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To all those who struggle.

Whatever it is, it is not bigger than you, stronger than you,

or more important than you.

You are everything, and you can survive.





 


We will fight to the death!


To the edge of the earth


It’s a brave new world


It’s a brave new world


A warning to the prophet,


The liar, the honest,


This is war.


To the leader, the pariah,


The victor, the messiah,


This is war.


It’s the moment of truth, and the moment to lie,


The moment to live and the moment to die,


The moment to fight, the moment to fight,


To fight, to fight, to fight!


–This Is War, 30 Seconds to Mars
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 Chapter One
 Lissa
 

The Tesero city was in mourning, everyone hung heavy with a sense of failure.

Aaron, ever the leader, went around trying to shore up the sagging foundations of their plans with Gabrielle at his heels. Even without the amazing abilities that Gideon and Lissa possessed, she worked a particular magic on everyone.

“She’s like a big bandage and a bowl of ice cream wrapped into one,” Lissa told Gideon.

They lay on their backs on the floor of the room, stretching out kinked muscles. They had been sitting on the hard benches in the briefing room for eight hours, filling in the Guardians on Lissa’s training and finding out about the state of the world.

The earthquakes had felled many major cities almost down to the ground: Los Angeles, Phoenix, Dallas, Las Vegas, Chicago and Miami, and most of downtown Manhattan. Secretary General Serat had stepped in to take over the country. The President had been shot, and the vice president had been killed in the earthquakes. Martial law had been declared, effectively suspending the Constitution and allowing the America to become a police state, where anyone could be shot, no questions asked. Traveling between countries, between states, was prohibited. Only the military had access to any reliable communication or media. The death toll had been in the millions and more would die before it was over, from exposure, starvation, illnesses, and injuries that couldn’t be treated in the wasted cities.

Lissa said what she had been thinking but had not dared to say out loud. “I think Angine caused the earthquakes.”

“We knew he had the technology. We all knew this was coming.”

“I mean, I don’t think he used a device. I think he did it the same way we make things happen.”

“You felt something.” He was referring to the vision Lissa had had during the earthquake. It was more like she had been there, everywhere at once, watching it happen. Even now she could remember the faces of the people she had seen killed, and more importantly the faces of the two people she had glimpsed with the Lux Mark on their wrists, just like hers, a glowing, bluish silver circular design that had risen from her skin as soon as she had grasped her powers.

“He looked at me. Right at me. He knew I was watching it all.”

“That would be a much bigger problem. But that can’t be possible. He’s not a Lux.”

“There’s more,” she said. “I saw others, other Lux.”

He turned on his side to look at her. “You’re sure?”

She nodded. “I saw the Mark. So that means they already know about their abilities.” She could see Hikari in her mind now, the girl cradling the blond boy as he bled into her lap, counting his heartbeats.

“Were any of them with Angine?”

“One of them. A young man, his name was… Connor, I think. He was arguing with Angine. He, Angine I mean, shot a woman in front of Connor. I couldn’t tell for sure but I think he knew something about Angine’s plan. I think he had something to do with it. Connor was saying that he wouldn’t help him kill millions of people.” She wanted to close her eyes, but that wasn’t the best place to hide anyway.

“If this Connor guy was in the room with Angine at the time of the earthquakes, he probably didn’t directly cause them,” Gideon said.

Lissa tried to remember everything she had seen. “It was all so strange, disconnected. For all I know I was seeing things that happened hours or days apart.”

“Why didn’t you tell us before, in the briefing room?” Gideon asked.

“I wanted to talk to you about it first.” And she had been so tired, sitting in the there for hours while the Guardians asked for every detail of the last three months of her training, asking about the vision before she had sorted it out. She hadn’t wanted to tell them about the other Lux people, she had wanted to hold onto them, keep something for herself for just a little while. She felt that there was more information she needed before she should share.

“We need to tell Aaron.” He started to rise and Lissa put her hand out to stop him, trying not to notice that he flinched when her fingers touched the bare skin of his arm. There were other things she wished she could keep for herself.

“Wait––” She pulled her hand away. “Not yet. It’s not like they can do anything about it, it’s already happened. We can’t even leave yet. Just tonight, can we just let it be the two of us? I can’t go back there and talk anymore. I don’t even want to talk to you right now.”

“That’s the strangest thing I’ve heard yet.”

“Are you making a joke?” She sat up and squinted her eyes. “You’re trying to be funny aren’t you?” She raised her eyebrows. “I can see that you’re new at it.”

“When does the not talking part start?” he asked.

“Oh, you’re learning fast.” She lay back down and patted the floor next to her. “Come back. I just want to lie on this floor and ponder the meaning of the ceiling.”

He came back and lay down next to her, keeping a safe distance. Lissa was sure he wasn’t about to let her get close enough to kiss him again. That had almost undone them both.

She was pondering that instead of the ceiling, remembering the taste of his breath, the feel of his arms. “You’re wrong you know.”

“About what?”

She hadn’t meant to say that aloud and now she scrambled for something he could be wrong about besides what she meant… the price of bread in Taiwan, his bad taste in music, oh well, since she’d started it she might as well keep going. “About us.” As she soon as she said it, a steady certainty replaced her nerves.

She expected him to jump up again but instead he looked as if he were stuck to the floor, smooshed there like he was a bug and she was the shoe. “Have you ever kissed anyone before?”

“Lissa… ”

“Have you? Have you ever felt anything like that before?”

“I thought we were done with this,” he choked.

“You were done, I’m not there yet.”

His face underwent several amazing transformations, embarrassment, horror, disapproval, until it settled back into its usual diplomatic, neutral expression.

She smiled at him, feeling superior and sure of herself in a most relaxing way. “Have you?”

The mask slipped and settled into a bitterness that made Lissa wish she could take it back.

“No. I have never kissed anyone,” he hissed, his voice low and harsh, “But I have felt something like it.”

“You have?”

“The light. When the light comes and it fills you and wipes out everything else. Like that.”

The moment held as fragile as a bubble and then popped.

“How can something like the light be bad?”

“Not bad, just dangerous, and as uncontrollable. The danger is in the power of it. Something that strong is too distracting.”

Lissa couldn’t even look him in the eye, she felt small and worthless, a cubic zirconium next to his diamond. “So you don’t want me at all?”

A sound like a growl twisted round in his chest. “You’re like a test. My… ”

“Temptation?” She supplied the word remembering her own thoughts in the desert.

His eyes had gone dark, a stormy sea threatening waves. “Temptation,” he repeated.

He softened a bit then, even reached out to her and touched her face. “Maybe someday, Lissa, things will be different. There will be peace, you will know what you need to know, and something between us won’t be the threat that it is now. But I can’t see my way to it. I can’t. You’re going to let this go now.” He got to his feet. “You’re tired. Rest. Tomorrow we’ll take the information about the others to the Guardians and they can decide what to do with it.” He stood looking down at her, his expression remote and clear. “Goodnight.”

She lay there long after he left, listening to her heart beat in the empty space in her chest. When at last she slept, the dreams came back.
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 Chapter Two
 Hikari
 

Hikari pushed her hair back out of her eyes for the millionth time and leaned over to pull another rock loose. They had been clearing rubble for days, but it felt like years.

And they were the lucky ones.

No one in the group had died, but they had suffered broken ribs, abrasions, bruises, gashes that would leave scars because there was no way to stitch them.

The deepest wounds of all had been to their hearts and spirits. Up above, it was possible, no, almost certain, that their parents, brothers and sisters, friends, teachers, were dead, or soon would be.

The group had pulled themselves out of the blackness, cleared a tunnel for air, and started to dig a livable space, but almost none of them had the strength for words.

Next to her, Jace worked as hard as any of them. He had always been sensitive, quick to tears and anger, full of the haphazard emotions of twelve–year–old struggles. Now, he was stone–faced and dry–eyed. That scared her really bad, it was like he had died in the quake, and now, he was just an empty body that lifted and pulled, heaved and piled at her side.

None of them would ever be the same. It had started with the break–in and ended with the destruction of everything they had ever known.

She stopped, took a small drink of water, and twisted her spine, trying to let it find its normal, upright position again. “I’m going to check on Yerik. I’ll be back.’

The only sign that Jace had heard her was a flick of his eyes. She wanted to reach out and touch her little brother, but something told her to keep her distance. She would give anything to have the annoying little brat back the way he had been, gaming and wearing dirty socks, calling her names, breaking into her room.

Tears bit at her eyes and she wiped them away angrily leaving a streak of dirt on her forehead. The tattoo flared in her vision and to her it looked like an accusation. She felt like it had everything to do with where they were now.

She made her way around piles of rock, climbing through the small hole they had made that led to the chamber that had held them when the quake came. It was the inside of a big abandoned pipe. The steel tube had kept them from getting crushed, but it had been flattened on top, and she still had to duck a bit to move around it.

Yerik lay on a pallet of sleeping bags they had folded under him to make the wavy bottom of the pipe more comfortable and to keep him warm. He was still out of it, his head still hot, but not as hot, she thought, as it had been earlier that morning.

He looked up at her and smiled a glassy grin that didn’t quite make it. His hair was matted with blood and dark with dirt, the carefree surfer boy ruined.

Hikari helped him sit up and take a drink of water. His lips were dry and split when he took a drink, oozing blood. She wiped them with her dirty sleeve. “I think you might live,” she said.

“Lucky me,” he croaked. His eyes followed the motion of her wrist, the light. He looked back up into her eyes, questioning. He had asked her earlier if she thought she might be able to heal him, but she wasn’t about to try. She was just as likely to obliterate him as make him whole, and she wouldn’t risk that. She didn’t even know if she’d ever be able to use those powers again. They frightened her, made her feel wobbly and out of control, especially because she didn’t even remember using them in the first place.

She shook her head. “Dimitri and Kym went up to try to find some food and medicine, to see what it looks like up there. That’s all you’re going to get, buddy.”

He nodded and lay back down, already closing his eyes. Hikari was sure it was a concussion. She hadn’t been able to keep him awake in the beginning, but he had lived so far, and if they could get rid of this fever she thought he would make it just fine. She watched him sleep for a minute, her emotions swirling around her, unsorted, and unexamined.

She heard voices coming from outside of the pipe. Kym and Dimitri had come back. She breathed a big sigh of relief. She had wanted to go with them but they had insisted she stay below with Yerik, and Jace, and the others. “If we don’t come back, you need to be here,” Kym said, as practical as always, although not looking as confident as usual.

Hikari squeezed out of the tunnel.

Dimitri and Kym looked grim. They had a few gallons of water between them, a loaf of bread, and some canned food. They were all hungry but they cared less about the food than finding out what the surface looked like.

Jace ran to get Shake, Dave, and Metti.

“I couldn’t find any medicine,” Kym said, her lips tight. “Not even band aids. We got this food because the guy who had it before us was gunned down.”

Hikari glanced at the pistol sticking out of Kym’s waistband.

Kym shook her head. “Not us. A soldier. He didn’t take the food so they must be doing alright. He just popped the guy and walked away. We were lucky no one else was watching or we would’ve had to fight for it.” She rubbed her arms, even though it was warm down there. “They have all the drugstores surrounded, to keep people from looting. They have triage units set up, but they’re interrogating the people that go to them, photographing them and stuff. We didn’t want to risk it.”

“Who’s surrounding it? The National Guard?”

“Every guard,” Dimitri said. “The Army, Air force, bunch of guys in SWAT uniforms. You name it, if it has a gun and a uniform, it’s up there.”

Shake and Metti came in first, followed by Dave. They were all sweaty and dirty, scraped and worn down. Kym and Dimitri passed the water around and everyone was careful not to take too much, though they looked like they could’ve downed a gallon each.

They leaned back against the walls of the crumbling service tunnel and Kym and Dimitri sat in front of them.

“How bad is it?” Shake asked.

“As bad as you can imagine,” Kym said. She turned to Dimitri. “You tell them.”

He watched them all carefully and it looked like he was mentally gathering the images of everything he had seen up top. “L.A. wasn’t the only city that was hit. About eight cities is what they’re saying. All pretty much destroyed. The President is dead, so is the Vice President, and some General, Serat, I think, is running the show. We’re under martial law. Which basically means the military is taking everything over, and they can shoot you if you try to take anything, like food for instance.” They all looked at the pitiful pile that had cost at least one life. “Guns are outlawed, and if they find you with one, they shoot you and take the guns. It’s unrecognizable out there. All the buildings are destroyed, the streets are flooded from broken water mains. There are still dead bodies that they can’t get to. And the smell, man, oh the smell is so bad.”

Then Dimitri was crying, a terrifying thing. But he just kept talking like there weren’t tears running down his face, making mud tracks. “There’s these big holes everywhere where the earth just caved in.” He shuddered. “Someone told us that that FDMA is setting up camps for the survivors, and there’s supposed to be big video screens in public places tonight so people can see the emergency broadcasts and find out what’s happening.”

“FDMA?” Metti was gnawing her nails. “Like, the disaster relief people?”

“Yeah.”

They all sat in silence, thinking it through, or trying not to think at all, depending on their personality.

“Do we go to the camp things then?” Jace asked. It was the first thing he’d really said since the quakes, and Hikari didn’t have the heart to tell him she didn’t think that was such a good idea.

“I don’t know yet, honey.” She got up and opened the bread. “First we’re gonna eat, and then I’m going out to watch the broadcast. Dave, you’re going with me.” She looked them each in the eye when they started to protest. “Quit protecting me, or whatever it is you’re doing. We’re all as important as the other, and I’m not just going to hide down here like a rat in a hole while you all risk your necks.” She passed the bag of bread around and sat down by Kym, trying to pretend she was eating something amazing. She leaned over and dropped her voice as low as possible. “Was it really that bad?”

“Worse.”

“I’m going to need to learn to shoot that gun of yours.”

“Girlfriend, you are a gun.”

Hikari pulled her sleeve down. “Are you going to teach me or not?”

Kym nodded, and they finished eating in silence, lost in their thoughts of the world 72 hours before, a world that wasn’t ever coming back.

But maybe, just maybe, they could help build a new one.
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 Chapter Three
 Connor
 

Connor had had to leave Joanne eventually, when no one answered his cries for help. She was still warm, and he could have believed she was asleep if it weren’t for the hole in her head, the blood that was sticky and cold now in his hands.

He staggered out into the empty hallway. The offices were deserted. He could still hear the sirens. They lined the inside of his brain.

Angine must have done it then. Connor had lost his chance to change anything. He had lost to Angine, lost his nerve, lost Joanne, lost his soul.

He thought of Tom, his sister murdered and he was working for the Senator, his eyes a little vacant, his personality buried under whatever it was he had become.

Connor made up his mind, he was leaving. Angine could hunt him down if he wanted to, but he was outta here. He pulled off the tie and unbuttoned his shirt, trying to find some air to pull him back to himself.

A television was on in an empty room, blasting the emergency broadcast signal. It must have gone the way Angine said it would. D.C. still had electricity. He stopped and watched the colored lines for a minute and then looked down at his wrist, at the Mark. Maybe he would leave a little something for Angine after all.

He closed his eyes and summoned all his anger, all his despair, all the hatred he felt for the Senator, for himself. He recalled the moment of Joanne’s death, the way she fell limp, still reaching out for him, her eyes opened wide. He remembered how Angine had dropped her like a piece of garbage and turned to leave without even so much looking at Connor. He imagined the thousands of deaths the quake had caused, the families destroyed, split, broken like his had been, the way they had felt watching each other die.

He gathered all that impotence and turned it into power. From deep in his bones a heat rose, the light taking form and twisting out of his body in parabolas of heat and energy. He was like a lightning rod. The energy gathered into superheated balls, small supernovas drifting over his head until he threw them just as he had thrown the bricks, as he had thrown himself into this.

They punched through the walls one after another, leaving fire trails behind them, comets of destruction. The building was going up around him and the heat felt good, blistering his flesh, pure anger ignited.

The glass windows imploded, showering him with glass, sticking like small thorns in his skin, icing his hair. In the distance something exploded, a water heater maybe, or a fuel tank. The fire roared down the corridors meeting itself coming from the other direction and creating walls of flame.

“How’s that, you asshole?” he screamed. He lifted his hands and sent the energy from his fingertips, watching with the deepest, blackest satisfaction as it split the walls and shot into the night. “Feels good doesn’t it, Senator!”

He was dancing with it now, the electric power growing and growing. He thought he might start his own earthquake, a sucking hole in time that would drain the Senator right out of this world. Connor was laughing now, shooting man–sized sparks. The fire was closing in. “Go down fighting!” he yelled. “Never let the bastards get you down! Have the last word! Put that in your pipe and smoke it. FUCK YOU!”

He bowed his head and closed his eyes, trembling still as the light coursed through him, glinting off his dark skin, gone white with it. A ghost in the shell.

Suddenly the heat was gone. The night air filled his lungs making him choke out the smoke. Connor’s body was raw and burning, his eyes stung and his head was splitting wide open. He reached up almost expecting to feel his brains oozing out between his fingers.

He was still on his feet. He could hear a sound he couldn’t quite place, a staccato popping. Angine stood before him, looking a little put out, but more intrigued than anything. He was clapping his hands, clap… clap… clap. A metronome that drove anvils into Connor’s eyes and head.

Connor turned around and saw the building burning behind him. The top of it was collapsing into itself and he ducked to the ground waiting for it to fall on him, but it went harmlessly off to the side with one indifferent wave of the Senator’s hand.

“You really shouldn’t play with fire, Con,” Angine said. “You could get burned.” He reached out both his hands and Connor flinched, but the cold white light that he emitted felt slick and gelid over Connor’s skin, healing the myriad small wounds.

There was no doubt that Angine had removed him from the building in some unspeakable method, transported him, one minute there, the next here. Alive.

“Why didn’t you leave me in there?”

“To die?” Angine held his gaze, a living magnet. “I don’t want to lose such valuable property.”

Connor smiled, the fire glowing white in his eyes, on his teeth. It was the hungry grin of a starving wolf. “So, I’m your slave?”

Angine might have looked chagrined. “Every freedom you ever dreamed of will be yours if you just stop acting like a child and resisting me.” He tilted his head to one side. “You’re angry about Joanne. Don’t be. I saved her from a terrible future. You would have tired of her at any rate. You need someone with your strength, with your power. It’s better this way. You’ll see.”

Connor made of his mind a blank slate, a flat, black surface reflecting nothing, holding nothing.

Angine grew serious and stepped closer looking deep into his eyes. “Do you really want to die?” he asked.

Connor’s smoky eyes gave nothing.

Angine lifted his hand up to Connor’s forehead and pushed ever so slightly, so that a pain filled his head, shot through his blood. It was like acid, and knives, and the worst night of his life all packaged in an atomic bomb. His eyes were melting, his bones felt like shredded lace, his flesh peeling away, his blood boiling. He screamed in agony, trying to pull away from it, but it had become the universe, a never–ending torment. He felt the edges of his vision go black and his mind beginning to slip. What lay on the other side of this pain was death or madness.

He knew somewhere in that torture that he did not want to die. Not even a little bit. He didn’t want to follow Joanne down that well–trodden path. He was afraid of that, more afraid than he was to live. He was ashamed to realize that he was willing to do anything to survive, anything at all.

The pain retreated so quickly that Connor swayed on his feet. He went to his knees and vomited until his stomach heaved and clenched on nothing. Sweat ran into his eyes. He stayed like that, in a position of submission at Angine’s feet, all that centuries’ old imagery mocking him.

“Better a slave than a dead man,” Angine said. “Now get up. We’re wasting time. We have a meeting at the White House in an hour and you’ve lost your tie.”

Behind them the building ate itself up, sending black smoke into the sky, burning up the evil happenings of the day and leaving no trace of the man Connor had been.
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 Chapter Four
 Lissa
 

Everyone in the dining hall was watching the big flat screen TV hung on the rock wall waiting for the White House broadcast. Lissa felt a little too techno–Alice in Wonderland, in this underground cave city with its flat screens, computers, elevators, and electricity.

The food was bland and uninteresting. She stirred her mashed potatoes thinking that the stiff eddies looked like desert sand. At least they didn’t have to cook this over a campfire.

She had given up meat at Gideon’s urging. He said it was easier to work with the light if you weren’t consuming dead anti–energy. She had struggled with it for the first month or so, but once she had found her powers, animal flesh didn’t sound as good, and now she even found it upsetting. She could still remember the burned people smell from her vision. If her hair never smelled like smoke again, that would be okay.

“How’d they get all this stuff down here?” she asked. “ I can’t really picture Aaron going to Walmart and loading up on electronics, or the UPS guy knocking on the door.”

“We made it,” Gabrielle said.

Lissa dropped her spoon into the potatoes. “Oh, of course, silly of me.”

“When you’ve got nothing to do except sit around underground waiting, you become good with your hands.”

