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To Christian, Kaly, and Luke. Here’s a compact story from our childhood creation gone mad.

Thanks for being my very own versions of Rave, Tigris, and Whitewolf.
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As I look back on our history, I wonder why we did it to ourselves. I wonder why the bloodshed, the destruction, or the terror of war had to be. Perhaps the most troubling fact is that there’s no single point in time to blame. Think back. The conduct of Cain and Abel was not a one-time occurrence, nor was that of Romulus and Remus or the Karamazov brothers. Two brothers formed into different races so that, in time, the races didn’t even remember they were of the same blood. Each man ran to his own corner of existence, forming his own world and calling all others alien. We refused to serve the greater good, instead blinding ourselves to how connected we were. Everyone suffered for our selfishness. 

We lost respect for our world as well. We strove to dominate what we weren’t wise enough to understand. Every gift given to us, we abused. And each generation’s bite of the forbidden fruit brought us closer to hell on earth. I suspect somewhere in the back of our minds we never really believed things would get out of our control, but we paved and painted our own road to destruction. That’s the downside of free will – even as our world crumbled under our pounding fists, mankind still had the twisted right to destroy himself.

However, there’s an upside to free will. Just as we’re given the freedom to choose evil, so we’re given the freedom to choose good. We always have a choice. Free will can bring us to dust as a species, or it can bring us to redemption. We have the power to change mankind’s daily fate for better or for worse, and we’re never abandoned if we seek to serve. 

Something bigger than ourselves always has a plan and offers a grander purpose. If we love others, if we respect what we shouldn’t control, if we acknowledge that maybe we have a greater purpose – then we become part of something bigger than ourselves and find blessings we never imagined.

And that brings us to these last days.

I myself am not immune to man’s pride, but I’m blessed with objective hindsight in ways you can’t yet imagine. If you learn one thing from my recorded history, I hope it’s this: However far we’ve fallen from what we’re meant to be, there’s always a way back to the path that will benefit us if we’re willing. Specifically, this record will tell the story of four heroes given a choice. They were flawed. They could’ve horded their gifts. But they chose to fight for humanity. They chose to sacrifice everything for what was right.

Learn from their lives. Open your eyes to a purpose bigger than yourself. Trust, and let whatever happens happen.
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1

“It’s Rome all over again”
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I had the good fortune to be born during the human civilization’s peak of prosperity. My parents named me Troy Kandoya after a great-uncle I never knew. (Looking back, I find this a tad ironic considering how important my role as an uncle would become.) We lived comfortably, but that wasn’t unusual for the majority of Earth’s population. A fair level of peace united the nations – resulting, as is the course of history, from previous years of war. Scientific technology progressed faster than anyone could’ve predicted a century before, and humanity thought there was nothing new or of interest left to learn. We were already so wise and our knowledge so impressive. The leading economies flourished, and the common people’s lives were characterized by what the upper classes of the past centuries could only have dreamed. 

It goes without saying that occasional troubles arose, but these were smoothed over so that they barely ruffled normal life. A sporting event or comparable triviality might delay for a day or two, but soon life continued as scheduled. I myself coasted along through my routine, tranquil days, and everyone around me meandered through a similar existence. We took comfort, but no real pleasure, in the illusion that life was good as long as work paid the bills and recreation filled the gaps between. 

Then, in one day, the illusion ended.

I remember that morning well. I woke as always at 5:30 a.m., dressed for work, and as I did so I glared at my reflection. I was beginning to age, although only in my early forties. I’d never been particularly attractive as a younger man, but I was happy with my sturdy frame, square jaw, and gray eyes. Friends, or should I say colleagues, said I looked as every career-driven individual in a suit and tie should look. I rather enjoyed this description.

But I’ll end my life if I turn gray before I turn fifty, I thought as I straightened my tie.

“The DRK virus,” the reporter was saying on my phone’s news app, “is named for the three virologists who first isolated the virus. They themselves weren’t its creators, and no one knows where this virus came from. Sources say it could be the newest in biological weapons.”

I glared at my phone.

Sure, I thought, except for the flaw in that theory where the DRK is infecting everyone, internationally. It’s incurable, sweeping across Eurasia at an alarming rate. If someone created this thing to be a weapon, why aren’t they claiming responsibility for the carnage? 

