
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  There are five planned novels in the Singularity Series, plus the prequel Day Zero, which covers the Singularity event, and the Stories of Singularity, a collection of short novellas to accompany the series.


  
    



    


    Chat with Susan about our coming robot overlords on Facebook...


    Join the SKQ Facebook Group



    


    
      

    


    Want to discuss Singularity with other readers?


    Join The Legacy Humans Facebook Group


    (BEWARE: here be SPOILERS)


    
      

    

  


  


  Stories of Singularity


  I've written a series of novellas that all take place in the Singularity world, illuminating the dark corners and giving insight into how the world works. These stories generally stand alone, but alert readers will see commonalities to the characters and places in the novel series as well.


  



  AUGMENT (Stories of Singularity 4) tells Miriam's story, before she met Eli, before she saw all her plans go up in literal flames. I've always thought of Miriam as my cybernetic Joan-of-Arc character, and here you can see how she became the prophet for the Makers...
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  GRAB AUGMENT NOW


  Miriam is a jiv—an augmented warrior willing to give her life for the Maker cause—and she’s more than ready to get in the ring and fight for the latest mod. If she wins, she’ll have everything she needs to offer herself up for the Makers’ most dangerous augment of all. The only problem? No one has yet survived it. Either she’ll become the Makers’ latest failed experiment—or the leap toward salvation her people desperately need.


  



  ~*~


  or get four Stories of Singularity in the box set...
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  GET FOUR STORIES OF SINGULARITY NOW


  


  More Stories from Susan Kaye Quinn...


  



  THE SINGULARITY SERIES


  young adult science fiction


  What would you give to live forever?
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  Singularity Series


  The Legacy Human (Book 1)


  The Duality Bridge (Book 2)


  The Illusory Prophet (Book 3)



  The Stories of Singularity #1-4 (Novella Box Set)


  



  



  Seventeen-year-old Elijah Brighton wants to become an ascender—a post-Singularity human/machine hybrid—after all, they’re smarter, more enlightened, more compassionate, and above all, achingly beautiful. But Eli is a legacy human, preserved and cherished for his unaltered genetic code, just like the rainforest he paints. When a fugue state possesses him and creates great art, Eli miraculously lands a sponsor for the creative Olympics. If he could just master the fugue, he could take the gold and win the right to ascend, bringing everything he’s yearned for within reach… including his beautiful ascender patron. But once Eli arrives at the Games, he finds the ascenders are playing games of their own. Everything he knows about the ascenders and the legacies they keep starts to unravel… until he’s running for his life and wondering who he truly is.


  



  The Legacy Human is the first in Susan Kaye Quinn’s new young adult science fiction series that explores the intersection of mind, body, and soul in a post-Singularity world… and how technology will challenge us to remember what it means to be human. 


  



  ~*~


  THE MINDJACK SAGA


  young adult science fiction


  When everyone reads minds, a secret is a dangerous thing to keep.
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  Mindjack Saga



  Open Minds (Book 1)


  Closed Hearts (Book 2)


  Free Souls (Book 3)


  Mindjack Short Story Collection (Novella Box Set)


  (Audiobooks)


  



  


  Sixteen-year-old Kira Moore is a zero, someone who can't read thoughts or be read by others. Zeros are outcasts who can't be trusted, leaving her no chance with Raf, a regular mindreader and the best friend she secretly loves. When she accidentally controls Raf's mind and nearly kills him, Kira tries to hide her frightening new ability from her family and an increasingly suspicious Raf. But lies tangle around her, and she's dragged deep into a hidden underworld of mindjackers, where having to mind control everyone she loves is just the beginning of the deadly choices before her. 


  



  There are three novels in the original Mindjack trilogy (Open Minds, Closed Hearts, Free Souls), as well as five novellas that accompany the series... and plans for another trilogy in the works (see Susan’s latest novella, The Locksmith, for a peek at a new Mindjack character for the coming trilogy).
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  watch the live-action trailer


  



  ~*~


  THE ROYALS OF DHARIA


  sweet royal romance


  Romance, sword fights, and skyships
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  Royals of Dharia


  Third Daughter (Book 1)


  Second Daughter (Book 2)


  First Daughter (Book 3)


  Aniri is the Third Daughter of the Queen of Dharia—and she has zero royal duties. She’s just the backup daughter, in case her older sisters’ arranged marriages don’t quite work out. But then the impossible happens—a marriage proposal. From a barbarian prince in the north, no less. And if Aniri refuses, the threat of their new flying weapon might bring war. So she agrees, only to discover the prince has his own secrets… and that saving her country may end up breaking her heart. 


  



  This Bollywood-style royal romance takes you to an alternate East Indian world filled with skyships, saber duels, and lots of royal intrigue.


  



  ~*~


  THE DEBT COLLECTOR


  sexy, gritty future-noir


  What's your life worth on the open market?
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  Debt Collector


  Season One


  Season Two


  (audiobook)


  



  In this sexy, gritty future-noir, debt collectors take your life energy and give it to someone more "worthy"... all while paying the price with black marks on their souls. Intended for ages 17+.
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  Watch the Debt Collector trailer on YouTube.



  



  ~*~



  CHECK OUT SUE'S SHINY NEW WEBSITE


  for all her books
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  Susan Kaye Quinn is a rocket scientist turned speculative fiction author who now uses her PhD to invent cool stuff in books. Her works range from young adult science fiction to adult future-noir, with side trips into royal fantasy romance and middle grade. Her bestselling novels and short stories have been optioned for Virtual Reality, translated into German and French, and featured in several anthologies.


   


  She writes full-time from Chicago, inventing mind powers and dreaming of the Singularity.


   


  Susan loves to connect with readers online! Chat with her about our coming robot overlords in her Facebook group, like her Facebook Page, or check out her website to learn about all her books.
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