Lissa considered her own hands, long slim fingers, the veins blue tendrils on the secret map under her skin. “I asked my parents once if they were using magic, you know, before I understood their science. They looked at me like I had just peed on the floor. Of course now I know why. But they gave me a big lecture about the things you can see. It was their big argument against religion. ‘All that faith crap,’ they called it. But it is a little like faith, having the Lux Marker. You have to find some way to believe in something bigger than yourself and then hope you can find it when you need it.”

Gideon grinned, becoming an entirely different animal. “Our Lady of the Lux,” he joked. “You think we’re like gods then?”

“No, not at all. I think that’s what happened to Angine, he thought he was God. No, I mean, it makes me feel smaller really. It makes me think something somewhere is smarter than I am.”

He pushed his plate away and rested his head back on his hands. “Well, I hope something is smarter than us, or we’re all in big trouble.”

“Not possible,” Gabrielle said.

Gideon was eyeing her leftovers. “Are you going to eat that?”

“Help yourself.”

Lissa watched him take the half eaten roll and stuff most of it into his mouth while still looking elegant.

“Are you on a growing spurt or something?” Since the earthquakes she hadn’t had much of an appetite.

“I’m getting ready. Storing up.”

“For… ?”

“We’ll be leaving in a few days.”

Gabrielle and Gideon exchanged a look.

“So they’ve opened the roads again?”

Gideon was finding something very fascinating in his beans. “Not exactly.”

She had learned when he was vague she should let it go. She would never get anything out of him unless he wanted her too. She stacked her plate on top of Gabrielle’s and got to her feet. “Fine. I’ll just let you surprise me. You’re good at that.”

She picked up the plates and headed for the kitchen. It was her night for dish duty. She refused to act any better than the five hundred people that lived here that weren’t Lux. She had them to thank for her life, and if doing dishes was any repayment she was glad to do it.

She took her place at the sink next to a woman of indeterminate age who spoke no English but smiled enough for it to be considered its own language. She sang while she worked and Lissa thought it made time pass pretty quickly.

The Tesero city dwellers were a contented, happy, peaceful people. They spent a lot of time in silence or song, like some strange monastery. Lissa liked it like that. She and her parents hadn’t talked much unless they were sitting down to a lively debate. She had grown up with their quiet, industrious ways, which had been fostered in this city. She wondered if they had missed being here.

She still had questions for Gideon. He had avoided them while they were in the desert, telling only what he thought she should know. More in his “The less there is to make you feel emotional the better off you’ll be.” campaign. But she was stronger now, in control of herself and comfortable with her abilities.

Maybe it was time to push for answers again.

After she finished washing up she wandered up and outside into the courtyard, a small crater in the earth that looked like a sinkhole where an overhang hid the entrance to the city. The edge of the bowl framed a sky thick and furry with stars. She took deep breaths of air and stilled herself. She called the light up, just a soft glow that lulled her mind and allowed her to let go of irritating thoughts. She had gone crazy trying to relax when they had first gone for training, and now she found it an effort not to live in the light all the time.

“It’s tempting to do that,” Gideon said, startling her. “Sorry. I thought you knew I was here. You’re getting better at it aren’t you?”

“I think so.”

“The light can be seductive.” He wrinkled his nose, uncomfortable with his word choice. “I mean it’s hard not to just go into it and stay there. I think we’re supposed to do that, that’s its real purpose, to elevate us to a place where we exist on that plane all the time, but you and I can’t afford that. Not yet. Maybe someday.”

Her thoughts backtracked to what she had been thinking when he found her. She loved the feeling the light gave, but at the same time she wanted to live her life, experience it with her flesh and bones. She hadn’t even had a chance to live in the world beyond her parents’ compound or this place.

Lissa remembered the time before, when her parents had been alive, when her whole world had been their little compound in the New Mexico desert. At night she had watched the landscape through the security cameras, eerily green and gray on the monitors, but nothing ever appeared on the screens besides jack rabbits, and scorpions, and once or twice men in hunting jackets that never found them.

Sometimes she had walked the desert night gently, pushed by warm winds to the very edge of the compound’s land where a chain link fence was planted into the earth and growing flowers of razor wire.

She would follow the entire perimeter. Every twenty feet or so a metal sign, sometimes coming loose and rattling in the wind, sometimes riddled with bullet holes, informed passerby that this was GOVERNMENT PROPERTY–– KEEP OUT.

She would grip the steel links with her hands and stare off into the darkness beyond, trying to imagine what was out there, where she could go if she just dug under the fence where it had buckled in the heat.

But she hadn’t tried.

“Gideon, I have a question.”

“You have a lot of questions.” His voice was kind with a smile underneath.

“I’m ready for you to tell me about my real parents.”

She could feel his eyes on her, measuring her ability to hear the truth. “I can handle it, whatever it is.”

He took her hand and led her up a small trail that led up to the top of the bowl. The moon was hidden, but the stars made enough light to see the silhouettes of juniper trees and etched the mountains against the sky. A faint light brushed the underbelly of distant clouds over the town that went about its business unaffected by the earthquakes or the Tesero. A very few suspected they were here but had never found them. The Tesero took care to keep themselves from the eyes of the world. “No one knows who our parents are. Our genetic material was culled from the greatest minds of the Tesero, the oldest bloodlines, and handled anonymously, so we would belong to all of them.”

“So we’re test tube babies?”

“More or less.”

“So, my parents could be anyone here? The guy that sat at the next table, someone I did dishes with? Maggie?”

He nodded. “Could be. I’m pretty sure Aaron isn’t your father.”

Lissa thought of the big black man and smiled, but it slipped away. “So I could find them. Just a DNA test––”

“That would be selfish. It’s better this way. Besides, they may not be here.”

“What do you mean?”

“You don’t really think a population could sustain itself with only five hundred people in the gene pool?

There are others.” He gestured out toward the world that lay unseen.

“There are other Tesero? Where are they?”

“I don’t know. Aaron does. The leaders always do, but the rest of us aren’t told.”

Something niggled at the back of Lissa’s mind and it took her a moment to unearth it. “Gabrielle said your parents died.”

In the starlight Gideon’s shoulders lowered a little. “She meant our foster parents. We were sent out into the world too, but when we were just a few years old Angine found them and they were killed. We were brought back here and they decided to keep us here so they could watch us. They thought it would help them to know what was happening with all the other Lux. They were just assuming our powers would manifest themselves in the same ways, but it was just a guess.”

She resisted the urge to touch him. “Do you remember them?”

“Sometimes I think I do. I see their faces; I think I hear their voices, but it might just be my imagination.”

They stood watching the sky. At the apex of its curve a falling star tumbled down leaving a faint tail that winked out. Somewhere under this sky her parents might be alive. She understood what Gideon was saying, but a craving took root in her, a deep visceral need to know them.

“We are each other’s family now,” Gideon said. “You, me, and Gabrielle, and the others when we find them. That’s more than enough. More than many people have.”

She kept her eyes on the stars trying to untangle her feelings.

“I’m going in,” he said. “You can come when you’re ready. Please, learn to accept some things. You’ll need to find satisfaction without knowing everything, just to keep yourself from losing your mind.”

“Is there something you’re not telling me?”

“There are a lot of things I’m not telling you,” he said. “There’s a time for all things. You need to trust me.” When she didn’t answer he turned and left her alone with the night and its cold comfort.

“I’m trying,” she whispered.
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 Chapter Five
 Hikari
 

Hikari couldn’t make sense of what she was seeing, it was like waking up hanging from the ceiling with tinted glasses, and amnesia.

The buildings hadn’t just collapsed, they had crumbled down to dust in places, sunk into the earth, sometimes so deep that only the top floors jutted out. Cars were upside down, on top of buildings, standing end on end.

And the bodies.

There were so many that it was an ongoing job to remove them. There were dead people everywhere, picked at by animals, their clothes gone where the survivors had ripped them off to make shelters or bedding. Some of them had been piled in heaps, waiting for military trucks to come load them up and take them wherever thousands of dead bodies went to. Here and there someone sat with one of them, holding its hand, staring glassy eyed into the distance.

This was horror magnified a million times. Things that she had read about or heard of but could never have imagined. It was visceral, this seeing, she felt it in every layer of her being, imagined herself lying dead in the street with Jace holding her hand with empty eyes.

Dave stood next to her with his hand over his mouth breathing through his nose rapidly. He rotated his eyes toward her and shook his head. It kept shaking like it wanted to come off. She reached out and touched him, gripped his arm firmly. “Get a hold of yourself. Let’s move.” She reached to feel the gun under her shirt, a hard, cold reassurance.

They stayed close to the walls that were still intact enough to offer some concealment and moved wary and feral as cats through the hellish landscape. Dave stopped to close the eyes of the dead he could reach, shuddering as he touched them, but he had to give that up. There were too many.

She heard the rumble of a vehicle and they pressed flat against the wall as a tank rolled over the rubble outside of the alley where they had taken refuge. Armed soldiers bristled out of the top, binoculars trained on the land ahead of them.

Dave and Hikari locked eyes. She should have caved, should have folded into herself and cried like a baby. This way lay the shrieking crazies and she wasn’t about to succumb to it.

Something was rising in her, a determination to survive as strong as anything she had ever felt. She thought of the people she had led underground and knew that from now on she would do whatever it took to protect them, to keep them from getting gunned down in the street, beaten, starved. She would freakin’ pull them all out of this to something better, and she would do it with her own brain, a gun like the one against her bare skin, and her own courage. All things she could control.

She motioned Dave to follow her and they continued along the fringes. Night was coming, and that was good, easier not to be seen. She took note of new landmarks so she could mark their passage and get back to the tunnel entrance. When the sun finally disappeared behind the wreckage, there was no moon.

They had seen no one else living, but as they got close to Century City, they saw more military vehicles and small groups of people walking, some with the slightly wounded they helped along.

Hikari had tied a bandanna around the Lux Mark and added a jacket. She double checked that it wasn’t showing, and she and Dave walked out onto the street with the others. No one looked twice at them. The soldiers kept their eyes above the crowd but Hikari was sure they were looking for trouble. She wasn’t about to give it to them… not yet.

Three giant screens had been set up on the greens of the Los Angeles Country Club and there had to be at least ten–thousand people gathered already. Everywhere were expressions of shock and disbelief. Most people were bleeding or bruised, their clothes torn, shoes missing. It didn’t look like anyone had gotten through the quake unscathed. Some sat on trunks or suitcases. Nobody was eating or drinking anything. Hikari assumed they were afraid to have it taken from them.

The soldiers and SWAT teams ringed the arena, guns at the ready. She felt a livid, purple rage. We’re victims, she thought, not criminals. But she knew disaster brought out the worst in people. Hurricane Katrina had proven that. It could bring out the best in people too, and maybe that could still happen. This felt different though, not like something that could ever have a good outcome.

Unbelievably, she thought she saw some people she knew from school and she made her way through the crowd keeping an eye on Dave.

“Cody! Jenny!”

The two she had recognized turned to her. They weren’t part of her crowd. He was a football player and she was one of those studious big girls that never talked to anybody. They all stood assessing each other but there wasn’t time to talk before the screens lit up and the emergency broadcast signal was interrupted by a shot of the White House pressroom.

A man that must have been General Serat stood at the podium shuffling papers. He was haggard and pale. He probably hadn’t slept since the quakes.

There was an absolute stillness among the people watching, waiting for their own fates to be told.

Serat was nondescript, spit and polished to military perfection. His eyes were mud–colored, his five stars were the most interesting thing about him. “Please join me for the Pledge of Allegiance.”

Twenty thousand eyes, ten thousand hearts and hands, all gave homage to a country that no longer existed for them. People were crying, unable to get through the words spoken from a war zone. Liberty and justice had gone down into the ground.

The General bowed his head, evidently praying.

How many people here still believe in God? Hikari wondered.

Serat looked right into the camera. “People of America, we have seen our greatest tragedy, devastation on a level that no country has ever known, but we will not allow this to destroy us.”

“Tell it to the judge,” Jenny said, and she spit on the ground like someone out of some old western. The people around them moved farther away.

Hikari bit her lip silently agreeing. Serat kept talking. Blah blah blah American values, blah rise above, blah blah triumph over adversity. She hadn’t been crazy about the President but this guy was a step down, a parrot with stripes.

“I want to assure you,” he went on. “We are doing everything in our power to facilitate the recovery of the nation and to help the victims of the earthquake. The Federal Disaster Management Authority has set up triage units and evacuee camps in and around all affected cities. After this announcement I advise you to follow your local military authorities to the nearest checkpoints where you will be processed and taken to a safe location. Do not go back to your homes as they will be unstable. If you know people that have remained in their homes you will report to the unit commander in your section and they will be retrieved for their own safety. You will be given a bed to sleep in, fresh food and water, and have your injuries attended to by skilled military physicians. We will not abandon you in your time of need.

“Anyone that has not reported to the local evacuee camps will be considered a fugitive under martial law and will be treated as such.”

“Shot in cold blood,” Jenny said. Hikari was starting to like this girl, but wished she’d choose a different time to air her opinions. She was getting hostile looks and the last thing Hikari needed was to come under suspicion.

Serat looked back into the wings off–camera and then back out to the desperate people watching. “An advisory committee has been formed to handle those we suspect may be treasonous to the American cause and have perhaps contributed to the criminal activity taking place as a result of this natural disaster. Senator Angine has been appointed as acting director of the FDMA. He will now speak more on this matter. Senator.”

He stepped on camera, all Armani suit and flashing eyes and easy grin. Angine.

Hikari felt as though he looked right through the crowd at her. She took a step backward. Dave flashed her a worried look. “What is this?” he mouthed.

“I don’t know,” she mouthed back and pointed toward the exit. “If I say, head out of here and don’t stop for anything.” Her hackles were up, nerves quivering. She looked carefully at the scene in the press room. She might be crazy, but she thought she saw that actor from that stupid Dreams show in the wings too. What in the hell had happened this week?

Angine cozied up to the podium trying to look mournful, but Hikari could see glee just radiating out of him. This was going just the way he wanted. She was sure he had everything to do with the quakes, but couldn’t imagine how. Had it just been a happy accident that had allowed him to climb one more rung of power? Was she the only one that saw through him, or was that just because of the Mark?

“It has come to our attention,” he was saying. “That there are dangerous persons among us. People you would never expect to cause a threat to national security.”

Everyone in the crowd was sizing each other up, looking for potential threat. Good luck, Hikari thought, it’s everywhere, on every face you see.

“Our young people,” He let this incongruous statement hang in the air, hover over their heads. “They are the hope of our world, but today we have learned that they may lead to the death of it. This is going to be difficult for you to believe. When I learned of this I refused to believe it myself, but the evidence is irrefutable. An underground militant group has been training doctors and scientists to perform an unnatural and aberrant act. Within the last twenty years they have stolen our children from us, taking our infants fresh from their mother’s wombs and performing a procedure that alters their DNA so that they are capable of unbelievable acts of violence and terrorism. Using trigger words and visual cues they have the capability of using unexpected strength and cunning to commit murder, destruction of property, and other criminal acts on the people around them including their own families.”

A man behind them actually chuckled. “Sounds like a typical teenager to me.”

“We do not know how many children have been altered by these madmen. We do know they are between the ages of thirteen to twenty and that they are scattered throughout the United States. It grieves me to add this to the suffering you are already experiencing, but it is now, when we are at our weakest, that we are vulnerable to them. The greatest minds in science have developed several methods of identifying them that I am not at liberty to divulge. As you enter the refugee camps the children in this age group will be separated temporarily, and I stress that, temporarily, so that they may be examined. Doctors will use a painless test in order to discover if they are among this very small percentage of the population. If it is discovered that they have the genetic marker that identifies them as altered children there is a process in place to reverse the damage done to them and restore them to functioning levels. They will then be free to go home and resume their normal lives.

“I urge you not to hesitate in allowing your children to be tested. If you do not comply with this edict you will be considered in violation of this nation’s laws and could be imprisoned. This is a matter of national security.”

“Oh shit,” Hikari said. Already around her several people were muttering, pointing to the group of teens. Good old American attitude, homes destroyed, world shattered, husbands and lovers dead, and still game for a witch hunt.

Hikari was edging away, taking Dave with her. The girl and boy she had recognized followed them without being asked.

Angine was winding up behind them. “We will post pictures in every city as these persons become known to us so that they may be brought in and rehabilitated before causing any more harm. My thoughts and prayers are with all of you. God Bless you, and God Bless America.”

The screens went to black.

The four of them moved as fast as they could without calling attention to themselves. Somehow they made it back out to the street and headed south for the tunnels. It was too far to run if anybody decided to stop them.

Hikari turned to Jenny and Cody. “Uh, you can’t come with us.”

“Why not?” Jenny had assumed a fighter’s stance and looked ready to charge.

“We can’t travel fast enough with four of us.”

“So you’re just going to leave us here? You’re just another politician, like your father.”

She would say that, of all things. “I am nothing like my father,” Hikari snapped. “Follow me.”

“Hikari–– ”

“Save it, Dave. See that guy at the end of the street, the one with the really big gun. He’s looking right at us.”

“I’ve got an idea.” Cody was pulling them back the opposite way, leading them to a space between two broken buildings. “You know what parkour is?”

“Building jumping?”

“Yeah.”

Dave looked at Jenny.

“I know what you’re thinking,” Jenny said. “Believe it or not, I’m on the wrestling team and I run track. Bring it on.”

Dave shrugged. “I’m game.”

They followed Cody, who led them up a metal ladder to a fire escape, and onto the slanting roof of an office building. “Where are we going?”

“West L.A.”

He surveyed the wreckage below and mapped out a path in his mind, showing them how he planned to travel. “Anyone of us slows up or gets hurt, we stop,” he ordered. “We’re in this together. That work for you Hikari Suzuki?”

A grin, not a very good one, but a grin none the less found its way to her lips. “Got it.”

“Then go!”

Hey flew over rubble and glass, down pipes, up walls canted like tipped over furniture, off curbs, onto the street, pelting to the next place, grabbing handholds, pulling themselves up, throwing themselves down. And that Jenny, crazy, but that girl could move, she kept up with Cody stride for stride, while Dave and Hikari struggled behind. It was exhilarating and terrifying in the dark and Hikari kept expecting to plummet to their deaths at every moment, but somehow they kept going, free and fleet, until they were out of the populated area and back down on the ground again with the dead bodies and reality.

They stopped to catch their breath and Cody was staring at Hikari. Her jacket had hiked up in their passage over the city and the bandana had torn away. The creepy little Mark burned for everyone to see.

“So are you one of them?” he asked. “One of the altered ones?”

Hikari opened her mouth to say something but Jenny beat her to it. “You better hope so ball boy, because she’s all we’ve got.”

Later, they would have to talk about what Angine had said, but they were afraid to raise their voices, and so they made their way back through the dark silent streets to the tunnel entrance.

“Whoa,” Cody looked at the ragtag group in the collapsed tunnel. “Nice digs.”

Kym gave Jenny the once over. “Oh look, you brought home a puppy.”

Jenny growled at her and Hikari stepped back and waited for the world to end––even she wouldn’t growl at Kym, but Kym just gestured over her shoulder to a group of teens Hikari had never seen before, huddled and miserable in the corner. “You’re not the only one,” she said.

Yerik came out of the small pipe and stood staggering in the middle of them, his eyes clear and a big smile on his face. Hikari’s heart caught in her throat.

“Hey, y’all” he said. “I think we’re gonna need a bigger house.”
  


 


[image: tmp_dca5bc98e4f7537c36258908cd2ec0ce_6lzMzM_html_7ba78949.png]
 Chapter Six
 Connor
 

“What a load of––”

Angine raised his hand, silencing Connor. He turned to the statesmen watching them. “Connor’s girlfriend ran out on him again, he’s not himself.”

Connor tried to make his thoughts very clear in his expression.

Serat looked nervous. “If you have a moment, Senator–– I’d like a word.” He looked at Connor. “Alone.”

“Connor goes with me.”

“What is he, your bodyguard?” asked the representative that would have been in charge, if Congress, led by Senator Angine, had not over–ridden the Posse Comitatus Act.

Angine considered the man carefully, weighing his options, and decided to let that pass. “You could say that.”

The representative, seeing something unsettling in those eyes, also refrained from commenting again.

Connor followed Angine and Serat into a meeting room. He felt a million–years–old.

The door closed behind them with a soft, sucking sound.

The General poured himself a cup of coffee and sat down at the executive desk in the seat the President had warmed only a week before. “What was that about? I thought you were talking about terrorists.”

“I was.”

“Teenagers?” Serat rubbed his tired face, his eyes bulged like soft boiled eggs threaded with red. “The American people are not going to accept the incarceration of their children. You’ve overstepped.”

Angine looked at the coffee and it slid across the desk to him. Serat’s mouth fell open. “The American people do not have a choice, and I’ll remind you that it was my overstepping that got you in that seat you’re sitting in. We had a deal. I get you here and then you just do what I tell you.”