“But they’re also saying,” said another reporter on the show, “the DRK is a bi-product of undisclosed experiments gone wrong. If this nasty thing was a government-funded accident, it might be the worst one in history. Based on what little data the CDC has released, this virus is capable of wiping out the entire Eurasian population in less than fifty years.”

“Wherever the DRK came from,” said the first reporter, “the proper Euro authorities should’ve gone in when the infections started. They might’ve stopped the DRK virus before it spread to this extent. It’s out of control now! Why aren’t people talking about this? We need to wake up. Take this seriously.”

I gave my reflection one last inspection. “Time for work.” 

Tripping over my wolfhound, Toto, I hurried through my scarcely furnished bachelor pad to the door. When I stepped out into the cool morning air, I descended stairs to the sidewalk. I needed all the exercise I could get and so walked every morning to the Capitol House where I worked. The new building had been constructed to match improvements in the rest of the capital. Admiring the city, I was grateful for the chance to roam the streets on my way to work. I knew the risks facing a well-dressed man walking downtown, so I always carried protection in the form of legal pepper spray. I also took a different route each day. My paths varied so I alternately crossed the gardens, the shopping center, or the soup kitchen where I sent a monthly donation. 

The choice of which trail to take was sadly the highlight of most mornings.

I remember my feeling of personal completion as I arrived at the Capitol House that morning. I underwent the required security checks before entering the main lobby and ambling my way to the Communications Department. Passing open office doors of several busy colleagues, I saw a few raise hands in distracted greeting. Phones rang, and interns scrambled around their cubicles to complete dozens of tasks at once.

The familiar hum of overhead lights greeted me as I entered my private office. Once inside, I closed the door, tossed my briefcase on a side table, and sat behind my desk to activate my computer. 

My assistant came in, smacking her gum, and plopped a manila envelope in front of me. “Here.”

“What’s this?”

“The CDC’s newest test results on the DRK virus. You asked for them first thing, remember? The Health Department sent them over earlier this morning.”

I reached for the envelope. “Right.” I slit the top. “Thanks.”

She left as I pulled out the contents. Glaring at my glasses, I held the papers away from my face to examine the test results. They weren’t good – I could tell that at once by the percentages I read. 

President Weaver had requested that the CDC investigate the ramifications of a DRK outbreak on American soil. A special division of the Health Department received regular reports from the CDC. I, by some stroke of chance, was selected as the official liaison between the Communications Department and the Health Department on this issue. Therefore, everything came to me and I in turn figured out how to present the information. The only problem was, I had a minimal background in medicine (one semester at the University of Michigan) and no idea what to pass along to the press secretary. 

I winced as I looked at a picture of an infected man.

The DRK didn’t kill, but those infected lost their sense of humanity and became raving, conscienceless zombies. (This wasn’t exactly the scientific account of the virus’s result, but it was my conclusion as I looked at the photo before me.) The infected man’s eyes were bloodshot, his grayish skin was covered in a fungus, his dark veins bulged, and his hair had fallen out. He looked like every other infected patient I’d seen photographed. These people were labeled as ‘factors’ simply because ‘unknown event factor’ was how the early scientists had first noted the mutations. Every case of infection ended the same. The CDC’s tests showed that the time span between contraction and dehumanization was very short, and no amount of medication made a difference. Once factored, you stayed factored. No one had a DRK cure. 

And they thought HIV was bad, I thought. 

I rubbed my face and let out a long breath.

As technologically advanced as we were, our main threat was still biological. Those reporters were right; the DRK was serious. If this was a biological weapon, we were screwed. If it was an out-of-control accident, we were screwed. But few in America cared. No one would until it reached our own backyards. 

It’s sad, I thought, but a person dying on the late night news isn’t as threatening as a sick neighbor. But how long before the virus strikes here? We need to prepare.

Around 11:00 a.m., I heard mumbling outside my office. Irritated, I walked to my door and opened it to find my assistant talking with one of my colleagues. It was Aaron, an egotistical camera-hog rarely seen performing actual work. He wore a tailored suit, flag pin, and polished shoes. He was taller than me, but I could smell the gel in his slicked back, blond hair. 

My assistant paused her flirting and noticed me. “Oh. There you are.”

I faced Aaron. “Is there something you need? I’m not working on the press-release data, if that’s what you’re looking for. I sent that to your office with...” I stopped when I saw the look on his face and raised my eyebrows. “What?”