Serat was staring at the coffee cup. Connor thought this might have amused him in a different lifetime.

“I can guarantee you they will give up anything we ask them to,” Angine continued. “People are, generally speaking, sheep. And if they think their precious lives are in danger they will haul grandma down to the town square and stone her if we say they could save themselves by doing it. You overestimate most of humanity.”

Serat was recovering himself with difficulty. “Just what kind of danger are we talking about, Senator?” He underscored this last word with contempt.

“Oh good, I thought you’d never ask.” Angine waved Connor over from his place at the window. “Come here, Con. I’d like to give the General a little demonstration. Take off your shirt.”

“Take off my shirt?”

“Don’t be shy, my boy, take it off.”

Connor loosened his tie and tossed it at Angine’s feet, then unbuttoned his shirt and let it drop, his eyes on the wall behind Angine.

The Mark pounded and glowed.

“What is that thing?” Serat was pointing.

“That is the Lux Mark, General. An indicator of his altered genetics.”

“Do they all have it?”

“Only after their abilities have manifested themselves.”

Serat’s lips compressed into a grim expression. “So what can they do, besides move coffee cups?”

Angine looked around the room, his eyes settling on the American flag over the fireplace. “Connor, set that on fire.”

Connor shook his head.

“A little sentimental now? Alright then, that’s not so impressive anyway. General, I would suggest you step away from the window.”

Serat practically jumped to his feet and moved over to the opposite side of the room. Connor looked at him imagining he saw some sympathy. Unlikely.

“Go ahead, show the General what you can do, but don’t go too far.”

Connor closed his eyes and called the killing light into his mind. Oddly enough, this time it felt good, a warm energy that filled him for just the barest second with hope. He wanted to stay there, to just drift in it letting that bright warmth heal all his broken places, but Angine’s voice cut through his peace.

“We’re getting bored. You know, I wanted to apologize about Joanne. I was going to do something to mark her passing, but you were in such a hurry, you didn’t even leave anything to remember her by.”

Connor found Angine’s eyes and drew from them, summoned the anger that was slowly eroding what made him human. He imagined Angine a sitting behind the desk, where he was sure the Senator imagined he would end up, holding the reins on the entire country, the world. Connor could see him very clearly, garnering that position, winning them all over with lies and death and that worn but attractive face. It was almost like a premonition. He ran with it, this image, and then imagined what it would feel like to loft the Senator in the air and slowly squeeze the life out of him with his powers until blood dripped from his eyes, and his bones liquefied, and then incinerating him in a white, hot explosion.

A nimbus of light surrounded the desk and it lifted from the floor, turning on its side, the drawers tumbling from it, spilling their contents. The desk hovered a moment and then burst through the window with a crash. Someone was pounding on the door, but no one moved to answer it.

The desk stayed in the air outside the broken window and then began to spin faster and faster, a blur of light, until it detonated in a white flash and streaked through the sky, a runaway comet that hit the parking lot and exploded three vehicles. The cars flew up into the air and came down in flames on their backs, alarms feeble bleats in the night air

The door was forced open and the secret service men spilled into the room, staring wildly at the broken window, and Connor’s bare chest sheened with sweat, the glow fading from the surface of his body.

“Sir,” they said to the General, “are you alright?”

Serat was nodding thoughtfully, his eyes on Connor. “We’re fine. Leave us.”

Slowly, they back out of the room and pulled the door closed behind them where it hung crooked in the broken door frame.

“I would suggest you eliminate those men if you think they will talk. It wouldn’t do to have anyone know about this,” Angine said.

Serat looked at the Senator and back to Connor. He approached him carefully and held out his hand.

“Very impressive, young man. I wouldn’t want to make you angry.”

Connor’s gray eyes shot to his. “No, sir, you wouldn’t.” He did not offer his hand.

Serat backed away, but only a hair. “Very well, Senator. Do what you need to do. You have my full cooperation.”

Angine smiled. “I thought you’d say that.”

Connor retrieved his shirt and buttoned it back up with shaking fingers. I will not feel anything, he told himself. I will not feel. I will not see. I will not care. I died in that building too… and no matter what happens: I. Will. Not. See.

In the silence of his mind, Connor screamed.
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 Chapter Seven
 Lissa
 

“That’s a horse.”

The animal stood in the sunshine tossing a jaunty mane of golden hair, totally unconcerned with Lissa’s reaction.

Gabrielle came around the trees leading another one, a black stallion.

“This is also a horse,” Gideon said.

“Oookay.” Lissa looked from Gideon to Gabrielle and back to the horses. “Two horses. Cool. This might be stupid, but why do you have horses?” Her eyes grew round. “Oh no… you’ve got to be kidding. We’re riding horses?”

Gideon nodded. “They don’t use much fuel, they’re fast, they can get through most places that vehicles can’t, and unless I’m mistaken, they don’t fly through restricted airspace.”

“I’ve never ridden a horse.”

“It’s easy. You just sit on it and it goes without even having to press a pedal.”

“Do they have names?”

“This one’s Goliath.” Gabrielle indicated the black one. “And this one is Sky.” She took Lissa’s hand and drew her to the palomino. “Hold your hand flat so she doesn’t nibble. Here.” Gabrielle held a carrot out to Lissa, and she reached to feed it to the horse, feeling the tickle of warm, velvet lips on her palm.

They spent a few hours teaching her to ride, until a storm crested the horizon and dumped a late summer shower tricked out with spikes of lightening and clashing thunder.

They led the horses down into the tunnels into their stable. Lissa came back out and stood in the rain, breathing ozone and fresh air and letting the rain wet her down, running off her ears and down between her shoulder blades. It matched the storm inside of her body, the fear and anger she kept barely suppressed at what Angine had done, her conflicting thoughts about Gideon and her own power, which sometimes felt like it wanted to run rampant and find its own release in less than mystical ways.

Her dreams had been filled with revenge and desire–– the emotions she kept in check when she was awake. The cold downpour made her feel clean again, her thoughts sharper, her goals more focused.

Gideon was waiting at the entrance to the city with a towel. He draped it around her shoulders looking bemused. “The storm goddess.”

“I’m not a god,” she said, harsher than she intended.

His brows drew together. “There will be times when that’s difficult to remember, when you’ll want to give into the chaos. The light comes with its own threats to the user.”

“How do you do it? Stay so calm, I mean. Why don’t you struggle with it?”

His gaze was clear as glass. “I do struggle sometimes, but I’ve learned. You will too. That’s the next step for you, learning to resist all the things that pull you away from the place you’re supposed to be.”

“I’m like the horses. I need someone holding the reins.”

“That’s what I’m here for.” He smiled. “Aaron has called us to the briefing room. Get some dry clothes and I’ll meet you there.”

The briefing room was full this time. Most of the Guardians were there, people she was coming to know and look at differently, considering that any of them could be her mother or father.

Today their expressions were somber. Aaron stood in the center of the room watching them all. When

Lissa entered he pointed to a seat at the head of the room where Gideon and Gabrielle sat.

Aaron was not one to waste words or give flowery speeches. “This is what we know,” he began when it appeared everyone was assembled. “The earthquakes were caused by Angine, as we all knew. But something has revealed itself. Lissa?”

Every eye in the room turned to her, and she felt her heart skip a beat. She hadn’t known she would be called to speak. She wasn’t sure whether or not to stand up. She didn’t want to sit there like a scared little kid so she got to her feet and tried to meet the watchful faces as best she could. Aaron nodded to her, his face reflecting approval.

“I had a vision,” she said, “during the earthquakes. It was more than a vision. It was like I was watching it as it happened. I saw other Lux, at least two that I know of for sure. They had the Mark, so they had already used their powers. But I also saw Angine and… ”

She glanced at Gideon who inclined his head, urging her on. She felt her voice grow stronger with her convictions. She knew this was the truth and they needed to accept it whether or not she could explain why it was so. “He saw me. He looked right at me. He smiled. He caused the earthquakes, but not with a device. He did it like we can do things, like a Lux.”

A whisper snaked through the assembly, doubt, surprise, denial, fear.

Maggie stood up. “This is not possible. He is not Lux. “

“Maybe he is,” Lissa said. “I think he’s found a way to use the knowledge on himself.”

“Forgive me, Lissa.” Dr. Godfrey was on his feet as well. “It is a very complicated procedure, only a few of us know anything about how it’s done and even then it can only work on the very basic genetic material, the nucleus of a cell before that cell has divided in order to create a human being.”

“Perhaps Angine didn’t tell you everything doctor. He may have held the knowledge back for himself,” Gideon said.

Godfrey was shaking his head. “I apologize again, but you are just children, you do not understand the intricacies of science.”

“I grew up in the lab,” Gabrielle said. She almost never spoke up in a meeting. “I have been taught by you and by the other scientists from the time I was tall enough to see over the table. I understand the process well enough to see that you aren’t telling us the truth. It would be possible to alter his DNA through many different channels, and you know it.”

Godfrey looked like he wanted to say more but he sat down again.

“Still,” Maggie said. “It should not have worked. I thought there were safeties built into the Marker so that tampering could not happen.”

“Angine made those safeties,” Godfrey said.

Maggie looked to Aaron.

The great man sighed. “I believe what Lissa has seen is correct. These Lux may be young, but their abilities have transcended even our wildest dreams, and they are only coming into their power now. As for their intelligence… ” Aaron raised his eyebrows at Dr. Godfrey.

The doctor looked very uncomfortable. “I do not think this is the time to––”

“This may be the only time,” Aaron replied.

Dr. Godfrey got back to his feet, looking less sure of himself than he had before. “There is some indication that the Lux Marker accelerates brain growth. So that as they use their powers the Lux also increase in intelligence, in memory retention. And it seems that each time they use their abilities that ability becomes stronger. But… there is some indication that use of the power also accelerates the aging process.”

Lissa felt as though a hole had been punched in the universe and she was being sucked out through it. “How much time?” she heard herself say. “How long do we have?”

“Longer than many, many people,” Gideon said.

She rounded on him. “You knew! You knew that we have a death sentence for using this power and you didn’t tell me?”

“Would you have been willing to use it if you knew?” he asked, his voice gentle.

“At any rate––” the doctor was trying to get back into the conversation. “The aging process appears to be minimal.”

“How minimal?” Lissa asked.

“Well, that would depend on many factors, frequency of use, each person’s natural genetic inclinations––”

“How much time?”

“Maybe a third or so less than a normal lifespan. Long enough to grow up, have children… ”

“Longer than your parents had,” Gideon said.

But it could be less. She refused to look at Gideon.

Aaron waited for the room to fall into silence again. “If Angine has somehow managed to utilize Lux abilities, as we believe he has, then the only ones that can stop him are the Lux themselves. We know that the roads are not yet open between states and that airspace is restricted to all but military craft. Communication systems such as television and cell phones are not in service yet. We have also learned that Angine has managed to get himself into the White House, under the auspices of an advisor. He is using this position to begin interring people that are thirteen to twenty years old. He is looking for the Lux, of course, and we have to find them before he does. Lissa has already seen one of the Lux working with him and that is a grave concern.”

“So how do we find the others?” someone asked.

“We will be sending Lissa and Gideon out to find them. They will leave tomorrow, on horseback, with limited equipment and forged I.D.s.”

“They are going to be killed,” a woman in the front said.

“No, we’re not.” Gideon got to his feet. “I’ve seen that we make it.”

“Have you seen an end to this, to Angine?” The voice was derisive, full of doubt.

“No.” Gideon was pale and his eyes dark. “I see only glimpses of things, nothing far in the distant future.

This is all I’ve seen right now. I can tell you that we make it, but I don’t know how, or how long it takes, or where we make it to. We will find others. I’ve seen them.”

Well, he’s just full of secrets, isn’t he? Lissa felt her mind torn between angst and maturity.

“Anything else you think I should know or should I just wait until you’re ready?” she said into his ear when he sat back down. He had the grace to keep his mouth shut. “Good. I’ll just wait then.”

The meeting went on around her but she was locked into a world of private misery and confusion. As soon as she could escape, she made a beeline for the door, ignoring Aaron and Gabrielle as they called her back.

She ran along the corridors, up to the stables where the horses were kept. They had taught her how to saddle them, but that just seemed like an extra bother to her when she wanted to escape. She scrambled up onto Sky’s back and grabbed her mane to direct her to the door. Sky didn’t seem too sure about the no–saddle thing, but she definitely picked up on Lissa’s sense of urgency. They had barely cleared the entrance before she took off, nearly unseating Lissa in the process.

She clung for dear life, her hands wrapped in Sky’s mane as the animal tried to gain purchase on the slim trail leading out of the sink hole, and then sprang over the lip of the drop, and sailed out toward the scraggly trees

“Whoa! Stop! Hang on! Slow down, you stupid horse!” Lissa’s teeth rattled around in her mouth and her eyeballs jumped and jounced as she tried to get her bearings. She pulled back on Sky’s mane and the horse slowed to a bouncing gallop. “If you think I’m going to ride you all the way across America, I’ve got news for you,” she gasped.

Sky didn’t care. There was the sound of thunder in the distance that coagulated into the beat of horse’s hooves. Gideon was coming up behind her on Goliath. “I can still beat you!” she called over her shoulder. She dug her heels into Sky’s sides and the horse took off again, glad to be given a free head.

She headed for the new moon, mane flying behind her. The faster she went the smoother the ride became, until Lissa changed her mind and thought maybe she could get used to this, flying on someone else’s wings.

Goliath came abreast of them and they ran with the night, the Lux and the horses blurring into the starscape until one was indistinguishable from the other.

Goliath danced in front of Sky, slowing her down, and she pulled in a circle stamping and pawing the earth, blowing steaming gusts of breath.

Lissa slid down trying to find her land legs.

They left the horses to cool down and climbed a rocky outcropping to the flat expanse that looked down over the town. Gideon sat on the edge with his legs dangling over into the darkness. Lissa considered her position a moment and then sat close beside him. “We have to stop meeting like this,” she said.

“You’re mad at me.”

“I’m confused by you.”

“I’m just trying to do what’s best for you.”

Lissa blew her hair out of her eyes. “It’s not like I need you to replace my parents. I think you can give me some credit now and let me make those decisions for myself.”

“Just because you’ve gained a little knowledge doesn’t mean that you understand everything. You need to give me some credit and trust me. I’ve been at this a lot longer than you have.”

“Trust you!” She threw a rock over the edge and watched it fall into blackness. “You keep lying to me. I can’t believe you didn’t tell me we were dying.”

“Everybody’s dying. We all have to walk from here to there, and there are no guarantees for anybody. Not even the Lux.”

“Save the bullshit for someone else. If you can’t be honest with me you’re really alone. Is that what you want… to be alone?”

He shook his head; she felt his movement and was instantly guilty. Was it like this for every girl? Were relationships easy for normal people? “I’m not asking you for anything that you don’t want to give. I’m over that. I get the whole We–can’t–be–together– thing. I want to fight Angine. I want to be able to use these powers even if it kills me, or kills me faster, but I don’t want us to be isolated from each other. You’re all I have Gideon. You have been at this longer than I have. Your whole life you’ve had this society and the support of the Guardians to help guide you. I’ve lost my whole world, even though it wasn’t much of one to begin with. And if you keep shutting me out and keeping things from me I’m always going to be on the outside looking in. I want to belong here, with the Tesero, with you. Help me.”

“I’m sorry.”

“For what exactly?”

“Why do women do that? You give them what they want and it’s not enough.”

“I just want to be in all the way, even if it’s over my head.”

He picked up his own stone and it followed hers. “I’m only seventeen,” he said.

She tried to figure out what that meant. She guessed it was his way of agreeing with her. Neither of them really knew what to expect from life.

“I don’t want us to fight anymore.”

“Me either.”

Lissa looked down at the town, a small eccentric place that hadn’t been touched by the quakes and didn’t even know that they sat here, so close but unreachable. “What do you think it feels like to be down there, just going to school, coming home to dinner, talking about… whatever it is that they talk about? I wish I knew what it feels like just to walk around with no idea that there are huge incomprehensible things to deal with.”

Gideon stood up and reached his hand out to her. “Come on.”

“Is it time to go back already?” She had been enjoying this space.

“I thought we’d go get ice cream.”

“Ice cream?” She tried to make out his expression backlit by the moon. She pointed to the lights below.

“Down there?”

“Why not? And we won’t talk about Angine or earthquakes, or war, or the light okay?”

“What will we talk about?”

“Boys,” he said, “and how stupid they are.”

She took his hand. “It’s a deal.”

The town was silent and closed up. Lights flickered behind curtained windows, kerosene lanterns and battery powered lamps. They could hear generators here and there. All the businesses were dark and hung with signs that they would stay that way “Until further notice”. They strolled the streets peering in windows that displayed Indian jewelry and cowboy boots. Flags hung limply at half–mast in the still night air. The shelves they could see through the door of the grocery store were empty.

“I don’t know what I was expecting,” Lissa said, “but this wasn’t it.” She turned and slid down with her back against the door. “It must have been even worse than I imagined.” She looked up at him. “You didn’t bring me down here for ice cream, did you?”

He didn’t answer. She rested her head in her palms. “It’s a stupid selfish thought, but I’ll never get to see what it was like.”

“What?”

“The world. The real world. All I ever wanted was to… I don’t know, go see a movie, go on a date, sit in a

restaurant and eat French fries. Dumb, huh?”

“I don’t think so. We always want what we can’t have.”

“Don’t take this the wrong way, but you’re the master of clichés.”

“I was raised in a world of them.” He slid down next to her. They sat in silence watching the night sky; spackled and bright, it didn’t care at all about their problems down on Earth. Somewhere, a dog barked.

“What do you think will happen to the country?”

Gideon picked up a rock and tossed it in his hand. “If Angine has his way it’ll be alright for a few people. He’ll get things cleaned up and running again, but it will be a different place altogether.”

“And for the rest of us?”

“It will be hell on Earth. Sorry, I did it again.”

She had the idea that he had taught himself how to talk out of an old encyclopedia. “What do you think Angine was like, when he was with the Tesero?”

“They all say he was very charismatic, very intelligent, obviously. His bloodline went all the way back as far as anyone could tell. He was very well respected, well–liked.”

“Hard to imagine.”

“Not really. All those things got him to where he is now. That’s why his betrayal was so hard on the Tesero. They never saw it coming.” He tossed the rock off into the shadows.

“Why do you think he did it?”

“Everyone has a weakness. His was power.”

She tipped her head toward him and smiled. “What’s yours?”

The silence lasted one beat too long and then he jumped to his feet. “So what kind of ice cream do you want?”

“Uh… I don’t think we’re going to find any.”

“What?” He looked at her with mock incredulity. “But this is Gideon’s Ice Cream Shop, home of a thousand flavors.” He reached for her. “Come right this way, please.”

Grinning, she let him pull her to her feet and lead her to a large rock under a black street light. “Please, sit down, Miss.”

She sat on the rock and he pretended to open a napkin and spread it in her lap. “Do you know what you’d like or do you need a suggestion?”

“Um… chocolate with marshmallow sauce.”

“Very good choice. May I also suggest a scoop of Ticklish Tutti–Frutti?”

“Sounds R–rated.”

“Very G. The Disney movie of ice creams.”

“I’m sold. Get a scoop for yourself, too, and come sit with me.”

He wandered into the darkness, waiting long enough that she started to get edgy. She was about to go look for him when he came back carefully balancing two imaginary bowls. He “set” hers in front of her and pretended to add whip cream to it, making some extraordinary sounds. “Well, go ahead, try it.”

Feeling foolish she picked up her imaginary spoon and took a small mouthful of air. “Mmmm.”

“Not like that.” He sat down and picked up his own invisible bowl spooning it in with gusto.

They sat in silence eating the invisible ice cream. Lissa chased her thoughts around her head. She never knew what to think of him. He was one person one minute, and then another, and then another. She felt tired from the dance she was trying to do to keep up with him. But this, this was nice, and beautifully unexpected.

“So, how’s school?” Gideon asked staring at his knees.

“How’s… ?” She got it then. This was her date. She tried to catch his eye. “School’s good. Teachers are lame.”

“Math class is whack,” he said.

She tried very hard not to laugh, but the word “whack” was just totally awkward coming from him. The laugh stayed in her mouth and twisted her lips.

Silence flowed back in. He was picking at his pants, removing invisible specks.

“What are you doing?”

“Lint,” he said focused on his pants. “Sorry. You know, living underground… you get dusty.” He smiled at her.

Good thing he was pretty, if this was the best date conversation he could come up with. “Yeah,” she said. “I have to shower two times a day. What about you?” Well, big surprise, she was bad at it too.

“I don’t have time for that.”

“You don’t have time to shower?”

“No… I mean… I shower once––no––seven times!”

“A day? There’s a medication for that I think.”

“It’s so I can charm the young ladies at the ice cream shop,” he said. “So… those are nice shoes.”

“Oh. Cool. That’s a nice watch.”