Aaron blinked at me. “Troy, have you looked outside this morning?”

It was then I noticed the red glow coming from the window behind my assistant’s desk. I can’t say why I took so long to notice the unnatural light. Maybe I confused it for my assistant’s many-colored lamp (I’d asked her repeatedly to remove this, but she never did, knowing I couldn’t fire her because of who her father was.) In any case, I followed Aaron’s suggestion and stepped to the window to see outside.

In the sky, a red and yellow cloud hung over the park leading to the Capitol House. Examining it further, I saw that it wasn’t truly a cloud. It looked as if someone had tried to patch a gigantic hole in the sky from the other side. Simply no sky existed where the bright, red and yellow lights swirled. The edges of the thing were sharp and abrupt where it met the rest of the atmosphere. 

Back on the ground, armed officers sealed off the park below the cloud of light. Tourists crowded on the perimeters, gazing up at the lights and taking pictures. 

I bet video of this thing’s already online, I thought. 

“What is that?” I looked back at Aaron and saw equal befuddlement in his expression. “Is the president evacuating the building?” 

“No, the public would freak out. We’re closing off the park, but I don’t think anyone knows what’s going on. We haven’t released a statement yet.” 

My assistant hung up the phone. “President Weaver wants to see you in her office pronto.” 

I hadn’t even heard it ring. “What for?”

“She didn’t say.”

I paused in confusion, nodded, and walked through the maze of desks toward the main hall. Passing cubicles, I noticed several people either on their phone or watching the television screens projected around the office. Everyone looked restless. 

As I entered the main hall, a Secret Service agent met me. He waved me on without much interest once he recognized me – he too was distracted by what hung in the sky outside. I then turned down a tiled, well-lit hall and stopped before a set of double oak doors. Straightening my tie, I knocked before entering.

President Weaver sat at a wide desk that stood before an enormous window. Omar Abbas, head of the World Space Program’s Euro division, sat in a stuffed chair opposite the desk. The dark-skinned man wore an expensive suit and fidgeted with a gold ring as he looked out the room’s window. A fly buzzed somewhere around the chandelier, but no other sound filled the room. The president and her guest ignored me as they looked outside, and I now saw the cloud of lights from this better vantage point.

I’m known for keeping a level head in the midst of a crisis, I thought. Maybe the president wants me to start working on something pertaining to this light cloud...thing. 

I stepped forward and chose a chair beside Mr. Abbas.

The president finally turned in her seat to face us. A golden pin neatly held back her short, graying hair, but the bags under her eyes gave the impression she was stressed beyond her norm. “I assume you’ve seen the news, Kandoya?”

“Yes, Madam President. Do we know what it is?”

“No,” she said bluntly. “Within an hour of its appearance, the media came up with a story of their own. They’re claiming the lights are from a weather control satellite that’s casting light rays into the atmosphere. Ridiculous, but the public is content with the media’s story for now. Unfortunately...” She waved to the foreigner. “Omar.”

“It’ll be difficult to keep that story running.” Mr. Abbas’s accent reminded me he was from the interior of Eurasia, the region where the DRK virus was widespread. 

I shifted away from him in my seat. “Why’s that?”

“China will soon release news that an identical light burst appeared in their skies. Also, a third one hangs over one of our Euro states.”

I widened my eyes in surprise. 

Mr. Abbas nodded. “Our WSP satellites scanned the rest of the globe, but we’ve only discovered these three light anomalies. Still, three of these things are enough to cause mass hysteria, since no one knows what they are. Every World Space Program division is working on it, but so far we don’t have answers.”

“Okay...” I looked back at the president. “So you want me to write a statement about these lights?”

“I didn’t send for you to discuss the press.” She leaned forward and folded her hands on her desk. “It’s about your brother.”

My face probably drained of color. Given recent developments, my brother was the one topic that unnerved me. “Now what did he do? Am I on temporary leave again? I can’t stress enough that Lee’s beliefs are not mine and I don’t plan on-”

“No, Kandoya, just listen. I explained after the last incident that it wouldn’t happen again.”

This was reassuring. “So what do you need from me?”

Mr. Abbas frowned. “Find your brother and give him the straight facts. The last thing we need is a religious nut claiming the world’s going to end.”

My heart dropped somewhere between my feet. “Is he saying that?”