“And I like your… hair.” Gideon looked up at the sky, as if soliciting help, or hoping to be beamed up.

She studied his eyes, the gray strangely luminescent in the starlight. “How did your foster parents die?”

“Wow… you get really personal on a first date.”

“Sorry.”

He cleared his throat. “An explosion.”

“Well, at least the bastard’s consistent.” She had blown it. The old Gideon resurfaced, his jaw set and tight, the shields down. She tried to back track. “So… uh, what do you do on weekends?”

“Are you done with your ice cream?”

“Yeah. I don’t want to get fat.”

“Come on, I’ll show you.” He launched himself off the rock.

She followed him to the edge of the parking lot where he lay down on his back. She lay next to him. The asphalt was warm against her skin, secretly holding the sun. He scooted closer to her and pointed up to the sky. “That’s The Summer Triangle and includes the stars Vega, Altair, and Deneb. They’re all inside the Milky Way. That bluish–white one is Vega. It’s one of the brightest stars in our galaxy, and it’s three times the size of the sun.” He took her hand. “And that one––” He circled a portion of the sky with her fingers, encompassing millions of worlds in one small sweep. “That’s Pegasus, the winged horse. Now, turn your head and kind of look out of the corner of your eye. Do you see that fuzzy patch, a blurry star?”

“I see it.”

“That’s the Andromeda Galaxy. It’s thought to contain at least 400 billion stars.”

“Do you think anyone lives up there?”

“I hope so. It seems crazy that we would be the only ones.”

“I don’t know. I think it would be better. Then once we’re gone, that’s it. No more war, or death, or sickness.”

“There’s more than just us,” he said. “I’m sure of it.”

They watched the sky for a long time. The awkwardness was swallowed by all that vast potential. It was okay to feel small under this sky. It was okay to be young and unsure.

Gideon’s stomach grumbled loudly and Lissa giggled.

“Lactose intolerance,” he said. “Let’s get some fries.”

Their laughter rang out like clear bells on the empty air. For Lissa, it was the most real thing she had ever heard.
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 Chapter Eight
 Hikari
 

This was never going to work.

Somehow, by the strange osmosis that worked to make Youtube videos go viral, dance crazes to take off, and lemmings to jump off cliffs, others had found them.

Now Hikari found herself unofficially in charge of twenty–seven teenagers in various states of shell shock, bravado, and starvation.

When the twenty–seventh wandered in off the street with a box of canned tuna fish, he became the most popular guy within ten miles.

“It’s official,” Yerik had announced.

“What’s official?”

“Twenty–seven.”

“Oh, I see,” Hikari subjected him to a combination eye roll, arched eyebrow.

“It’s a derivative of the sacred numbers with a base of three. So it’s significant.”

“How do you know this stuff but you flunked pre–algebra?”

“Role playing.”

“Of course. Well this is what it means to me. I have twenty–seven people to feed shelter and protect. We are living in a drainage tunnel with one box of tuna fish and ten– thousand armed military personnel hunting us down.”

Later that day, when another one straggled in, she heard Yerik welcoming her to the Twenty–Seventh Chapter.

“Why not the twentieth–eighth?” Hikari asked. “Don’t you have to upgrade with each new person? And where are the other twenty–six chapters?”

Yerik just looked at her like she was stupid. It did give them a certain cache. And the noobs thought there were actually twenty–six other chapters, and that made them feel secure, so she let it ride.

Food was obviously going to be the first priority. Then they were going to have to do something about making this tunnel system comfortable and safe, but they didn’t even have tools, or enough sleeping bags. The newcomers just slept in raggy piles out of the way of feet. They woke damp, shivering and miserable. By the end of the first week some had actually left to turn themselves in, figuring they would take their chances with internment rather than starving to death in the dark and wet.

The trouble was, they all looked like teenagers, and that made them all vulnerable to capture and interrogation. Kym and Dimitri had made a few forays up above and brought back pitiful supplies, and each time their chances of never coming back increased.

Hikari called a meeting (which meant they all huddled in ten feet of space smelling each other’s dirty feet, unwashed clothes, and unbrushed teeth). “Dimitri and Kym have been risking their necks and they are going to end up shot over a stupid Hostess cupcake or something. None of us can go up there without some really bad odds. So I just wanted to tell you that I’ll keep doing what I can for you, and at some point it might get better, but I understand if you want to leave like some people already have, to take your chances with the camps. None of you has the Mark so maybe you’ll be okay.” That was a crock and they all knew it. For all they knew if they didn’t have the Mark they were shot in the back of the head. There was a chance that they were sent home, but to what?

Everybody in the tunnels knew about the Mark on her wrist. She tried to keep it on the down low, but once one knew, they all knew, and it was probably the thing keeping them here. A false promise she wore against her will.

Someone had actually asked her she could fly, and another if she could turn water into wine. She had bit her tongue, wanting to tell them she could conjure Oreos and boy bands with a nod of her head, but she knew they needed something to believe in, and for the moment, she was it.

“I can,” Jace said from the corner. Even without food or sunlight he had grown taller, she was sure of it. The new thinness lent an interesting angle to his cheekbones, and his pale skin and dark haunted eyes were magnetic and a little creepy.

“Can what?”

“I can go up top. I’m only twelve. They aren’t looking for kids my age.”

“No way.” Hikari felt a sinking feeling in the pit of her stomach. “They‘re looking for anyone right now. Twelve just means they won’t run the tests on you, but they’ll still bring you in.”

“Then maybe I could get out again and bring you information and try to steal some food and supplies.”

The other kids, the ones that didn’t know them from before, and didn’t care about the bond with her brother, that didn’t remember how he had put M and Ms up his nose four years ago, and had to go to the doctor to have them taken out, and wouldn’t stop crying until Hikari held him, didn’t care. And he was right. He was the best choice.

“You said you were bringing me along because I was small and you could stuff me into places. This looks like a good place to put me.”

Hikari felt that they were the only people in the room now, just her and Jace under spotlights. “I can’t let you go. What if you don’t come back? You’re all I have left.”

“A lot of us won’t come back someday, Hikari. In case you haven’t noticed, this is a war and you picked the losing side, like usual. And if I don’t come back, you have all these people.” He gestured at the assembled kids. “And there will be lots more before this is over. I know you hate that Mark, but it’s important. It could be the only thing that can save us. You don’t even know what it is or what it means, but you know what it can do, and that’s more than all those guns you keep talking about stealing. You’re just chicken to use it. But I’m not chicken. I’m dying down here not doing anything to help, and I’d rather die up there for a reason.”

It was the longest speech he’d ever given that didn’t have to do with Magic the Gathering.

Yerik laid his hand on her arm and when she looked at him he nodded. “He’s trying to be a man, don’t stop him.”

“He isn’t a man,” she said lowly. “He’s twelve and he’s my brother, and I’m responsible for him.”

“All the rules have changed, Kari. None of us are children any more. Don’t treat him like he isn’t as important as the rest of us.”

He’s more important, she wanted to say. That’s why I don’t want him to go. She used every bit of strength she had and turned back to Jace. “Okay. You go. But if you don’t come back, I’m coming in after you, and you’ll have that on your head… my life.”

Jace smiled his new man’s smile. “That isn’t much. You’ve got a deal.”
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 Chapter Nine
 Connor
 

The helicopter, a kitted out MI–35, touched down on a dusty patch of earth where the surface of the jungle had been scratched away to make a landing pad. The sun wobbled in the sky, leaking red stuffing. It looked too large and too red to Connor, an alien sun in the land of his ancestors.

In the trees where the shadows were already turning into dusk, monkeys screeched and night birds crooned to each other.

The man meeting them was a despot, a third world dictator that had clawed his way to the top of a stinking heap by killing more people than the other guy. He referred to himself as “Commander” and had mirrored sunglasses and a cocky swagger that reminded Connor of the Compton boys he had been told to emulate back in his acting days. This guy’s khaki shirt and ragged cutoffs suggested camp counselor more than military leader, but the three men behind him with AK–47s held in lean, muscled arms finished the picture the way the man wanted, leaving no question as to who was in charge here in this no man’s land of wild animals, and gnawing hunger, and rampant genocide.

Connor stood there sweating in his three piece suit behind the world’s most powerful politician and a killing Mark on his wrist, and felt afraid. It wasn’t fear for himself, but for the people that lived under the dictator’s thumb, people that may have shared his blood somewhere along the line.

Angine had not told him why they were coming, just demanded he get dressed because they were going to Africa. This was a far cry from the state dinners they had been attending, eating like kings while millions of American citizens starved in their desecrated cities, standing in long lines for soup handed out in bowls stamped with the FDMA logo.

The Senator had been growing more and more dangerous and tightly wound as the month had worn on. Tens of thousands of people had been processed through the camps and as far as Connor knew, not one of them had been found to have the Lux Mark.

Connor followed the men into a tin building huddled against the edge of the jungle. Table fans blew clouds of flies back and forth across the room. Through slitted eyes, the Commander and his men watched Connor and Angine’s every move. Armed guards remained at the doors and windows.

The Commander sat down behind a desk covered in the leavings of a dinner that was drawing more flies and motioned Conner and Angine into two folding metal chairs. “Would you like a Coke?” he asked, like this was an ordinary business lunch. “It is warm but not hot. Very refreshing.”

Connor wouldn’t touch anything in this place with his lips for all the money in the world, thirty virgins, and tickets to the Super Bowl. He shook his head.

Angine didn’t even bother answering. “Did you find what I asked for?”

The Commander made a nod of assent and motioned for one of his men. He whispered into his ear and the man slipped out the door.

“Did you bring what I asked for?” the Commander countered. He didn’t seem at all intimidated by this white man in his fancy clothes. In this deadly jungle world, life didn’t hold much value.

Angine lifted his briefcase and pushed it across the table. The Commander opened it with eager fingers, displaying stacks of hundred dollar bills.

Connor’s mind was spinning. What could this man have that Angine was willing to pay for?

The guard had come back with a young boy. He looked about eight years old but he may have been older, he was too stunted and emaciated to tell.

The guard pushed him roughly into the room where he staggered, his eyes rolling in fear. The Commander barked something in his own language and the boy began to unbutton his shirt with trembling fingers, his eyes shut tight.

Connor wanted to yell at them to stop this, couldn’t they see how the boy was suffering, how terribly frightened he was? But he kept his mouth shut, as he was expected to do, and watched, morbidly fascinated, for what would happen next.

The shirt fell away from his bird–thin shoulders exposing his ribs, a fragile cage of hunger wrapping shrinking vital organs.

Then he saw it, the Lux Mark burning brightly on the stretched and starving skin of his wrist. Connor’s stomach lurched and twisted itself, an angry snake in his belly.

Angine was grinning. “Oh, yes. You did indeed bring me what I wanted. Look at him. He is beautiful. Come here, boy.” The boy’s knees were knocking together and a dark stain was spreading on the front of his shorts.

Unable to stop himself, Connor stepped between the Senator and the boy and pulled at his own shirt, ripping the button of his cuff and pulling up the sleeve. He held the Mark up to the boy whose eyes reflected the light back to him. Without even seeming to realize what he was doing, the boy lifted his own wrist and touched it to Connor’s. There was a flash of light so bright it made Connor wince, and then he saw everything that boy had seen, his entire life from cradle to this moment.

His name was Olujimi and he had a mother and father and three little sisters. They were all dead now, killed by the men in this room that had come looking for him, carried by the stories passed through villages of the boy with the sun on his wrist who could do wonders. Connor saw the blackened bodies of his mother and sisters, raped and murdered, his good brave father, a simple farmer who had tried to fight them back by using an ordinary garden hoe. Connor felt the tears running down his face were Olujimi’s own, his pain, his loss and confusion, a living wire between them.

Connor pulled his wrist away, unable to take anymore. The others in the room were looking at them strangely, but Connor realized that they had not seen the light, or what had gone between them. He laid his forehead against the boy’s and sent the thought into that young tortured mind. I will protect you.

“Touching,” Angine said in a toneless voice. “Good to see you’ve taken to him, because for the time being he’s yours. Make something of him would you? And don’t think of anything but what I want from you both, if you want him to live.” His eyes passed to the boy who looked down. “You understand me, don’t you, child? Listen to what Connor tells you, do everything he says, and you will have a life you never imagined in this fly–infested hell hole.” He got to his feet. “Good day, gentlemen. It’s been a pleasure doing business with you.”

Connor lifted Olujimi into his arms and carried him to the helicopter, strapping him in as his brother had done for him when he was a small boy and nightmares ended with the dawn.

The helicopter lifted up and headed east towards America. Below them, the tin building and its occupants were counting the money when the building blew, shooting them and all they had been into the air, a thousand lifeless sparks.

The smoke billowed high into the air, blocking out the sun.
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 Chapter Ten
 Lissa
 

I will protect you.

The boy had believed him, and Lissa did too. When she had seen them touch their wrists together, Lissa had known both Olujimi’s feelings and Connor’s. Felt the anguish in their minds, their feeling of entrapment and the bitterness of loss.

She had come out of the vision with her own face streaked with tears.

Gideon watched her with concern and that peculiar stillness he had, as though he was afraid that the images would evaporate if he so much as breathed.

Lissa took a sip of water and slowed her breath and heart rate back down. She was getting better at seeing these distant people, viewing them through the strange and wonderful lens of her power, but it was an unnerving experience made more intense by the fact that she linked in and shared the emotions of those she saw.

Gideon had encouraged her to try using it again for the first time since the earthquakes, so that they could find the girl she had seen in Los Angeles. It seemed like the best place to start, and they were hoping that she might know where to find more Lux, that maybe they were somehow attracted to each other, each carrying a homing beacon to the others. The vision of the African boy and Connor seemed to support this idea.

“Angine has found another,” she told Gideon. “In Africa. Connor is looking out for him. His name is Olujimi and Angine paid off one of the African militants for him.”

“This man, Connor, where does he come into this? Is he helping hunt down the Lux?”

“It doesn’t seem that way. This time I… linked with him somehow. He and the boy touched their Marks together and they were able to see what the other had seen. I was part of that, but not at the same level I don’t think. It all flashed by so quickly, like trying to figure out what a TV show is about while someone flips through the channels. I got the feeling that Connor is unhappy. I don’t think he’s taking part in this willingly. I think he’s been coerced by Angine.”

Lissa moved closer to the fire trying to get warm again. She thought maybe the visions pulled her blood into her internal organs, that everything slowed down to allow her mind to step out of her body while it went into conservation mode.

The horses nickered softly in the darkness beyond the fire, a soothing sound she had come to love in the week they had been traveling. The first few days had been terrible, leaving her saddle sore and covered in grit, sunburned and irritable, but she was growing accustomed to it.

They hadn’t known what they would find beyond the perimeters of the Tesero city and her nerves had been frazzled, jumping at every sound or flicker in the trees. Now she was relaxed, lulled by the journey. She could tell the same wasn’t true for Gideon. He sat up long after she went to sleep, his eyes peering out into the night seeking danger. He was growing haggard and Lissa wished that there was something she could do to soothe him.

“The visions make me restless,” she told him. “Why don’t you get some sleep and I’ll keep watch for a while, be alone with my thoughts.”

It told her how exhausted he was that he agreed to it. “If you hear or sense anything wake me up immediately.”

“I will. I’ve got this.”

He was asleep in two deep breaths.

Lissa thought about the look on Connor’s face, it pulled a warm sympathy from her feminine heart. She wanted to keep watch for him too, allow him to let go of all the things that tormented him. She was glad he had Olujimi to care for. Maybe it would ease the ache in his soul.

Her thoughts turned to Hikari, the Lux girl she had seen in LA. She found her easy to locate in the visions, her mind practically flew to her, and Lissa wondered if Hikari was able to sense her watching from afar. She had not seen any Lux with her, but she was surrounded by people, more every time Lissa saw her, including the blond boy that had made a recovery.

She seemed to be in a position of leadership to the motley bunch of teens that were finding her in the dark tunnels where they hid eking out an existence.

Lissa didn’t know where in L.A. they were, but each day as they got closer, the visions sessions grew stronger. She was able to stay with Hikari sometimes for ten minutes or more. Lissa was certain that when she needed to find the girl, she would be able to.

Lissa and Gideon had seen very few people as they traveled, and those from a distance. They avoided towns and streets, keeping to the open land. They moved mostly at night when they were less visible, and it was cooler.

Military helicopters had ringed the air around the city of Phoenix, so she and Gideon headed deeper into the desert to avoid the area, though they were both curious to know what they would have found there. It just wasn’t worth the risk.

Soon enough they would cross into California, where the population was denser. They would have plenty of opportunity to find out what the devastation looked like, and what kind of opposing forces they might come up against. For now, the long dusty days and cool desert nights were a respite.

Gideon had almost limitless knowledge of survival techniques. They had carried little water, but he had brought a collapsible filtration system the Tesero had designed, which captured the moisture from the night time air and made a bitter, if drinkable, liquid from pulverized cactus. He easily identified edible plants to supplement their diet of freeze dried packages and nutritional tablets.

He spent most of every day in silence, scanning the horizon, setting up shelter, trying to keep them alive and hidden. The sun left squint marks at the corner of his eyes and he looked older now, like a man that had never smiled, had never eaten imaginary ice cream under the stars. He was all business during the day.

Lissa watched Gideon sleep. The fire played over the planes of his face, softening them with shadow and warm yellow light. He looked younger in his sleep when the anxious lines of worry relaxed. The boy surfaced again.

To tell the truth, she loved this. She could stare at him all she wanted without worrying that he would catch her at it and give her another “Why I won’t kiss you, touch you, or look at you like I care too much” lecture. Lissa was sure she wasn’t alone in her feelings and she had lied to him when she told him she was over it. She wished she could find the key to open his heart, to throw away his ridiculous claim that the cause was more important than their feelings.

As they traveled she found herself resorting to all the stupid, girl tricks. She prayed to the night sky to let him love her like she loved him, tried to come up with ways she could turn his feelings toward her. Once, when he stood watching the land in front of them, mapping out their progress for the next day with his back to her, she had sat staring at him, willing him to turn and look at her. The sun was setting and it shone through the spaces in his fingers, making a halo of fire around them.


 

She tried to send her thoughts into his thick head, I love you, I love you, I love you… please love me back. If you love me just look at me. Just once. Turn and look at me. Look at me. Look at me. Look at me.

He had turned around, his eyes finding hers for just a moment, and the intensity of that look took her breath away, before his eyes danced away and she was alone again with her useless thoughts.

She watched him sleep and thought of that moment, imagined it stretched out into a longer moment, an eternity of moments where he held her and loved her.

In the distance a coyote howled crying for its own mate. The horses shifted together sharing their horsey secrets.

She was just fooling herself. She was as alone as she had ever been. He was as distant from her in sleep as he always was. Untouchable.

She lay on her back on her pallet watching the stars with her eyes wide open.

Eyes that saw everything too clearly.
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 Chapter Eleven
 Hikari
 

“Twelve hours. That’s too long. He should be back.”

“I’m sure he’s fine.” Kym didn’t sound so sure.

“You’ve always been the one that gave it to me straight. Don’t start trying to make me feel good now.”

“What do you want me to say, Kari, that I think he’s dead?”

“No, I don’t want you to say that.”

Kym had been chewing her lips again; she had little bloody tooth marks in them. “He’s probably been taken into the camp. It will take him awhile to get out, and that’s if he can get out. You knew the risks he was taking when you let him go.”

“You all told me to let him go.”

“I believe that was Yerik. I wouldn’t have done it.”

Hikari glared at Yerik who was slinking in the corner. “Well, thanks a lot you guys. You could have stepped up and said something.”

“You’re the leader around here.”

“You want to be the leader, Kym, go for it.”

Kym cut her eyes away. “I’m not the one with the Holy Mother of God Mark on my arm.”

Hikari felt a combination of hurt and pure pissed off energy. “What are you trying to say?”

“I think I’m saying it pretty clearly.”

“Uh, excuse me.” Yerik squeezed between the girls who were pacing each other like cats, tails switching.

“Looks like it’s done, so what you should be asking yourself is what are you going to do about it?”

Hikari was practically panting through her nose. She tried to will herself to calm down, not to let Kym get to her. They were all stressed to the breaking point, groveling in the mud for the third week with barely a meal between them a day and nothing looking like it was ever going to get any better.

“What are we doing here?” Kym asked, all her bluster gone. “What do you expect to happen?”

Hikari rubbed her hands over her face trying to wake herself up, trying to clean up her brain. “I keep thinking that we’ll get enough people together to fight back.”

“Against who?” Kym was winding up again. “Are you going to storm the White House and demand our freedoms back? Are you willing to turn yourself over to Angine? Because that’s what he wants. Not me, not Yerik, or any of the others out there. It’s you and people like you. People with the Mark.”

“I would do it in a second, Kym, if it would change things, and you know it. I asked if you wanted to be the leader, make all the decisions, deal with all this crap, because I’m sick of it.”