The president held up a hand. “Not yet. We want you to make sure he doesn’t start a panic. When Lee went public with his outcries concerning the DRK virus, it took weeks to settle the rioters. This time, I’d like to handle the matter more swiftly. What do you know about his cult?”

I answered reluctantly. “It’s not a cult, really, but the Kota do share a common faith. They try to live as their faith sees fit and focus on charity work. Until recently, they kept to themselves and drew little attention.” 

She nodded.

I paused, uncomfortable with the rest of my information. “At our father’s funeral, my brother met an elderly Kota man distantly related to our father. We have Kota roots, apparently. The man gave Lee a book of prophecies, and some of the writings supposedly mean Lee’s important to their cause. And, one of the prophecies was about the DRK virus. That’s the one he went public with, but I guess they have several more. The Kota have tried to interpret the rest ever since the Virus Prophecy was confirmed. Personally, I think these prophecies cause drama and are a waste of time.” I wanted to stress this last point.

“Well,” said the president, “since the Kota just happened to have a prophecy about the virus, it wouldn’t surprise me if they also have one about these lights.”

Mr. Abbas agreed. “They mustn’t alarm the public further. Your brother caused enough commotion about the DRK virus.”

I nodded. “I see what you want. You hope I can control Lee this time. His followers might cause another stir if they aren’t stopped. What if he won’t listen to me?”

“Try,” said Mr. Abbas. “Euro religious sects are already fighting over who’s responsible for the lights. Twenty people have been murdered in the Euro state where our light anomaly appeared. I don’t know everything about the cult your brother is leading. But when Lee went public with his Virus Prophecy, he got more attention from my people than he did from your own. Now, who knows what he’ll do? Things are bad already, and we don’t need your brother adding fuel to the fire. From his past achievements, I think it’d be in both our countries’ best interests if we got him under control.”

“I see. I’ll do what I can, but I can’t promise anything.”

The president nodded. “All I’m asking is that you try. Please, wrangle your brother quickly, Kandoya. And quietly.”

“I understand. Thank you, Madam President.”

She waved her hand, informing me I could go.
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As I walked home that evening, I saw people leaving their houses and peering up at the sky. A few children played in their families’ yards, but the majority of the parents in my community made their kids play indoors that day. Walking into my apartment building, I noticed my Muslim neighbor kneeling on his floor in prayer. 

Once alone in my apartment, I turned on the lights. Toto ran to me and danced around my legs, expecting a walk.

“Calm down. I know the sitter let you out twenty minutes ago.” 

Toto harrumphed and followed me as I walked to my bedroom. Here, I threw myself on the bed in defiance. I landed on my phone. Taking this as a sign, I took the phone and held it before my face.

“Call Lee.” 

While the phone rang, I sat up and took off my shoes. Toto jumped on the bed and sprawled, whining at me. 

How can I make Lee listen? I thought. Yelling at him has never worked. I need another approach. Besides, it’s been a while since we talked. I feel a little guilty about that. He is my brother, even if I’m trying to hide that fact from the world. As long as Lee doesn’t try to peddle his Kota movement off on me, we’re fine. Maybe enough time’s gone by since the Virus Prophecy conflict that we can talk now without fighting. Maybe. 

Eventually, Lee’s energetic voice spoke through my phone. “Greetings, Troy. Any messages from your boss?”

I took off my tie. “Good evening, Lee. I take it you’ve heard about these light clouds? Tell me, did we sound like as big of fools as I thought when we addressed the press this afternoon? We need to work with China on getting our lies straight.”

Lee laughed. “No, it was a good cover.”

I rubbed my face in my hands. “Sometimes in this job I feel like the kid sitting in the corner wearing the funny, pointed hat.”

He laughed again. “Well, maybe the lights are fluke manifestations of rainbows like Aaron reported.”

“They’re not, but we have no better explanation.”

“I figured as much.” He sounded like he expected what was coming.

I frowned. “Lee, President Weaver implores you not to stir up your Kota followers again. She doesn’t want a religious war started.”

“The Kota are peaceful. You know that, Troy. And anyway, the majority of my ‘Kota followers’ are in eastern Asia, so I don’t see what business the president has telling us to do anything.”

“Well, Omar Abbas attended the meeting too.”

“The WSP Euro division guy?”