“I don’t want to be the leader. I don’t want to be a freak,” Kym said quietly. “You can keep that. I want to go home and fight with my mother and eat a waffle and kick back with a little Call of Duty. But that ain’t gonna happen. We’ve stuck with you this far, but you better come up with a plan soon because I’m starting to agree with everyone else that we’d still be better off in the camps. Maybe Jace just decided that was the better deal and he isn’t coming back.”

Hikari looked at Yerik. She didn’t really blame him. None of them knew what to do and chances were, whatever they decided, it would be the wrong thing.

Yerik shouldered his way between them. “You have to ask yourself, WWYD? You know, What would Yerik do?”

“Thanks for reminding me why I keep you around.”

Hikari tried again to focus her thoughts. She thought of Jace and what may have happened to him. She allowed the sharp, digging pain that twisted in her heart to help her see what to do. “What we need is a little recon. I’m going to go check out the camps and I don’t expect any of you to go with me. But if I just sit here and something happens to him I won’t ever forgive myself.”

She pushed past them and went into the stinking cubby she called her own. She unwrapped the gun which she kept swaddled in flannel to protect it. She stuck this in her waistband, as well as a Bowie knife they had found earlier in the week. She grabbed her pack, a bottle of water, and a flashlight. Then she tore her bedroll into strips and wadded these up and stuck them in her pack too. She might need some emergency bandages in case Jace was hurt. Trying to think of what else to bring she decided anything else would be a hindrance.

At the last minute, she bent down and scooped up some of the sludgy mud that ran constantly through the storm drains and rubbed it over her face to help camouflage herself in the dark. She would lay low during the day.

She slung her pack over her shoulder and took one last look around. She might never come back here. She wondered for a minute what the others would do if she didn’t come back, but she figured if they were going to make it all they would have to figure it out.

She crawled out into the main tunnel trying to decide if she would even say goodbye to anybody but Yerik.

She didn’t have to think about it long.

He stood in front of her with Kym. Both of them had their own weapons and packs.

“You seriously didn’t think we’d let you go it alone?” Kym asked, her hand casually resting on her gun.

Hikari had given up crying weeks ago, but just now she missed it.

“We told everybody if we’re not back in 72 hours, it’s every man for himself,” Yerik said.

“The mud’s a nice touch,” Kym added.

They stared into each other’s eyes for a long minute before Hikari nodded once. “Okay. Let’s roll.”

The place they had taken refuge in Culver City had suffered the most from the quake, a misfortune of bad city planning in the seventies that had led to buildings that toppled over if the wind blew the right direction, but as a consequence it had been completely abandoned by the survivors. They were able to make a couple miles in the open before having to use Cody’s method of rooftop travel. The first time they had leapt from building to building leaving Century City, it had felt like swift and silent flight, but now in the daylight, as she watched her friends scrabble up and down buildings like sloths on crack, she had to admit she had probably looked pretty funny. But it had been a brilliant idea and she decided if they all lived long enough, it was a technique they should all practice.

The sun came down on the graveyard city and they continued to move cautiously toward the north, using the dark to hide themselves, travelling parallel to La Cienega on side streets where there was no electricity and they couldn’t tell what was moving with them.

They continued east and north, up through twisted metal and hunks of concrete, the barren, dead streets littered with glittering glass and blood. They made eight miles following a jagged trail along Western Avenue, exhausted by climbing up and jumping down and jumping up and falling down.

The sun began to rise. They headed for higher ground, crawling into the ruins of a structure that looked like it had been pulled up by the roots and set back down on its head.

They huddled together like a litter of puppies and slept with one eye open, listening to the tattered city list and bend around them, settling into new forms. Somehow they actually made it all the way through the day and woke up near dusk, sweaty and hungry. Hikari pulled out three strips of beef jerky and divided it between them along with a slug of water.

An orange glow swelled the clouds along the edge of the sky. Hikari pointed it out to the others. “What is that?”

Kym rubbed her eyes with a grimy hand. “It looks like fire.”

Yerik climbed on top of an air conditioning unit and turned in a circle. “It’s everywhere, except north of us.”

They stood up, smelling the air and trying to figure out what was happening.

“Maybe the fires are electrical or something, you know, from the quakes.”

Hikari shook her head. “Refineries. But they won’t put them out.” She was sure of this.

“Why would they do that?”

“To flush out the survivors, or to kill them.” Hikari reached into her pack and pulled out her compass, trying to read the luminescent dials. “I hope to God our people go to ground and stay there.”

They all stood watching the ominous burn as the stars popped out, visible for the first time in decades because the city lights were gone.

“Whoa,” Yerik said with his usual eloquence. “Maybe there are some perks to this deal.” He lay down on the roof again, flat on his back, his face turned to the sky.

“Seriously?” Kym asked. “We have to get going. We’ve got a date with destiny.”

“Seriously,” Yerik said. “Give me a break. We might die tonight. I want a chance to look at the stars first.”

Hikari could feel time burning towards them, like those fires in the distance, but he had a point. They might have an hour or two, or ten days, but they had taken a risky bet with very high stakes and if this was the last thing they did, it was a pretty good way to spend some of that time. She lay back down next to Yerik and took his hand in hers.

Kym made a noise in the back of her throat trying to convey just how stupid they both were, but then she too lay down and took Hikari’s hand on the other side. They lay without speaking, without thinking really (because what was there to think about, except death or stars, and the stars didn’t take much thought).

Somewhere nearby a vehicle made its lumbering treaded passage through the detritus of L.A. and pulled them from the heavens. On cat feet they continued across the rooftops, wicked little chimney sweeps about their dirty business.

They reached the end of Western and stood trying to decide if they should cut across Griffith Park or continue in a more direct route to the east.

“I’m for the park,” Hikari said, “I think we can hide better in there.”

“Don’t you think a kazillion people have had that idea already?” Kym asked.

“Or maybe they had that idea, Kari, and then they had your idea, Kym, so they decided not to hide there.”

“Or they had your idea too, Yerik, and then maybe they did,” Hikari mused.

“I’ve got another idea you guys,” Kym said. “Why don’t you shut up?”

“That’s the one most people suggest to me,” Yerik responded.

“I’m still for the park. It’s just too hot around here and I like the idea of all those trees and hills a lot more than wandering down the streets. They’ve got it all lit up.”

They could hear the generators running from all directions outside the park, where the camps were, powering flood lights and military set ups. They had already been slowed down by the vehicles and foot soldiers, and the occasional helicopter that had driven them into the rubble like rats.

“Your call, Commander,” Kym said, but it didn’t come out too harsh.

“Park. It’s five–thirty, the sun’ll be up soon so we have just enough time to get in there and find a place to lay low for the day.”

Kym was chewing her lip again.

“What is it?” Hikari knew that Kym had some strong misguided opinions but her instincts were really, really good.

“I was just thinking. You know we’re just going on rumors that we’ve heard about this camp, that the noobs we don’t even know have given us. I just thought we might want to reconsider before we go in any deeper. What if it isn’t true, or what if Jace isn’t there? He could be anywhere.”

Even dead.

Hikari tried to ignore the unspoken words. She had to go in. She owed it to her brother to just try. She thought she felt him nearby. Maybe it was part of her weird powers or maybe it was just wishful thinking, but she wasn’t about to turn back.

“I think he’s there. I just feel it. It’s the biggest camp as far as we know, and the noobs all swore it’s the place all the kids in L.A. are being taken. I understand if you don’t want to go. He’s not your brother. If you start back in the morning you can be back in the tunnels in two days again. I mean it. I’m not being a martyr. I just understand is all.”

Yerik and Kym were looking at her like she was speaking her own brand of Pig Latin.

“I’m just saying… ” Hikari repeated again.

They all went into the park.
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 Chapter Twelve
 Connor
 

Olujimi had not spoken once in two weeks. Connor had gone out to the warehouse and found him a loft bed, and colorful blankets and sheets that reminded him of Kente cloth. He had hung lights and set up a computer and a TV with three different gaming systems, and stocked a mini fridge with contraband frozen pizza and soda. Olujimi just sat in silence in his room. If Connor put on a movie, he would come back later to find it turned off and Olujimi sleeping in a small ball on the floor, the pink bottoms of his feet clean and tender.

Those vulnerable feet pulled at a place Connor hadn’t known he had, the soft spot inside of him that had wanted a puppy, and a girlfriend, and a best buddy he could tell anything. If he’d had anyone to talk to about it he would have been embarrassed by this nurturing instinct that was oozing out of him like marshmallow fluff.

Since the boy wouldn’t talk, Connor filled the quiet spaces with his own story, desperate to be trusted and understood. He told him how his mother had always dragged out the sprinkler the first day of summer and invited all of his friends over so that they could run through it with popsicles in hand, dripping rainbows in the freshly mown grass. Later they would build tents out of sheets in the back yard and stay up all night talking about girls and guns and cars.

He didn’t even know if Olujimi understood him, but he watched him with wide, brown eyes that slowly lost their dull glaze and constant fear.

Connor hadn’t even tried to get him to use the light, and he hadn’t used his powers in front of him either. He thought he understood that Olujimi thought that the light was the cause of all his suffering. Connor agreed with him on that point.

Only once Connor had caught him following the movement of his arm, watching the Mark, and Connor had met his eyes and said, “I understand it, little brother. I think it sucks too.”

Olujimi seem to get that.

Connor was taking him to a soccer game on the army base today. He seemed to remember that soccer was popular in Africa and hoped that the excitement of watching a little friendly competition with some good shouting matches and a few strawberries would help bring him out.

Connor had played baseball in junior high. “I was never any good. I got up to bat and then just stood there while the ball came flying at me. Just pure, dumb nerves. Half the time I held onto it, and half the time I swung as soon as the catcher caught it. My coach said I should’ve played for the Chicago Cubs. Said I had the curse of goat on me.

“I was the only black kid in drama that year and it was ‘cause I couldn’t do anything with a ball. But here’s a secret, the girls actually like you better if you’re a drama geek. They think you’re sensitive. You get a role where you cry and next thing you know you’ll never have a lonely weekend. You ever have a girl friend?”

Olujimi was dutifully watching the ball fight its way out of a tangle of feet. He didn’t answer.

Connor had no idea how old he was. He was so small he was having trouble not treating him like a young child. The slack skin and jutting bones of the chronically hungry, added to the bruises and other signs of torture at the hands of the dictator’s henchmen, told him just how bad it had been for this boy. That must have been before they realized what a valuable commodity they had on their hands, before they tried to clean him up and let his wounds heal so they could sell him off. But he had to be at least at puberty, Angine had told him that the Lux Marker didn’t manifest until then.

The enlisted men played a good rough game. They were protected here in Angine’s little empire. The rest of the nation was suffering without electricity, or food, or communication. They were all in lock down, but D.C. in lockdown was a pretty good place to be, all things considered. They still had power and working cell phones. The grocery stores had been raided and they were hungry, but that was the worst of it. In the White House and on the bases though, it could have been any given Sunday. The sun still shone, the toilets still flushed, the beers were cold.

The reporters were all too busy covering the devastation to notice the fat cats. And when stories on landslides and death tolls waned they could write about the crazies that were coming out of the woodwork shouting about Armageddon and Mayan prophecy.

After the game, he took him to the base commissary for hamburgers. He looked to see if Olujimi was impressed, if he thought Connor was like, a chief or something.

The truth was Connor knew freakin’ nothing about Africa. Most of his white friends had assumed all black people had this secret understanding of the place, but seriously, Brad and Angelina knew more than he did. He didn’t even know if Africa still had chiefs, or witch doctors, or lived in huts. For all he knew, Olujimi had grown up eating at Mickey D’s and playing Nintendo.

After dinner, he used his connections with the Senator to get the warehouses to open for him. These buildings were piled to the roof with all the things that had come in from overseas as imports and were waiting for the roads and stores to open so they could be shipped. He got Olujimi everything cool he could find. If the boy’s eyes rested on something for a fraction of second Connor found it in his size. By the time they were done it was after ten, and they had more than they could carry. In the real world, in the time before, Connor would have dropped five grand for this stuff.

As they drove home, he blasted the tunes trying to drown out the silence. “This is Kanye,” he shouted over the music, “You ever hear ‘Ye?”

It didn’t seem Olujimi even heard him.

Back in the apartment, Olujimi trudged back to his bedroom, his shoulders drooping. Connor had no idea how he was ever going to make this boy happy. Maybe there was no happy after what he’d been through, just a grudging acceptance that you had to keep walking through life until it finally dumped so much on you that you died under the weight of it.

Hadn’t Connor felt that way only a couple weeks ago? Since Olujimi had come he had actually found himself almost happy sometimes, not so ragged on the inside.

He grabbed a beer and wandered back to the bedroom where the boy sat with his long legs folded under him, his eyes fixed on the sky out the window. Connor sat down beside him. “I bet you miss your parents. I miss mine. I don’t even know if they’re alive. I had a girlfriend too. She’s dead. Angine killed her.” He hadn’t meant to tell him this but it just fell out of his head into his mouth and out the door.

“When the people you love die it feels like you went with them.”

Olujimi turned his head toward Connor and gazed steadily at him. “You talk too much,” he said.

It took Connor a second to realize he had been spoken to. The boy’s voice was deeper than he would have expected, sonorous and low. “You are afraid to be still, to be silent. You aren’t dead, far from it, but if you do not learn to listen to your spirit so that it can tell you how to heal, you may as well be.” He held up his wrist. “This Mark is not a curse. It is a gift from God. That is what my name means. Olujimi: gift of God. The bad or good of a thing is in how you choose to use it. We are all given free will. God would not give you something that is evil. It is only evil if the evil is inside of you. And I do not think you are evil, Connor Vaughn. You are a good man. You are a strong man. You just do not know yourself. Close your mouth, open your heart, and listen. Now please go away. I have my own grieving to do and you are in the way of it. I appreciate what you have done for me. I will come to you when I am ready.”

Connor got back to his feet. He had been put in his place by a…a…

“I am thirteen,” Olujimi said hearing his thoughts. “And I have never had a girlfriend. I don’t really want one. I had two sisters. My father said girls are more trouble than they are worth.” A small frisson of pain crossed his face. “I think he did not mean that. He loved us all very much. He said that I had a purpose. Maybe I will not save the world, or do wonders. Maybe I will only find a way to help you do that. Good night, Connor.”

Connor stood there while a million responses ran through his head but he kept his silence. He could learn his lesson. He pulled the door closed behind him and went back to the living room. He turned off the TV and all the lights and sat down on the floor so that he could look out the window.

He listened.

In the morning Olujimi refused to answer the knock on his door, and when Connor went out to the living room he found the Senator pacing like a panther in a cage. “The boy will not come out, make him.”

This was a surprise. The kid had guts and wisdom. Connor thought he might have found himself an ally. The day was looking up and he hadn’t even had his cornflakes yet.

“Wipe that smirk of your face, Con. Are you making any progress with him, or have two been too busy shopping and hitting the games to remember that you serve me and I require something of you?”

“That’s not something I’ll be forgetting any time soon,” Connor said. He turned around and went into the kitchen and poured himself a glass of juice, wishing he had the backbone of that stubborn kid. He raised the juice to his lips and the glass exploded in his hand.

The Senator was an ugly vision of mottled red and white. “Don’t test me, Connor. You will lose.”

“What do you need me for anyway, man? Me and the little brother? You’ve got more power than I do.”

“Not enough,” Angine snarled. “You do not need to understand my greater vision. You just follow orders, and your orders were to train the child. I was promised he is very powerful.”

“Those third world bastards would tell you anything to get ten dollars in their hands.”

Angine’s expression grew darker.

“I’m just sayin’. Don’t worry about it, I’m on it. But don’t expect too much. He’s stubborn and strong, that one. He’s not going to do anything he doesn’t want to do, even if it kills him.”

“That will be as it will be,” Angine said.

“Whatever, man, but I don’t think you’re going to be able to break him.”

“I broke you.”

Yeah, you think that. “I was easy. All of us won’t be. And that’s another thing, you said you were looking for children, young people. You look like you’ve been around the block a few times, but you have powers too. Those same whackos get a hold of you? Because, here’s what I think–– I think you did this to yourself somehow, and if you can do it, who’s to say you didn’t do it to us?”

“Unless you want a reminder of how powerful I am, I suggest you shut your mouth.”

And listen.

“Don’t start thinking that if there are enough of you, you can get away with insubordination. I will always control you. I tell you again and again that if you come into line with me you will be rewarded. I don’t understand why you insist on bucking up to me. It won’t work.

“Now, today you start working with that brat and get him where I want him to be. Until I see some progress you can stay in this apartment. You want freedom, earn it.” He turned and stalked out the door. Connor could almost imagine a cape swirling around him as he disappeared in a puff of evil green smoke.

He got himself another glass of juice and leaned back against the counter, thinking. He had seen something new on Angine’s face, uncertainty. Maybe he didn’t know the limits of his powers, or the depth of those of the other Lux. Maybe, just maybe, he wasn’t as powerful as he’d like to think. And what if Connor could find the other Lux before Angine did? He thought it might be time to pay a visit to his friend Tom, get some answers.

Olujimi had come out and stood in the kitchen door smiling at Connor. “You are learning,” he said. “Why don’t you show me what you can do, and I will show you what I can do.”

Connor took a sip of his juice and thought it tasted fine, like sunshine after a storm.
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 Chapter Thirteen
 Lissa
 

For a week they had ridden along the fault line that began in Phoenix, Arizona and stretched west and north through the great expanses of hot desert scrub.

The fault was a yawning chasm that looked like someone had unzipped the ground. In some places they could have stepped over it if they’d wanted to and in others the other side lay across a deep, black gulf wider than house.

At night it gave Lissa the creeps and she couldn’t sleep too near that hole without imagining something crawling out of it and coming for her. She made Gideon lead them away from it as the sun went down so that she could sleep at night.

They hadn’t seen anything threatening as they traveled the open land beyond Phoenix, but now they were approaching the border of California and Arizona, where there were likely to be check points. They had their papers, but those might not do any good. They didn’t know what to expect.

They were alarmed to find the border crossing empty, the booths unattended. They slipped the horses through the lanes keeping their eyes open. There was nothing, no one.

The town of Blythe was rent down the middle by the earthquake, all the buildings boarded and empty. The horses yanked at the reins as they came down the I–10 freeway.

“It’s too quiet,” Gideon said.

“The whole town’s destroyed.” Lissa looked at the pulverized remains of a place that had been populated by tens of thousands of people.

“Still, people tend to stay close to home even under the worst conditions. They go to the ground and hide.”

“So where are they hiding?”

There wasn’t even a stray dog on the streets. Not a sound except for the flapping of doors in the wind.

Lissa had the sudden, terrifying idea that there was no one left, that her visions were the work of a deluded mind. She shook her head and stared off into the distant haze. “There’s no electricity, no nothing. Where did they all go?” She shifted uneasily in the saddle. “And I had the idea that the earthquakes were specific, targeted. Do you think this fault line runs all the way to L.A.?”

“It looks like it could.”

“How is that possible?”

He didn’t answer.

They covered a few more miles before they saw the fences, long lines of chain link topped by razor wire.

“What is that?”

“I don’t know, but I don’t like the look of it.”

“You don’t think that was here before, do you?”

“No, I don’t.”

They followed the fence in silence, the clop clop of the horses’ hooves on the cement found its way into Lissa’s brain like the dripping of water. As they came to the center of the city, buildings began to appear on the other side of the fence, low ,metal warehouses and hastily erected wooden buildings like afterthoughts. A line of train track snaked in from the distance.

“Gideon, look.”

From one of the buildings a child had emerged. He looked too thin and his clothes hung on him like a scarecrow’s. Behind him two more appeared. They watched Gideon and Lissa pass in absolute silence. With the secret language of birds the message traveled. At the next building ten children waited, then twenty, then too many to count in a glance. They all stood in silence. Among them, a man in military fatigues stood watching as well, but he made no threatening moves and did not appear to be armed. They began walking, following the inside perimeter of the fence, their haunted eyes on the two figures on horseback. A young girl tore loose from the group and ran to the fence. Her hair was lank and filthy, she was barefoot, and emaciated, with thick scabs on the corners of her mouth and nose.

Lissa was rattled beyond all describing by the silence and appearance of these people. “Do you think they’re sick, like a plague or something? Is this a quarantine?”

“It’s not an illness,” Gideon said. His eyes were following the girl as she ran beside them struggling to keep up on her wasted legs. He pulled up the horse and stopped. The little girl took this as a sign and leapt on the fence, her claw–like hands gripping the chain link so tight they had gone white.

“Save us!” she shouted. Her voice was like a bell in the absolute stillness and it rang out and was caught by the others. “Save us!” they chanted, “Save us! Save us! Save us!”