“Yes. He also fears you’ll incite a worldwide hysteria. Both he and Weaver wanted me to talk to you in case your cult is-”

“For the hundredth time, we’re not a cult. We just want to distinguish ourselves from the many other forms of our religion because we don’t believe they hold to the essentials anymore. We try to follow the correct faith. And prophetic visions have come to our people, so we’re meant to proclaim these warnings to the world. We have to do what we can to help mankind see the truth before it’s too late.” He paused, and I heard pity in his voice. “You and I are Kota on Dad’s side, even if you don’t want to include yourself in our beliefs.”

I rolled my eyes, glad he couldn’t see this. “I suppose everyone who isn’t Kota will be swept away, then?”

“You know the Virus Prophecy.”

So does the rest of the world, I thought. Thanks to you.

“’The Virus

When the mind of man abuses all known by him

and calamity comes most unnatural,

the sons of men shall be tested.

Some will revolt from truth;

others faithful will remain.

Only the true Kota, the un-tainted,

shall escape the curse of man’s corruption.’’’

“Yeah...” I rubbed my face again. “You’ve made a lot of enemies with that, Lee. Everyone thinks you Kota created the virus just to scare people and get more followers. If you’re the only ones spared, smart money is on the Kota being behind this.” 

Don’t start a fight, I thought.

“Lee, just please don’t stir up your followers. You've caused enough panic. I share the president’s concerns.”

“I've only done what I can to make the world wake up, Troy. The fact that the Virus Prophecy is true isn’t my fault. Now these...churning lights.”

The delay between his last words worried me, and I looked at my phone. “Lee, are these lights in another prophecy?”

He paused. “I thought you didn’t want to hear any more about that... What’d you call it last time?”

“We don’t need to repeat it.” I was worried by his dodginess. “Lee, do you know something?”

The phone again was silent. Then, “These lights should be taken seriously, Troy. From what I’ve researched, miracles are being shown to us to get our attention. The lights might be a warning. The world is falling apart as a result of our own doing, despite our feeble attempts to pretend otherwise.” 

Here came the sermon. 

“We’ve been slaves to the wrong things for so long that we’re blind to why we’re in the wrong. We still serve the same gods of old; we’ve just lost the mystic creativity to give them personalities and names. We call greed ‘greed,’ sex ‘sex,’ and war ‘war.’  Man today should be held more accountable than those of old – we know what and why we idolize. We’re starting to pay for how far off the path we’ve wandered. Our nation’s been declining in prominence for a while – you know that better than I. The power is shifting as we fall apart internally. Other countries around our epicenter are moving ahead of us. Our growing weaker is building them stronger. We don’t even care as we see it happening. We’re numb. It’s Rome all over again.”

Being a part of our nation’s government, I didn’t like what he was saying, mostly because I knew he was right. Still, he was trying to lead me away from my question.

“Lee, what are you hiding from me?”

“I’m not hiding anything from you! You nearly lost your job when I publicized the Virus Prophecy. I won’t let that happen again. I know you’re ashamed of what I've taken up, but I can’t help it – everything I've learned is just too incredible, and it rings true. These Kota men and women really are an amazing bunch, and I've enjoyed learning about our family’s heritage.”

I groaned and couldn’t hold back any longer. “How can you be so sure we’re Kota, Lee? Maybe that old guy at Dad’s funeral was just yanking your chain. We don’t look Asian.”

Lee laughed. “Haven’t you listened to anything I've told you? The Kota are a mix of races rolled into one. Few people living in the Kota communities are biologically Asian. It’s like the British in India or the Spanish in Middle America – the culture may look native to the region, but the people are from outside that culture.”

I had to concede. “Yes, you've told me before.”

“I am sorry if I’m causing you career trouble, Troy. Tell the president I’m under control. With everything going on, I promise to stay out of your way. Anyway, I’m traveling abroad for a while.”

“I don’t want you to avoid me, Lee.” I sighed. “Where are you going?”

“Tibet. To the Kota Council. We have decisions to make.”

“What decisions? –No, I don’t want to know. Just be careful, Lee.”

“I will. Stay safe. May Heaven bless you.” He hung up.

I made a face at the phone. With a sigh, I flopped onto my bed and scratched Toto’s ears. He lay by my side, oblivious to the developing upheaval. As I looked into his naïve, ignorant expression, I wondered how much my country and my dog had in common. 