Lissa was terrified by their desperation, by the horror she was seeing, by the unearthly moment and all those voices clamoring for salvation. The man had followed and stood studying them but making no move. Lissa didn’t know if he was a guard or a prisoner, though he was far older than these children, in his twenties for sure.

Gideon lifted his arm so that the Mark was visible to them, pulsing and glowing with an intensity that made Lissa’s eyes burn. Their eyes were fixated on his upraised arm. The light was growing brighter, emanating from his wrist, forming a cloud around his head, a swirling chaotic mass of particles and beams of energy. Gideon’s eyes closed and his head fell back.

Lissa lifted her hand for a shield as the light lifted away from him and converged over the gathered children. It grew larger, faster, brighter, surrounding them as they fell to their knees, throwing their hands up overhead to catch it or ward it off. Through her fingers Lissa saw the light enter them, seeming to soak into their skin, and as it filled them the flesh seemed to grow on their bones, moist and plump again, filling them out. Their eyes cleared, their sores disappeared, their hair shone with health. Then the light was gone, absorbed by the children who looked at each other as though they were coming out of a dream.

Gideon opened his eyes, staring at the fence. It began to buckle and rattle under that look, pulling up out of the concrete foundations that held it and then falling out. The children stampeded the gate, running over the crumpled steel in their bare feet. As they passed, they reached out and ran their hands over the horses and Lissa and Gideon’s legs, a hundred soft, warm moths brushing them in flight.

The man followed them, making a wide berth around the Lux.

Lissa was crying openly. This was what the light could do. What was twisting a few metal boxes, or reading minds, or increased agility next to this, this stunning and soul–shattering display of power?

Gideon’s eyes held hers and the moment lasted an hour, a year, an eternity. She wanted to go to him, to lay at his feet and beg him to share that with her, that magic that was beyond anything in her understanding.

He smiled. “You will do more,” he said. He looked away up at the sky. “They’re coming soon. Ride. You follow behind the kids and I’ll lead in front.”

He turned Goliath’s head and broke into a gallop, heading away from the fence toward the outskirts of the town, checking over his shoulder to make sure she followed. Lissa could hear the vehicles coming toward them and she encouraged Sky to go even faster.

For a few minutes it looked like they would make it, that they would outrun the trucks and disappear into the surrounding landscape, but the others were gaining now. The kids were running, energized by the light that Gideon had given them, the man in fatigues was running alongside them, herding them to safety.

Without warning, the fault line rose out of the earth where they hadn’t been expecting it. The kids came to a halt, grabbing for their companions that were tilting precariously toward the bottomless blackness. The man snatched the first two by the back of their shirts. The worn material stretched and ripped, but he pulled them back in time to keep them from going in.

Gideon was staring into the break in the earth and Lissa thought for a moment that he was frozen by indecision and an insurmountable obstacle. There was no time to go in any direction to look for a place to cross.

She didn’t know the noise for what it was at first, a strange crackling and grinding, the sound of earth shifting. Gideon was wrapped in a thin cocoon of light. She looked into the pit of the fault line and her brain could not absorb what it was seeing, a nothingness, a blur where there should have been something, anything at all. Within the darkness a light rose and the nothingness took form again, a solid path of rock. From behind the children she shouted, “Cross now! It’s safe!”

They hesitated, but the sound of the trucks closing in urged them forward. The man straddled the divide and helped guide them across. The first few put out a tentative foot and when the path held they bolted across, reaching the other side and turning to see what they should do next.

It was kind of creepy the way they just stared, like they didn’t know what was going on. Once they were safely across, the man separated from the group and approached Lissa. “I’ll lead them and meet you on the outskirts.”

She nodded emphatically and watched as he directed them toward the west, running alongside like a herd dog. She gave Sky a sharp slap of the reins and the horse yanked her head and rolled her eyes. Lissa urged her forward across the gulf, unable to look down. Then they were on the other side.

The cords on Gideon’s neck stood out. His fingers were tight and white on the reins. She approached him and brought Sky right up alongside. She knew now what he meant to do but his strength was faltering, the light dimming. She reached out her hand and touched him, felt the jolt of connection, the meeting of her mind with his. She joined her power with his, felt them pulsing as one organism, allowing the path he had built to separate and fall back into minute particles leaving the gap open again and uncrossable.

Gideon slumped forward on his horse, drained and delirious. The trucks had come to a stop on the other side of the fault. Lissa took Goliath’s reins in her hand and gave Sky a good hard kick launching them into a gallop. A few bullets whistled over her head and she bent low, dragging Goliath behind her, hoping Gideon had the presence of mind to hold on. She didn’t think they would be shot, the soldiers must have known what they were, but she wasn’t taking any chances.

The kids were disappearing into the broken buildings now, fading like wisps of ghosts, and she followed.

Gideon reached out between them and took back the reins, coming back to his senses. They raced down an alley and continued on, hoping the others knew to come after them. They didn’t stop until they reached the edge of the town and faded into the land as the sun went down.

The children soon appeared, but they were losing steam now, run down in their flight behind the world’s weirdest pied piper. The man with them shouted encouragement to keep them going the last distance.

Gideon halted a few miles beyond the town limits and slid down from his horse. He reached to help Lissa down and then slapped the horses on their rumps, sending them out into the night. “They’ll be okay. They’ll run it off and forage for a while and then come back. Hopefully.”

She looked over the children. She guessed there were twenty or thirty of them, all too young to be identified as Lux. They looked tired now, but still healthy. They had been in such horrible condition before Gideon had… healed them. And there was that. She had no idea he was that powerful. “You will do more,” he had said. She didn’t see how.

Even now he looked pale and shaky. She always experienced a burst of energy when she used the light, why had this affected him this way? He went onto his knees suddenly and the kids shifted unnerved. Lissa hurried to his side, running her hands over him, not sure how to help. “What can I do?”

“I just need… to rest. Are we safe?”

Lissa was still afraid that they hadn’t gone far enough, but he couldn’t travel like this, and the others were already sitting down, a normal dullness surrounding them as the light finally ran out completely.

They seemed to be coming out of a trance. “I think so.”

He had sent the horses away without taking their packs. They had no bedding, no food or water. He hadn’t been thinking clearly at all. She imagined that they would come back on their own fairly quickly.

This was a scary place for the horses and they would seek the familiar.

She helped Gideon lay down on the bare ground and watched as he closed his eyes and his breathing slowed. The Mark glowed dimly.

The man came forward and stood considering them. “You’re what they’re looking for.”

She nodded.

“I can see why. Pretty wild.” He held out his hand. “I’m Didge.”

He had an attractive face, bright green eyes that looked like they wouldn’t miss a thing. He was well muscled and tall. She saw it then, the tattoo, not a Lux Mark at all, words. He saw her looking. “It’s Latin. Semper fidelis. It means––”

“Always faithful,” she finished. “My parents taught me some Latin. It’s a military thing right?”

“Marines.” His chest puffed out.

“You’re one of the camp guards.”

“Well, see, about that. None of us wanted to be there. I mean some of us, but when we saw what they were making the kids do, forced labor and stuff well… that’s pretty sick. I did what I could for them, but there’s only so much you can do with the United States Government breathing down your neck.”

Lissa didn’t like this at all. “Help me out a little bit more here, I think I’m slow.”

“I doubt that.” He crouched down and leaned over Gideon, lifting his hand to touch him and then hesitating. “Is it okay?”

She stared into his eyes thinking how much she’d like to trust him.

“I’m a medic,” he said. “I just want to make sure he’s okay.”

She nodded and watched as he felt Gideon’s head, listened to his heart. “This is going to sound stupid, but do you guys have, like, normal organs and stuff?”

“We’re Lux, not aliens,” she said.

“Just asking.”

He finished his rudimentary examination and pronounced him fine. “As far as I can see.”

Lissa didn’t point out that that was an easy conclusion to come to.

Didge stood back up. “Why don’t you sit here with him and rest a minute? I’ll get the kids settled in. They know me, they trust me.”

“Fine. I’m going to want the whole story later.”

He grinned loose and easy. “I figured.”

“Just one thing… how does a Marine come to be working in the children’s prison camp? You bad at your job or something?”

“Nah,” The grin hung on. “I slept with my commanding officer’s daughter, twenty–nine times to be exact. I’m in time out.”

Lissa turned away, blushing. She felt him stand over her for just a second before he turned to the kids.

“Okay, Campers,” he called. “I’m out of marshmallows so we’re turning in early tonight.”

Lissa turned her full attention back to Gideon, trying to figure out what had laid him low. She resisted the urge to try waking him. Instead she stretched out beside him, one hand on his heart, and unbelievably, fell fast asleep.
  


 


[image: tmp_dca5bc98e4f7537c36258908cd2ec0ce_6lzMzM_html_7ba78949.png]
 Chapter Fourteen
 Hikari
 

The sound of a loudspeaker pulled Hikari, Yerik, and Kym from a restless sleep behind a clump of boulders. They sat up groggily, blinking at the light that was casting the tree branches in relief, an unearthly white. They realized after a few panicked moments that the glow was coming from another broadcast that was being aired in the park. They figured it was playing in the area around the observatory.

They hadn’t heard anyone passing and silently thanked whatever might be watching out for them that they had chosen to sleep where they did, because as soon as they cut a few hundred yards over to the west, they saw people moving through the trees, many of them armed and wearing black. They made their way hunched over, using the trees for cover and cutting over to the rise where they climbed unobserved to an overlooking hill.

The crowd was smaller this time, and from what they could see in the glare of the floodlights, mostly consisted of military personal.

“I feel like a hen in the fox house,” Yerik whispered. The girls didn’t bother to correct him, they got the idea. They weren’t going to be able to move out of the area until the coast was clear, if it ever was.

The screens flickered running on erratic electricity from the generators.

The black dissolved into a disturbing close up of Senator Angine, this time in an unmarked room with several other people.

They realized almost immediately that this was not meant for public consumption. There was none of that “My American People We Shall Triumph” crap. Just Angine, clearing his throat a few times and then turning his gray eyes directly to the camera, his face grave and unsmiling.

“Good evening. If you are watching this, your commanding officers have no doubt brought you up to speed on the current situation and the seriousness of the threat that we now face. The reports you have been given are unsettling and test the limits of belief. It is because of this that I am addressing you tonight.

“It was recently discovered that my personal aide, a man you may recognize, is in fact in possession of the genetic marker which leads these altered children to immense acts of violence. Having discovered his curse, he has agreed at great risk to himself not to have the process reversed. In this way, he might help us track down the others, which we now believe may number in the thousands.”

Hikari and Yerik exchanged a look. “Thousands?” she whispered.

“You’re practically your own species,” he whispered back.

“Yeah, an endangered one,” Kym added. “Shh. I can’t hear with you two in stereo.”

“We have successfully contained several hundred here in the United States alone this week,” Angine continued. “With the contributions of my aide, we have brought in others from as far away as Africa. In particular, one child, who laid waste to his entire village, as well as murdering his parents and his siblings without any sense of remorse whatsoever.”

Someone approached Angine and whispered into his ear, and the Senator nodded once and turned back to the camera. “As I said before, these abilities test the limits of belief. We have arranged a demonstration in order for you to see them with your own eyes. I will tell you in advance that what you are about to see is completely real, unadulterated, or enhanced, and has been arranged under conditions that we hope will present no risk to the people in this room. As a precaution, General Serat, currently acting as leader of the nation, is not present at this facility in case of disaster. Now, I ask you to watch carefully and do not doubt what you see, as doubt could be your undoing in the field.”

He stepped aside and the camera pulled back and panned the room following the entrance of two people.

“Isn’t that Johnny from Dreams?” Yerik asked.

“Connor Vaughn?” Kym was trying to get a good view of the screen from behind Yerik’s head.

“I saw him,” Hikari said, “at the last address. I saw him in the wings for just a second, and I thought I recognized him.” She turned to Yerik. “You watched Dreams?”

“Didn’t everybody?”

“Only everybody younger than fifteen with a vagina,” Kym said. “Who’s the other one?”

Hikari felt sick to her stomach and didn’t know why. “I think that’s the African kid.”

Both boys had rolled up their sleeves, and as the camera came in for a close up of their arms they turned their hands so that the Mark was visible, both of them similar to Hikari’s but all slightly different. She sucked in her breath. “Oh my God.”

“You can see the Mark,” Angine was explaining. “We call it the Lux Mark, named for the genetic anomaly they share which is also called Lux, the Latin word for light, which you will see is apropos.” He spoke off mic to the two boys and then moved out of camera view.

“Maybe the soldiers will think it’s only black dudes that have it,” Yerik suggested.

Hikari didn’t even grace that with an answer. Her eyes were glued to the gray–eyed boys with Marks like hers. She didn’t want to see what they could do, but she couldn’t have stopped watching to save her life.

Connor Vaughn and the boy consulted each other and then Connor closed his eyes. His body seemed to vibrate and then a shimmering sort of aura began to emanate from his skin, arcs of light began from the point on his wrist where the Mark was. Soon the energy formed a whirling cloud around him, ripping and snapping away from him in silver rainbows. With a quick flick of his wrist, he directed one of these swaths of light toward the wall behind him and it punched right through it, revealing a clutter of desks and startled Secret Service men that scattered in all directions as the energy continued to ripple and fly from Connor, smashing walls and furniture, and breaking the glass in the window.

So far the younger boy had not done anything. Now he approached Connor and stepped into the field of light, seeming to feel nothing from it. Hikari noticed that his face, far from being evil, was serene, almost beatific. A small smiled played at the corners of his lips and Hikari could have sworn that it was not pleasure from the destruction caused by the light , but an appreciation for a wonder that had its own strange and terrible beauty.

The boy stood in front of Connor and for a moment nothing changed, then suddenly the light began to move through the child, growing brighter and stronger, the waves cresting off of both of them together, building into intensity until it was impossible to see their bodies through it.

There was a shocking flash that made Hikari’s retinas burn, the room around them simply exploded in one white–hot strobe of flame, and the camera went black.

“Holy shit,” Kym said, a little too loud, and clapped a hand over her own mouth. She and Yerik turned to

Hikari who was still staring at the screens, watching the squiggles of light dance beneath her vision.

The commanding officer had stepped forward to address the assembly, who shifted uneasily and exchanged exclamations of their own.

“Washington has just assured us that there were only minor injuries in the demonstration we just watched live, and that Senator Angine was unharmed. The boys are once more secure. I have been urged to caution you again. We do not know the abilities of the Lux that are still at large. They may be less or more than what we have just witnessed.”

The rest of what he had to say was drowned out by the pounding of Hikari’s heart. If she had hated the Mark before, she felt a hell–black loathing of it now. She didn’t want this power, didn’t want to be an agent of destruction. But she was not stupid, smart enough to realize that she may be able to use the threat of it to her own advantage when the time came. She hoped the time would never come. She wanted nothing more than to bury this power deep, deep beneath her skin and never let it rear its head again.

“Let’s keep moving,” she told her friends. “They’re all so distracted right now it’s a good time to get out of the area.”

“You have a name for it now,” Yerik said once they had moved beyond the observatory back into the cold silence of the park. “Lux. Pretty cool. “

“Can’t you tell she doesn’t want to talk about it,” Kym snapped.

“But she will,” Yerik said. “She’ll have to, or she’ll drive herself crazy. Isn’t that right, Kari? Speak now or forever hold your––”

“I’ll hold your piece in a second,” Hikari hissed, “and it won’t be gentle. We’ll talk about this Lux thing, if and when I say we do. Now let’s keep going. I want to find my brother.”

The area around the water reclamation area, which was now a prison camp, was awash in floodlights, thick with soldiers, and surrounded by tanks, trucks, and Hummers.

“I guess it was true,” Yerik said.

Kym looked pale in the backlash of light. “Guess so.”

They started to move forward before Hikari pulled them all up short. “Don’t trip the lasers.”

“What lasers?” Kym asked.

“I’m looking at them.” A web of purplish–red lights crisscrossed the entire perimeter of the plant as far as Hikari could see, leading almost up to the entrance, where a soldier was standing at lax attention smoking a cigarette. It was no wonder that they didn’t have more men posted, they didn’t need them.

“There are no lasers.” Yerik was squinting into the distance.

“Are you blind? They’re everywhere?”

Kym lifted Hikari’s hand and pulled aside the bandana to see the Mark. It was humming with a tinge of red. “It’s the light,” she said. “You can see it. We can’t. Must be something in the electromagnetic spectrum.”

Hikari studied her wrist, her mind churning. She looked back at the lasers, lights, whatever. “What do you think would happen if we touched them?”

“I don’t think it would be good for us, not sure about you.”

Hikari studied the pattern of the lights, trying to see if she could navigate through it. She thought she could discern a good route. It wasn’t a tangle of light, but a deliberate pattern. “I can make it through,” she finally said. “You can wait here for me.”

“We can follow you,” Kym said, “if we copy your movements.”

“There’s no reason to do that, we don’t know what it would do if you touched it and without being able to see it you could just brush up against it and then…” Well then, poof, bang, kapow, guards come running.

Yerik was nodding, bless the boy, he was game for anything except trying to stay in his own damn skin. “We told you we’re in this together and we are. We trust you.”

What if I don’t trust myself? “I don’t know if you should.”

“It’s not you I’m worried about,” Kym told her. “What if it’s a trap, like, what if the Senator set this up just to get Lux people?”

“I don’t think he’d need to do that. And maybe we can’t all see it. We don’t know anything do we? Except that my brother might be on the other side of it, and I can see it.”

She turned back and ran the route through her head again. She could see it clearly as though it stood out in relief. There was enough space for a very small margin of error. Yerik and Kym would have to be so precise in their movements and they were all exhausted, hungry, and shaken up, but they had made it this far, going back at this point just wasn’t an option anymore. “Okay. Take off your gear and make sure you don’t have anything hanging off that could trip them or whatever.”

Yerik started to make some comment but then thought the better of it.

Hikari approached the laser lights carefully, hoping that just getting close to them didn’t set them off. She couldn’t feel anything near them, well maybe a little buzzy sensation on the surface of her skin, a small tingling that wasn’t really unpleasant.

She ducked under the first ray of light and rolled under three more. She moved quickly, thinking that they had to just go for it. She moved with liquid grace, rolling, ducking, standing, and stepping over, only to gently fold into and under the next bit of the web. As she shimmied under another tangle, she managed to glance back at Kym and Yerik who were following her with tight lips, mimicking her in the strangest dance she had ever seen. She tried to imagine it from their perspective, trying to avoid something invisible. No more thinking… keep moving.

They were halfway there when the sun started to rise and Hikari saw that the lasers disappeared as soon as the light touched them, overcome by the sun for whatever strange reason. She felt like she had been punched in the gut.

She tried to pick up the pace, racing the sun which had become her enemy in recent weeks. She had always thought the idea of a zombie or vampire apocalypse was stupid, but right now she was suddenly very sympathetic to creatures of the night and their limitations.

She heard Kym and Yerik breathing heavily behind her. Three fourths of the way and closing. The sun crested the hill, and just like that, it touched the field of lasers and she couldn’t see them anymore.

She stopped. Behind her Kym and Yerik stopped too. “What?” Kym’s voice was barely audible, a whispered thought. “What happened?”

“It’s gone.”

“Gone? That’s good right?”

“No. I mean, I can’t see it, the sun… it made it disappear, but I know it’s still there.” She could still feel that strange tickle, and now that she was paying attention, she noticed a slight hum in her head, the sound of the energy around them. Crap crap crap. They could either take a chance and make a break for it, hoping the lights didn’t actually do anything but set off an alarm, or they could sit here waiting to be caught, snared in a net.

She could feel her friends’ fear, as palpable as the light energy. She closed her eyes trying to think of what to do. Think think think. She stilled her mind, listened to her own breath, her own brain. She opened her eyes and looked at the Mark on her wrist, still slightly pink, its own small dawn. She had an idea. Before she could think of the consequences, for herself, for Yerik and Kym, she held tight to the small voice in her heart that instructed her.

She reached out her hand, stretching it and moving it around trying to connect with the light. She felt the energy crack through her, fill her bones and blood, she was galvanized, unable to move, unable to see through the glare of red as it flared in her brain. It hadn’t worked.

It began to die down, and when her eyes cleared Hikari saw that the Mark on her wrist was now connected to the web. She was alive and she could see the lights again.

She tried to speak over the numb buzzing that made her mouth sluggish. “Guys,” she said but the sound didn’t come out. She tried again. “Guys. Listen to me. I can see it now. I’m going to direct you through it. Kym, move right about eight inches. No, six.”

“How in the hell can I tell the difference between six and eight?” Kym whispered frantically.

“I can,” Yerik said.

“Listen, just do it, I don’t know how long this will work. Move.” Kym went and Yerik followed.

Hikari glanced at the guard who would now be able to see them in the dawn. He was looking away from them, taking a piss it looked like. Perfect. “Now stand up, and just step over about the height of your knees. Good.” She continued painstakingly directing them and keeping an eye on the guard while trying to keep her mind focused on holding the energy in her body.

Then they were clear, on the other side of the lights. She gave them a thumbs– up and signaled that they should move into the undergrowth and lay flat.

Hoping she was right, she began to move through the lights herself, not even bothering to avoid them. She passed through; or rather they passed through her unchanged. The morning stayed still and quiet and the guard, for whatever reason, didn’t look their way once. Why should he? It wasn’t like he was expecting anyone to get through the trap. Hikari made it to the other side and with an effort of will, mentally released the light and watched as it resumed its own pattern and the Mark on her wrist turned back to its usual silvery self.

She crawled commando–style over to Yerik and Kym and collapsed in the bushes with them. She started to shake, trembling so badly she couldn’t even talk. She was crazy thirsty and everything about her felt slack and wobbly. She gulped air trying to pull herself back together. She opened her eyes to see Yerik smiling down at her.

“Told you it was cool,” he said.

She wanted to tell him it wasn’t the same, that this time she had become part of the light, she had just been like a tube and it flowed through her, but using it on purpose, like those boys had, well that was another animal entirely. A big, hairy, ugly one.

He read her arched eyebrow with the instincts of years of close friendship. “I know, I know, we’ll talk about it when you say we can. Got it.”

They spent a few very long, nerve–jangling minutes creeping through the bushes for the cover of some stunted trees and metal junk that had been piled behind a shed of some sort. They couldn’t do anything in the daytime, but they had no idea if patrols covered the area they were hiding in. They had to force themselves to lay in wait for the sun to go down. They had been up all night and they had eaten the last of their food twelve hours before. The sun was warm on their backs and the world around them smelled like plain old dirt and grass. Fear alone seemed to induce sleep, a sweet escape from the monsters hiding under the beds of their minds. They had to keep nudging each other to keep from nodding off.

They used the time to study the area. Chain link fences ran as far as the eye could see, crowned with vicious circles of razor wire, their tops curved inward, presumably to prevent escape.

Trucks came and went all day long at the gatehouse, deliveries, and military personnel, and once a cattle truck filled with teenagers, their hands holding tight to the slats, the frightened whites of their eyes peering out, trying to figure out where they were being taken.

No one came near Hikari and the others. She hoped they didn’t have dogs anywhere. She didn’t think she could hide from a keen nose.

Night finally came again. The floodlights switched on automatically, shining inches from where they lay huddled in shadow. The red lights popped into view again, but as far as Hikari could tell there was nothing within ten feet of the fence.

Yerik, Kym, and Hikari continued their slow journey, getting scraped and nibbled by rocks and branches. The land suddenly dropped off. They could see the moonlight shining in a reservoir. They slid down the dusty edge of the land into the marshy mud that surrounded the reservoir. There was nowhere to go but in, so they stepped gingerly into the icy water rising from artesian wells deep in the ground. By the time they made it across they were shaking and their teeth rattled together. “At least we finally got a bath,” Yerik said.

They crawled up the other side and back to the fence, surprised to find they had come up at the back of a building. They cupped their hands to a window and tried to see inside. The moon shone just enough to show them row after row of bunk beds, full of still, sleeping forms. Hikari tried to see how big the building was, but the other end was lost in the gloom. Suddenly a pair of large eyes shining out of a dirty face opened in the dark in front of her, the stuff of nightmares, and she gave a small shriek and fell back, knocking Kym and Yerik over.

They pulled themselves back up to discover an audience pressed against the window. They all watched each other, unable to communicate through glass. Hikari debated with herself for only a moment before she held her arm up and pressed the Lux Mark to the window. The kids inside fell back, and then surged forward again to see. They were emaciated and haunted looking, their eyes huge and owlish in the moonlight. One of them held up a silencing finger to the others and then signaled to Hikari that he was going somewhere. The others remained at the window, watching like ghosts.

A few minutes later a shadow darted around the side of the building and approached the fence slowly, flickering in and out of the moonlight. A boy of about fifteen was coming toward them, checking over his shoulder every few seconds. He hesitated for a few minutes, watching the three on the other side of freedom, sizing them up, and then finally came forward on his belly and pressed his face to the fence.

“Are you Hikari?” he asked.

If she had been expecting anything it wasn’t that. She nodded.

“Jace told us you would come.”

“He’s here?” She started to rise and the boy reached his thin arm through the fence and held her back.

“Yes, but not in this building. Up there.” He indicated a place father up the mountainside. “You can’t get to it from the outside.”

Hikari saw Yerik and Kym trying to formulate a plan, just as she was.

Hikari looked at the boy. “What’s your name?”

“Seth.”

“Seth, can you get through the fence anywhere?”

He shook his head. “No. It’s usually electrified, but the generator went out earlier today. When we saw you we didn’t know what to think.”

Hikari didn’t either. She hadn’t even thought of the fence being electric. They could have passed the gauntlet of the lights only to fry themselves on ordinary chain link. She moved back from the fence just a bit. “Is my brother okay?”

“I guess. I mean, he was fine when I saw him at dinner, but around here, anything could happen.”

“Like what?” Yerik asked.

“Like sometimes we disappear.”

The night on her wet clothes wasn’t half as cold as the ice in her heart. “We’re going to come back,” she told Seth “And get as many of you out as we can.”

He looked at her like she was a nut job. “Oh yeah, how?”

“That’s what I’m wondering,” Kym mumbled.

“I don’t know how, but I’m going to figure it out. You tell Jace if you can. And if we don’t come back, it’s not because we forgot you, it’s because I’m dead.”

They could hear voices coming from someplace nearby. Without even responding, Seth slithered back into the night the way he had come and all the faces at the window disappeared.

“Time to go,” Kym said.

They slid backward down to the water’s edge.

They made their way across the reservoir again, this time wanting only to get out of the cold.

“Why did you do that?” Kym asked, once they had gotten to the other side and were sure that they wouldn’t be heard. “You promised something you can’t deliver.”

“I am going to deliver it,” Hikari said, “Watch me.”

“How?”

“I’ll figure that out.”

“And if you can’t?”

“Then they have something to hope for, for a little while at least. Come on. I don’t want to be anywhere near this place when the sun comes up. We’ve been really lucky, but I don’t think it will hold.”

But it did hold, back through the web of lights and across the mountainside to Griffith Park. They made it to the very edge, running on pure adrenaline before they had to stop for the sun again. They found a drain pipe and crawled in, settling down for the day. Yerik burrowed into the sludgy bottom and closed his eyes. “Just like home,” he quipped and promptly fell asleep.

Kym and Hikari lay on either side of him thinking their own thoughts, wiped out but unable to sleep.

“You know,” Kym said in the darkness. “We might be able to do it.” Her voice was getting sleepy, she mumbled just under her breath. “I believe in you, Kari. I really do. It’s hard sometimes, but I do.”

She said nothing else, and Hikari felt herself drifting, given release by Kym’s words. Jace was alive and that was enough for her. She would fight for him until her last breath.

She heard birds outside waking up, and then nothing else until Yerik shook her awake again.

It was like a bad dream, like that movie where the guy kept waking up on the same day, cursed to relive it. They could barely face climbing back up on top of the city, reaching for handholds, heaving themselves over walls, trying to jump spaces between the jagged, endless broken streets and alleyways. They had made it all the way down Western and thought that if they pushed themselves harder they might make it back to the tunnels before dawn. Hikari kept herself going by reminding herself that Jace needed her, that every minute she slowed down or stopped to examine another broken blister, might be the minute she needed to save him. Yerik and Kym weren’t doing much better.

“I need food,” Yerik complained.

“You always need food,” Kym countered.

“Too bad I’m not like, an air plant. You could shake me when I got hungry.”

Kym almost smiled. “Yeah, too bad.”

“Lift that barge, tote that bale,” Yerik sang between gasps for breath. “Jump down, turn around––”

“Shh.” Hikari stopped on a narrow ledge and the other two collided into her grappling for the wall. “I hear something.”

They all strained their ears but there was nothing. They could smell smoke from the fires they had seen a few nights before, but they weren’t burning now. That was another thing. What would they find when they got back? Better not to think about that now, just this moment, this hand, that foot, this gap, that wall.

The smoke smell got stronger as they pushed on. “I think we only have a few miles,” Hikari panted. “Can you guys make it?”

“Miles?” Yerik choked.

“We can make it,” Kym said gritting her teeth.

They got their second wind, feeling safety close by and they sped up, taking risks and getting reckless.

Kym jumped from the middle of a metal ladder, an elegant shadow against the night sky, her hair sticking up and long legs flying like some city sprite. She got a running start and launched herself over the space between two buildings, catching air and sailing across.

Then she disappeared. One minute there, the next gone.

“Kari!” Yerik was standing at the edge of the roof, a building that was leaning to the right, throwing off their footing. “Hurry!”

She slid to a stop beside him and he kept an arm on her to keep her from sliding past him over the edge as Kym had done.

“She went down. She didn’t make it across.”

“Oh no.” They peered down into the darkness trying to see her. They didn’t hear anything. They couldn’t even tell what kind of drop it had been. She could have broken her leg or her neck.

Yerik was searching the edge for a quick way down. “Over here!”

They were halfway down the service ladder when they heard voices. They pressed themselves flat against the building. Hikari thought she could make out shapes below them and one of them looked like Kym, her leg twisted at an angle. She wasn’t moving.

Two soldiers came into view. Any second now, they would turn their flashlights up to the building where Yerik and Kari hung like wet moss on a rock. She gave him a nudge and they hurried back up the ladder, probably making enough noise to be heard but assuming they’d be safer if they got out of sight, or target range.

One of the soldiers called up to them. “We know you’re up there. We’ve been following you since you left the camp. You leave a big noisy trail.”

Yerik and Hikari stared into each other’s eyes in the dark trying to decide what to do. They couldn’t leave Kym. They couldn’t get away without being followed. They couldn’t get back to the tunnels without leading these soldiers down on top of everyone.

“I’ve got an idea,” the soldier yelled. “Why don’t I give you to the count of ten to get down here or we shoot your friend. So, okay here we go. We’ll play this game together. One!”

“Hikari,” Yerik was frantic. “They might kill us anyway.”

“Two!”

“We’ve got guns.”

“Three!”

“We can’t see them to shoot at them, we might hit Kym.” Hikari looked out into the darkness.

“Four!”

“Shit shit shit. I can’t think.”

“Five.”

“Kari. Use it.” He reached out and grabbed her wrist in the darkness.

“I don’t know how!”

“Six!”

“You did it before. Just let it happen, like you did last time.”

“Eight! Ooops, lost my place… oh well, eight!”

Hikari closed her eyes pleaded with the universe to give her something, anything at all to save Kym, to save them all.

“Nine!”

Nothing. Zip zero nada. Come on!

“Ten!” The blast was deafening. Louder than she expected in the narrow space between buildings.

Yerik was pulling her, slapping her face. “Wake up, oh for Christ’s sake, Kari, don’t pass out on me now. Get up. We have to get Kym!”

“What… what happened? Is Kym dead?”

“I don’t think so. There was this boom and then… I don’t know, come on we need to go see.”

Hikari pulled herself to her feet, falling limply to the side into Yerik’s arms. “Sorry. I’m a little woozy.”

Without speaking, Yerik helped her onto the ladder and wrapped himself around her from behind, helping guide her hands and feet down one slow rung at a time in the dark.

They came around the corner cautiously, to find Kym still lying unconscious, the soldiers were nowhere to be seen. “Did they shoot her?”

Yerik was crouched over Kym trying to check for blood or bullet holes without moving her too much. “I don’t know… I don’t think so.” He cast his gaze around the alley and then his eyes focused on the ground at Hikari’s feet. “Uh, look.”

Two smoking oily black spots steamed into the night. It looked like the asphalt had melted. Some of it stuck to Hikari’s shoe when she tried to pull it away, a look of horror on her face.

“I think it worked,” Yerik said.

“I’m not ever doing that again.” She couldn’t explain the empty, soul removing feel of using that power, the violation of it.

“Okay honey, you don’t have to, but please, let’s get out of here.”

“Can you carry her?”

“What if I make it worse by moving her?”

“It can’t get any worse,” Hikari said.

A third soldier came out of the shadows, his gun trained on them. He was wary but triumphant. “I wouldn’t say that if I were you, it’s inviting trouble.” His eyes darted to the smoking spots on the ground. “That’s a big power you’ve got there. They weren’t kidding. But I’m willing to bet you can’t use it again before I take out your boyfriend here.”

Hikari tried anyway, a desperate yank on her own tortured psyche for just one more shot, just one more blast of light or something. Her stillness made the soldier nervous and his finger danced, itchy on the trigger. She reached slowly for the gun she had tucked into her waist band, trying to get him to look at her eyes, willing him not to see her movement. She opened her mouth to tell him that she would go with him.

He pulled the trigger.
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 Chapter Fifteen
 Lissa
 

When Didge woke her it was still dark. She was groggy and disoriented. “Where’s Gideon?”

“He’s up. The horses came back. He’s handing out some water and food, what there is of it. It’ll be light soon. I don’t know how they haven’t found us yet. They must be combing the city, but soon they’re going to range out looking for you. We’ve got to make tracks while we can.”

Gideon looked totally normal, and Lissa felt her heart fall into its usual rhythm. She hadn’t realized how worried she’d been. “Morning,” she said shyly. She felt different around him, now that she’d seen what his power could do.

“Not quite.” He smiled easily back at her. “You found us a Marine.”

“Looks like.”

“Do you trust him?”

“Yes. Do you?”

He nodded, “I do actually. He told me what they’ve been doing in the camps, working them to death, building more buildings, laying train tracks. It looks like they plan on holding a lot more people eventually.”

“Are there that many Lux?”

“No. Not even close. Probably less than fifty of us.”

Lissa looked over at Didge who was tickling a little girl that had been crying a minute before. “So who’s it for?”

“I don’t know, but Didge thinks that there may be a rebellion soon.”

“Against Angine?” She closed her eyes and breathed deeply. She felt old this morning, a thousand years older than these shell–shocked children. “What are we going to do with them?”

Gideon ran his eyes over the little band of orphans waking bleary–eyed and confused in the darkness. “I have no idea. We can’t leave them. We’ll figure something out.”

She studied his face, the shadows that hadn’t left yet, but all in all he looked pretty good. “What was that Gideon? How did you do it…and why did it affect you like that?”

“I’ve never done anything like that. I don’t even remember what happened really. The light surged up and I just had to succumb to it. I mean, it was my will, but the result was so strong. Maybe I wasn’t ready for it yet.”

“Well, I definitely wasn’t.”

He smiled but it faded from his face. “We need to go. They’ll be headed out soon looking for us. They know we aren’t in the city.”

Lissa mounted Sky and signaled to Didge.

She should have known it wouldn’t be that easy. She should never have learned their names. It would have been better if she never knew that Rachel was eight and she loved Barbie more than anything in the world, and that Micah wanted to be a basketball player. Heather and Tony were fraternal twins and each of them looked like their parents, dead now. This one had won the state spelling bee, that one had lost his brother, a child with Down’s Syndrome, the first week in the camp. They all thought Lissa and

Gideon would take care of them now, like Peter and Wendy in Never land.

They were outside of Desert Center when the trucks caught up with them.

They were sleeping, all of them, even Gideon, who still hadn’t regained his strength completely. She should have known better than to let him keep watch. She and Didge felt fine, but Gideon was frustrated by his invalid status, used to being the leader. They had not seen anything for days and they thought it would be alright for just a few hours.

The noise yanked her from sleep, the rat a tat tat of machine guns, the screams of the children. She was out of her sleeping bag and running toward them when she collided with Didge. “Stop!” He grabbed her by the shoulders and spun her in the other direction. “Go, go, go! It’s too late. You have to run.”

She saw a nightmare she couldn’t wrap her head around. This was no vision, just bloody, brutal reality, stark and unstoppable. The children were being cut down, strafed, falling in bloody heaps.

Where is Gideon? She ran her eyes frantically around trying to locate him. She saw Sky and made for her, but the horse too fell, her knees buckling.

Beyond terror, Lissa staggered to Sky who lay in a heap unmoving in the dust. Blood ran from between her ribs. The trucks had them surrounded, and in the sudden glare of headlights she saw Gideon. He turned, seeking her out in the confusion and strobe–like gun fire. “Gideon!” she called.

At first she felt no pain at all. She was lifted off her feet by the gentlest push. She was in the air for a long eternity before she came back down. The pain began in her chest, her lungs. She couldn’t breathe, her mouth filled. When she tried to find air she found pain instead, a biting razor of agony. She heard screaming and thought that it must be her own, but no, not her voice, someone else. Gideon.

“NO!” His cry filled her mind, filled her vision, filled the air. The last thing she saw was his upraised hand as he faced the soldiers down, and then an encompassing light, a killing white heat that turned the sky into a scorching sun, a blistering eternity streaming from Gideon’s body. Then she passed down into blackness, a light swallowed by the night, down, down, down into the earth and away.
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 Chapter Sixteen
 Connor
 

Tom had been reluctant, and that was a massive understatement.

Connor had tracked him to an office in a building Angine owned. He had lucked out and heard someone else talking about Tom. There was only one Tom he knew that fit the description “The smart–ass Mexican from that crap tween show”. It hadn’t taken much asking around to find out where Angine had stashed him.

Connor leaned in the door and savored the look on Tom’s face when he saw him. “I heard you were in D.C.”

“Oh yeah?” Tom shot back. “From who?”

“Little bird.”

“Did this bird have shiny brown hair?”

Connor felt like he’d been sucker punched. “Angine shot her in cold blood while she begged me to save her.”

Tom winced. “Oh. Damn. Poor Jo. I’m just so sorry.”

“I know what you are.”

Tom watched Connor carefully over the desk for a minute. “Alright,” he finally said. “Let’s go.”

Tom drove them to the bay where they sat on the hood watching the lights of the city and throwing back black market brews, waiting for the alcohol to kick in before they tried talking. There had always been a friendly competition between them and it had morphed into something a bit less friendly with the things they’d seen and the sides they had to choose.

“Don’t take this the wrong way, Con,” Tom began carefully. “But why didn’t you stop him?”

Connor had asked himself that question ten–million times. “I didn’t think he’d do it.”

“So you’ve learned your most important lesson about Angine. He always does what he threatens to do.”

Connor tipped his head back and looked at the sky. At least it was the same. “Were you in love with Maria?” he asked.

“Hell, yeah. I mean, I know she was my step–sister, but our parents got married after we met. It was one of those Jerry Springer things. Just stupid coincidence. That’s why I left Tinseltown. Too many people knew my business.”

“You gave everything up for her.”

“I didn’t give anything up. I got everything.” There was a cool hiss as Tom opened the last beer.

“I wasn’t in love with Joanne,” Connor said. “I loved her in a way, I guess. We had known each other so long, knew all each other’s business, all the stuff you couldn’t explain to anyone else. We shared the same small yard, you know? And then we got thrown together again by all this bad business and it seemed like fate. We were on the way to loving each other maybe. I don’t know. We’re out of beer.”

“I’ve got more back at my place. Why don’t you crash there tonight? I can arrange a little party. Take your mind off things.”

“It would have to be some party to do that.”

“Nah, it only takes a small one.”

Connor raised his eyebrows. “You haven’t changed.”

“You’d be surprised,” Tom said.

Tom’s apartment was smaller than his, Connor noticed with satisfaction. And he didn’t have a view unless you counted the women which were sitting on the couch next to a bucket of chilled champagne.

The brunette stood up when they came in, an eager hostess. “Courtesy of the Senator,” she said.

Tom leaned over and whispered beery breath into Connor’s ear. “He always knows.”

“And you don’t find this a little creepy?”

“Creepy isn’t the half of it.” He strolled over and lifted the champagne dripping and sweating from the bucket. “Not bad.” Like he actually knew anything about champagne to begin with. The Tom that Connor had known years ago was more about wine coolers, but they were all different weren’t they?

“I’m going home,” Connor told Tom. “This isn’t my thing.” He would have to talk to him later, when they were alone, without the eyes of these government whores on him.

“You’re going to leave me alone here,” Tom waved his arm expansively at the girls. “With…?” he looked questioningly at them.

“Bridget.” The brunette pointed at herself. She looked disconcertingly like Joanne. “And that’s Montana.” She jerked her thumb at the blond, who had risen and gone to stare out the window. Something about the way she stared out at the brick wall across the alley made Connor feel ashamed.

“Seriously, man,” Connor backed toward the door. “I think you can figure out what to do without me.”

Tom flapped his hand at the girls and turned his back on them. He leaned toward Connor, something low and dangerous in his voice. “Stick around, you might learn something.” He stepped away and gave Connor a slap on back. “But tonight, let’s have some fun.”

This might be easier than he thought. Let Tom get a couple drinks in him and maybe he would spill everything he wanted to know. And did Connor really want to go home by himself, back to the cell his life had become? No.