The DRK is just one danger lurking on the horizon, I thought. Lee is right; we’ve been pretending everything is fine. We’re numb. But political tensions have been building internationally and internally for a while. The president can blame Lee all she wants, but many other problems are afoot. The world is just waiting for an excuse to justify open hostility. These red and yellow lights could be the trigger that sets off the explosion. 

As I lay on my bed, the parallels between my improperly comfortable, uncaring wolfhound and my country made me stop scratching Toto’s ears.
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Over the next several months, I didn’t hear from Lee again. I honestly was too busy to pay him much mind, however. On top of my regular workload with the DRK virus data, I tried to help sift through incoming reports about the light anomalies. For our part, we followed the World Space Program’s advice and called them just that – ‘light anomalies’ – in an attempt to keep the matter scientific. 

Around our conference table, my colleagues and I sat and shuffled through reports. 

Reading from a folder, Aaron told us, “The Euro physicists’ best running theory is that the light anomalies are rifts in the dimensional frameworks of our universe.”

“Duh.” Joanne snorted a laugh. “That vague answer won’t satisfy the masses.”

“It’s better than what I’m reading.” Scott leaned back in his chair. “These theories on alien wormholes will hardly calm people down.”

James made a face. “But no one has a more plausible explanation?”

I shook my head as I scanned printouts. “Not that I’m seeing.”

Aaron put his elbows on the table and rubbed his face. “What a mess.”

For once, I agreed with him.

Thanks to the internet, any new report in one area spread around the globe before it was confirmed. This had resulted in thousands of theories by the end of the first month. 

Joanne looked at James. “Anything from the meteorological investigations?”

James shook his head and scanned his folder. “There’s not much conclusive data. No scientific experimentation has proved any theory accurate. The WSP launched thirty more probes into the three anomalies, but no readings of any kind came back.” He raised an eyebrow at whatever the folder held. “It’s like the probes disappeared. Satellites took pictures of the anomalies from space, but they look identical from every perspective.”

Scott chimed in with info from his folder. “China’s anomaly is the most remote from any metropolitan area. They sent explosives into their anomaly, but nothing happened once the signal was sent to detonate.”

I shook my head. “That was pretty damn risky.”

Scott shrugged. “Desperate times...” 

We took a moment to peruse our files. Our little group was tense, but I knew we were an accurate representation of the general population’s mood.

Every government on the planet was scrambling to keep their peoples calm about these unexplainable lights, but few succeeded in quelling conflict. As I’d predicted, the light anomalies were not the real cause of strife, but they created an excuse for age-old tensions to resurface. 

“Did you hear about Egypt?” asked Joanne. 

“Yeah,” muttered Scott. “War with Sudan.”

James sighed. “Bound to happen. Most of Africa’s at war. Their governments have collapsed entirely.”

“Not any worse than Eurasia.” Joanne frowned. “Their economic breakdown started the dominos. Now with Eurasia engulfed in civil war...”

“And the Euro media is reporting threats of nuclear warfare.” Scott snorted and tossed his folder on the table. “Like that’ll solve anything.” 

Aaron sat back and crossed his arms. “Africa’s wars, Eurasia’s civil war... It all puts pressure on the rest of the world’s resources. The president is already discussing her options. We might have to stop aid to warring countries soon. We can’t go broke just to help countries that are tearing themselves apart.”

Joanne frowned. “The trickier issue is not taking sides by giving aid to some countries and not others.”

“Did you see the latest polls?” asked Scott. “The country’s split right down the middle as to whether we should get involved abroad in the war.”

Since when aren’t we split down the middle? I thought. Still, America’s disconnected from most of this hell. But for how much longer? Once the DRK hits our soil...

I leaned back in my chair and shook my head. “These light anomalies are the least of our problems.”

Aaron nodded at me and began stacking his folders. “We have other work, so why don’t we table this for now?” 

Everyone agreed, and together we collected our various files and headed back to our offices. 

What a mess, I thought. Other nations’ leaders don’t have the luxury of sitting around, discussing the state of the world. They’re in the thick of it while we’re over here...

I sighed as I entered my office. Sitting at my desk, I tried to be optimistic. 