He turned back and followed Tom, and after the champagne was gone it was one tequila, two tequila, three tequila, etcetera.

The blond, who hadn’t said a word to him all evening, had her mouth on his neck and her tongue in his ear and then they were alone and it was easy to forget with the room spinning, and his body spinning, and his mind spinning out and away.

That might have been all, if she hadn’t turned to him in the dark, her eyes catching the strange yellow sulfur of the streetlight coming through the bedroom window and said, “I’m just like you. You have to help me.”

At first he had thought she meant she was a Lux and he studied her wrist for the Mark and she snatched it away. “Not like that. I mean he owns me too. Well, he owns my body, at least I’ve got that over you. He’s got your mind too.”

Connor pushed away from her. “You don’t know what you’re talking about, woman.”

“Really? He tells me everything about a client so I can give them just what they want. I know that Bridget out there looks like your dead girlfriend and that’s why he sent her, so you’d choose me.”

“Why’d he want me to choose you then?”

She sat up, wrapped in the sheet, her hair down and stuck to the sides of her face. Whatever allure she had had was gone now in this lurid, piss–colored light. The smell of her perfume soured his stomach.

“Who knows why he does anything? Maybe he thought we had something in common.”

“I don’t think so. Look…uh…Nebraska.”

“Montana. That’s harsh you know. Someone didn’t teach you any manners at all. Or maybe you just remember the names of the ones you pay for yourself.”

Connor felt like pointing out that he seemed to be paying plenty for her already.

“Never mind what Angine thought. I wanted to come. I wanted to see what one of the great Lux was like. Turns out you’re just another man, like all the rest, but even so, I think you might be just what I’m looking for.”

This chick was going to be like a burr stuck in his sock.

She crawled across the bed to where he sat on the edge. “Please,” she whispered into his ear, a new voice, small and girlish. “I need your help. I need you to get me out of here.”

“Go down the hall, turn right,” he said.

“Out of D.C. Away. I know you aren’t happy with what Angine is doing here, I know he’s using you like he’s using me. You’re going to leave. Take me with you.”

Connor laughed, a harsh barking sound. “Yeah, right, I’m gonna leave. Is that why he sent you, to test me, to see if I had plans to run off or something?”

“It’s just a feeling I have is all.”

He saw her in his mind the way she had looked earlier that evening, staring at that blank, brick wall like it was the inside of her head. He pushed that away too, got to his feet, yawing in the wind of all those shots chasing champagne down into his empty stomach. “I don’t have time for this.”

He went into the hallway, banging against the opposing walls like a pinball, looking for Tom. “Tom,” he called and his voice hurt his own ears. “Tom!”

Tom was in the kitchen drinking a glass of water, cool as a cucumber. “Good time?” he asked.

“The best,” Connor retorted. “My head… why did you even have me over here tonight? Because that chick,” he pointed back toward the bedroom with a loose arm, “is not a good enough reason.”

“I thought it would loosen you up a little.”

“I’m loose man, what’s on your mind?”

“I don’t know, what’s on yours? You looked me up.”

Connor leaned in. “I need some answers. That’s why I’m still here.”

Tom reached into the fridge and grabbed an energy drink, tossed it to him. “Drink that, it’ll help. You’ll sober up the rest of the way when you see what I’m going to show you.”

All the joviality Tom had earlier was gone, rubbed off like dust from moth wings. The hunted expression had returned, the shadows, the bitter pull of jaw and eye.

“We’re going to take a little drive, clear your head.” Tom took Connor by the shoulder and steered him around the counter and the walls, the furniture, out the door, down the hall, into the elevator, and down into the parking garage.

Connor fell into the seat of Tom’s ancient Miata, the same damn thing he had driven back when he first started Dreams. They had all become obsessed with his refusal to buy something new even when he was rolling in dough, becoming a movie star. “Someday,” Tom had said, “My life will run backwards and I’ll go back into the ground I came from. This car is the only thing I can count on.”

“Good call,” Connor mumbled behind thick lips. He slugged back some of the energy drink, trying to think straight.

“What’s that?”

“This car. You were right about it.” Connor remembered the girl, the one named after a state, back in the guest bed at Tom’s. “You shouldn’t have left her there,” he slurred. “She could steal something.”

“I doubt it. You don’t steal from Angine’s people.”

Connor tried to focus on the lights racing by outside the window. “Where’re we heading?”

“I’m taking you for a dose of truth serum. That’s what you wanted when you came to me tonight, some answers, and I’m going to deliver.”

Connor caught about half of that and let the rest bleed out into the air around him. He wanted to lie down and sleep it off, the whole stinking mess of his life. Sleep it off and wake up in his bed in L.A. when the alarm went off at four–thirty in the morning so he could drag himself to the set.

He must have dozed off because the silent ticking of the engine cooling off woke him up. Tom sat staring out the windshield and Connor followed his gaze to a nondescript cinderblock building with no windows and a big, empty parking lot.

“Where are we?” His head did a little tap dance number and he grimaced.

“I can take you back,” Tom said. “I can drop you at home and it ends here. Maybe the whole story ends tonight and you’ll work with Angine until he burns you out and eats you up. And I will work against him until he catches me and leaves a black scorch mark where Tom Alvarez used to be.” He shook his head. “I’m fooling myself anyway. If we’re dead it will just keep rolling out, this juggernaut he’s created, until he’s at the top of the heap. There won’t be much left to lord over then, but I guess he just doesn’t see the bigger picture. He’s got the small scope of a fascist.”

He was rambling and Connor wondered if maybe Tom was still drunk too. It was a mark of how wasted he was that Connor got out of the car and walked over to the building, making the decision for them. It didn’t cross his muddled mind that this was a bad idea. He did know that the place gave him a bone in the gut feeling, a thin scrim of ice under the skin, but his curiosity was up and his self–preservation tendencies were down.

Tom was dragging his feet behind him when he got to the door, his access card held in a tight fist. “It’s been nice knowing you,” he said to Connor and opened the door.

The lights flared on above them making everything harsh and bright. He followed Tom through a maze of steel tables cluttered with… well, with whatever those little scientist tools were called. Connor had been about as good at science as he had been at baseball.

There was a corridor locked at one end. Tom punched in a code and stepped in front of the door blocking Connor. “I stole that code. I’m not supposed to know about this. I’m not supposed to have seen it. I’m hoping that if I show you, you might be able to get the information to the right people. Are you hearing me, Con? Have you sobered up enough to understand? Because right now, I may be a dead man.”

“Are you trying to get us both killed then?”

Tom’s lip curled. “I think your odds are better than mine.”

He stepped aside and Connor entered the room. It was dark and humid in here, oddly rank. The lights were red and blue and barely touched the darkness, like those old fashioned Christmas ones his parents had insisted on having on the tree year after year, giant hot bulbs of muted color.

It took a minute for Connor’s eyes to adjust to the light and more than a few minutes for him to comprehend what he was seeing. All along the walls were tanks, just the size of, well, the size of a human baby, and that’s what they were made to contain. Floating in a viscous liquid that caught the lights were fetuses, unborn babies in all stages of development.

The alcohol in his blood lost control of him completely and he was just standing there stark naked in the middle of reality. These were babies, but dead babies with brains outside of their bodies, strange misshapen blue organs, spines drifting behind them in the fluid like jelly fish, arms and legs in the wrong places or not at all, and their eyes, gray eyes staring at him. And on each tiny wrist, the burning circle of the Lux Mark.

His stomach heaved and twisted and purged itself, and he felt oily sweat on his forehead, cold and clammy and thick.

“These are the ones that didn’t make it,” Tom said.

“Why are you showing me this?” Connor roared. “This is impossible. Babies… oh Christ, babies.”

He staggered over to one of the tanks and pressed his wrist up to it, the Lux Mark glowing with unearthly light. It filled the tank, causing ripples, changing nothing. He tried again, sending a surge through the tank, begging the light to fix them. One of them moved, twitching in the electrical pulses, a perverted imitation of life. Its eyes rolled and its leg twitched spasmodically. Connor beat his fist against the glass over and over, not feeling pain except for the pain that had become his mind. The glass cracked and shattered and the thing plopped out at his feet.

Tom reached for him and he flung him away, the roar rising in him. He felt a crackling in his blood a snapping in his bones as the energy surged looking for an outlet. Over the lightning buzz Tom was shouting. “—get out of here. Connor, Now!”

“No!” Connor screamed. “You get out. Now, now, now or I will kill you. I won’t be able to help myself. Go!”

He didn’t know if Tom heard or listened to him at all, because he was in the grip of his own power, a beast that had broken free of its bonds. Like dominoes, each tank exploded, washing Connor in a sickening rain of death and life mixed together. Then he couldn’t see anymore because the light was all there was. He was it and it was him and it gripped him and tossed him, sparking bolts of energy that swallowed him, a burning that felt almost like something clean and purifying, a rage that was so great it released him from humanity completely. Connor was gone in the maelstrom, until the blackness came and he fell into it gratefully, deep, deep into the sweet release of whatever lay on the other side.

[image: tmp_dca5bc98e4f7537c36258908cd2ec0ce_6lzMzM_html_7ba78949.png]
 





 
  


Preview of Lux 1.3 Alliance

Available now.





 

Lux 1.3
 Alliance

[image: tmp_dca5bc98e4f7537c36258908cd2ec0ce_6lzMzM_html_3646f62e.png]
 Chapter One
 Lissa
 

Not death, this warm, dark place devoid of pain and memory.

Lissa rested there, resisting the returning that called her.

She could hear her breath and blood, a susurrus murmuring that should have reassured her. Slowly, gently, the layers peeled back: awareness, her bones cradled by rock, her head against another’s flesh, scent of campfire and sweat and blood. She could hear the crackle of flames, the song of crickets, the wind rubbing branches together like fingers worrying at each other.

Memory surfaced, the screams of the dying children, a horrendous cacophony of blood and gunfire, and then Gideon backlit by the light. Oh, God, the terrible killing light pouring out of him, and the bodies of the men, how they dissolved into ash instantly, carried away by the wind, carried away by her pain, by darkness.

And at last, she opened her eyes.

It was night time. Above her the stars blazed their cold anger, forced to watch the devilish doings of this small planet. They chilled the black air and poked at the sky with sharp nails.

Her head lay on Gideon’s lap. He leaned back against a wall of rock, his eyes facing down the fire, smoke and shadows, strange with emptiness. She turned slightly and those eyes swiveled down on her. For a moment they didn’t even seem to register, and then they shifted, comprehended, studied her.

There was relief, but even stronger, she felt something like accusation.

She tried to talk but her throat hurt. “The children?” she whispered harsh and dry.

He shook his head. None of them then, or all of them, depending on how you looked at it.

He helped her sit up. The world shimmered and then came into focus again. She drank the water he held, gulping, letting it run down her chin, into her lap. She saw his wrist out of the corner of her eye, the Lux Mark shining like embers through the charred and blackened flesh that covered and surrounded it.

She reached for it and he resisted before relenting, turning his wrist for her to see. The skin around the blackened bit was puckered and white. She looked up into his eyes, saw their odd vacuum underscored by deep black shadows standing out against too pale skin. “What have you done?”

He continued to look at her steadily, his eyes deep wells.

She tried to remember. She had been shot, and then blackness, nothing, until now. “What happened to me? Did you… did you, heal me?”

He nodded once.

She picked up his hand, brushed the smallest of gentle, reverent kisses on top of the ruined flesh above the pulse point.

He jerked his arm back, cradled it against his chest and rose unsteadily to his feet. “This,” he said, his voice thick and dark. He thrust his hand toward her, and she felt her heart twist. “This is what I warned you would happen! If we care too much we let it get in the way, cloud our judgment. This did not happen when I healed you. I killed them Lissa! I killed all those men… for you!” He turned away from her and blundered into the darkness.

“Why didn’t you just let me die?” she asked him, though he could not hear. She stopped herself. She couldn’t go this way, act like a martyr. She had been given another chance, he had given that to her, and killed himself a little in the process, that blackened skin an echo of what he must have done to his soul. For her. For her. For her. He would never love her now.

The fire was growing white and cold when she stirred herself to move. He had not come back. She stood and assessed her own body. There was a small twinge below her ribs and she pressed it gently. That hurt, sharp and deep.

“The bullet’s still in there.”

She spun around to find Didge watching her from outside the line of the campfire. Haggard and bloodied, he limped closer watching her. “He couldn’t do anymore after he––after he brought you back.”

“Back?”

“Your heart had stopped.”

She sank to the ground, just like that, a gentle folding of her legs, as though she weighed nothing at all. There were no words for this. Just breathing in and out, feeling it differently than she ever had before, appreciating and loathing it. When she found her voice again she said, “I am so sorry about the children.”

“They would have died in the camps eventually. At least this was fast.”

“That’s cold.”

“Of course it is.” A cut above his eye was bleeding and he wiped absently at it, wincing at the sting. “This is a cold, cold business. Or don’t you realize that yet? Are you too young to understand what you’ve gotten yourself into? You were dead. They are dead. He almost died trying to save you all.”

She was alienating everyone. “I’ve just never––I was not prepared for this.”

Didge laughed, but it was ugly. “There is no preparation. They train you, run you through drills, give you orders. You listen to the old–timers with half an ear, paying more attention to the beer in your hand. And then you see fifty children shot down while they reach for you.” His voice caught and he slammed his fist into the ground hard enough to break the skin. “And then I just have to stand there and do nothing, because I’m only a man, a shit coward. And lucky me–– somehow the bullets hit everyone innocent and left me standing.”

Lissa bowed her head and let him have his silence. She was learning the value of that at least, how time and silence were the only real comforts that existed.

The fire did not even light his face now. She got back up and started gathering wood. Kept going. She found Goliath grazing just beyond the camp, his head hanging. He blew softly into her palm and she rested her head against his strong neck. Even he had lost something.

After a few minutes Didge joined her without speaking. They built the fire big and blazing, too hot for the desert in early fall, but it made them feel safer.

“I’m sorry,” he said at last. “I just felt so damn helpless. And you two––I don’t know if you have a curse or a blessing, being able to do what you can do.”

“I can’t do anything like that. Gideon is something special.”

“That he is. So how do you feel, normal?”

“Tell me what that feels like and I’ll let you know.”

He managed a small smile, a grimace of sorts.

“I feel strange but fine,” she said. “Not like myself anymore.”

“That’s shock. Enjoy it. When it wears off there’ll be hell to pay.”

“Good to know.”

Gideon slinked back into the camp without looking at them and stationed himself back against the rock, the fire watcher. All Lissa’s good intentions fled and she fought to hold onto them. She wanted to talk to him, breach the distance, but there was nothing to say. She was tired to the bone, suddenly, but she was afraid to sleep, afraid she would never wake up again.

Didge dug around in his backpack and pulled out a medic kit. Without asking permission he began to attend to the little abrasions and cuts on Gideon’s face and arms. He wrapped the injured wrist in a light gauze dressing. Gideon didn’t even blink. Didge glanced at Lissa, but there was nothing wrong with her. Nothing wrong at all.

He tended his own wounds and licked the injuries to his heart in silence while Lissa lay flat on her back trying to not to think.

A million years later dawn came, and Gideon loaded their things onto the remaining horse and told her to mount.

“I’m fine. I think you should ride.”

“Get on the horse,” he said.

She didn’t argue again. He took the reins and led her as though she were incapable of directing herself.

The afternoon was hot and sulky, the sky dirty with birds and high useless clouds. Didge whistled as they walked, something tuneless and irritating.

Lissa thought she would lose her mind. Maybe she would. Maybe you couldn’t travel both directions on the River Styx without going mad.

The day came and went in a white haze. They made camp in the dusty scrub in the middle of nowhere. While she had been unconscious, Gideon and Didge had led them away from Desert Center and now they were on the other side of Indio approaching Palm Desert. The fault continued. The strange solar wind machines were toppled and cracked by the quake. They intended to travel all night but Gideon was suffering and so they stopped.

They were getting closer to L.A. now, and they could hear vehicles in the distance, see lights. They did not light a fire, and Lissa’s Mark cast a ghostly, bluish glow, like a tiny pilot light.

Didge paced restlessly for a while before announcing, “I’m going to go see if I can learn anything. If I’m not back when you’re ready to move tomorrow night, leave without me.”

Lissa shook her head. “No. It’s too dangerous out alone. You can’t leave us.”

He laid his hand on her arm, a warm touch. “You two don’t need me. I’m expendable. You’re not.”

“I saved you,” Gideon said. “You are not expendable to me.”

“And I thank you for that, but I’m only as good as what I can give, and right now I’d like a chance to redeem myself, if that’s okay with you.”

The two men locked gazes and Lissa held her breath.

“Don’t take any unnecessary risks,” Gideon said.

Didge grinned, “You don’t know me very well.” He stepped away, blended in with the night, and disappeared.

Lissa sat chewing a piece of stale bread, feeling alone and heart–broken.

“It wasn’t your fault,” Gideon said. “It was unfair of me to make you feel that way.”

“So you forgive me?”

“There isn’t anything to forgive you for. It’s me. I’ve never killed anything before, certainly not a human being. And it came and took over, this rage. I didn’t know the light could do that. I feel like an atomic bomb.”

Lissa swallowed the bread with difficulty. “Angine must know. That must be why he wants us. We’re the ultimate weapon.”

“But that, that was uncontrollable. It’s dangerous. I shouldn’t have been able to do that. It was like the anger, the fear, was an override on my system. That’s why it hurt me. It was beyond my capabilities.” He unwrapped the gauze and looked at his arm. “Do you ever wish you could go back and un–know something?”

“All the time.”

“Well, this is a first for me.”

The blackened wound was ghastly. “Can you heal yourself?”

“I’m afraid,” he whispered. “I feel like something is broken inside me. I’m so tired. I don’t think I can heal myself. I think trying might make me worse. It’s like I’m burning up inside.”

Lissa wondered if he was dying. Was it possible that he was right, that he had set something in motion, some terrible chain reaction that was destroying him from the inside? That couldn’t happen. She couldn’t do this without him.

He held out his arm. “I want you to try.”

“But I can’t.”

“You don’t know that.”

“Yes, I do. Everything else you’ve taught me seemed right, I got it. I don’t feel like I can do this. Just the way I know I can’t jump off a ten story building and survive.”

“But you don’t know do you? Because you’ve never tried.”

He held her with his fevered intensity, snared her in his black eyes.

“Gideon…” How could she refuse? He had saved her life, more than that, he had given it back to her. If she tried and failed would he give up? Would he die? And what if she succeeded? It would be a beautiful, terrifying thing to have an ability like that.

She went to him, knelt on the ground at his feet, and took his hand in her own, turning it palm up. Up close it was worse. A heat rose from it, the smell of charred flesh, and something else, something darker, more sinister. She laid her hand on top of the burn hoping she wasn’t hurting him too much. She closed her eyes, tried to sense what to do. She couldn’t feel anything but the radiant warmth of his skin. Then a sick hollowness coagulated in her belly and then fear, deep numbing fear, the kind that took all the blood from your limbs, weighted you to the ground, made a cold pool in your mouth that tasted of copper. This contorted, turned in on itself becoming another thing altogether, a warmth, a heat, a blinding, molten anger. It shook her, ground her in its teeth, made her want to gnash and scream and bite and burn. She took this feeling, pushed it back, allowed the pain she sensed at the edges of it to come forward, although this was most terrifying of all. It ran through her system, coursed through her blood like hot ice, slithering blades, acid. She bit her tongue, tasted blood in some distant part of her mind, ignored it.

She hung there, dangling over some unseen, unfathomable gulf. She had to let go, to fall into her own mind, to let the light wash over her, tell her what to do. She took the light, spun it through her mind, sent it out through her body into Gideon’s. She could see the cold, electric wire of it in her brain, linking them. It expanded, swelled into a fog, a blanket, an all–encompassing fusion that sang and soothed and cooled. She felt the flesh beneath her hand knit together. The light grew gelid making her shiver, until it passed from her into him making repairs deep within, looping itself around his cells, infusing every tiny whirring molecule, making what was broken whole.

The light grew so bright in her mind she felt as though the sun sat in her skull and she couldn’t bear it, not one second more, but then it dimmed, lulled, fell back to a soft effervescence, and lapped gently back into darkness.

Lissa fell away from Gideon shaking, utterly spent and formless. He came to her, lifted her up, held her close enough to see the Mark glowing brightly against his tender skin, whole and unmarred. Healed.

Lissa closed her eyes and fell into him.
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For information on upcoming installments and an in-depth view of the world of Lux, visit:
luxtheseries.com.
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Jalex Hansen has an affinity for creating stories of rebellion, challenges and self-discovery. She believes that, in a perfect world, everyone would have a voice and writing would be the ultimate weapon.
 

Jalex has been known to engage in lightsaber fights and airsoft wars. She is inspired by strong women, unsung heroes, and large amounts of ice cream.
 

Sometimes she writes.
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