The global situation grew worse and worse, but humanity was fighting back. Or at least, our country was fighting back. This wasn’t because of our superiority by any stretch of the imagination. Really, it was because we...could. America, geographically the most isolated, was therefore the most spared from proximity hostility. We’d constructed acres of greenhouses to feed those abroad who lost everything. Our economy even boomed as new technologies were invented out of necessity. 

I reactivated my computer and continued reading an article on hovercrafts. While our government held out on making many of its military inventions common knowledge, we’d introduce hovercraft to Eurasia. The article onscreen suggested that hovercraft alone made transportation possible because the majority of Euro roads had been blasted away in battles. One picture showed a crowded metropolitan area spared from bombing, and car-like vehicles hovered at various heights between the buildings. 

Joanne is right, I thought. The aid we provide some countries makes it look like we’re taking sides. We’ve stayed out of the Eurasia conflict so far, but... It’s coming. 

I clicked off the article to open a file pertaining to my main job.   

Soon, I knew America would be rolled into the global turmoil because of one very serious danger thrown in the mix – the DRK virus. We could beef up our security and isolate ourselves all we wanted, but eventually the virus was going to reach our shores. 

I read the file onscreen, which was a sum-up of the CDC’s conclusions over the past few months. 

These were the pertinent developments: Although our government intended to help the public by releasing its technological advancements, warring factions abroad infiltrated each other’s governments to ferret out dirty little secrets. Those motivated dug deep and found confidential programs. One such group discovered that the DRK virus had in fact been accidentally created during undisclosed, government-funded genetic research conducted in Eurasia. The precise details of the virus’s genesis were too complicated for me to grasp, but CDC sources assured me it was plausible. Knowing of the DRK’s origin answered a few questions, but this still didn’t point toward a cure. Unfortunately, those who’d developed the DRK were either dead or factored. Whatever the scientists’ original intent, the DRK now infected indiscriminately with no sign of weakening. As the war rampaged across Eurasia, so did the virus, doubling or perhaps even tripling the war’s death toll. 

I pulled up a Euro news video and hit play. Thanks to this news channel, now the American public knew the true horrors of the DRK virus headed our way. 

The video showed a vacant city block. Dirt and debris covered the streets. Windows were broken. It looked like a scene from a war movie. Euro soldiers maneuvered around the wreckage with guns raised, and the camera followed shakily. Somewhere off-screen a man shouted in a foreign language, and soldiers swung their guns toward a narrow alley. Shrieking, inhuman cries echoed from the alley, and the cameraman lurched back as a dozen people burst from the shadows. The people had factored. All were covered in the fungus of the DRK, their hair had fallen out in clumps, and their eyes were bloodshot and crazed. One naked factor in the lead shrieked and dove at a soldier, tackling him to the ground before he got a shot off. The soldier screamed as the crazed factor wrestled him, and the factor leaned in and bit into the man’s neck. Other soldiers shot the factor, pelting it with scores of bullets. The factor slumped dead over the fallen soldier. Then the rest of the factors shrieked and attacked, and the cameraman panicked and swung back and forth too fast to show what was happening. But you could hear the screams of soldiers as they fired at the advancing factors. 

I closed the video and took a deep breath. My gaze crossed my clock, and I saw how late it was.

I need air, I thought.

After shutting off my computer, I stood from my seat and grabbed my coat. I wasn’t in the mood to interact with anyone on my way out, so I opened the news app on my phone and put in my earbuds. Finally grabbing my briefcase, I headed home.

“As the number of factors multiplies,” a female journalist was saying, “the only solution is to put them down.”

“How can you say that?” said the male reporter. “These are people!”

“No, they were people,” countered the woman. “We’ve all seen the videos. These aren’t people anymore. The factors are at best subhuman.”

“That’s a bit too far, don’t you think?” 

“No! This isn’t a disease we have hope of curing. The DRK is incurable. Everyone infected turns into one of these factors. And there’s no way to stop the spread of the DRK or these factors except to execute them. We have to consider the greater good. I’m sorry, but once someone’s infected, they’re the most dangerous liability mankind has ever-”

“So you want to kill hundreds of thousands of Euros who are infected? Am I hearing that right?”

The woman paused only a breath. “There’s nothing politically correct about this situation. I’m not alone in this opinion either. Most human rights activists here in the States have stopped protesting the exterminations in Eurasia. And you know why? Because they’re thinking ahead. The virus has spread into the westernmost Euro states and will soon cross the Atlantic, no matter what methods of quarantine we might enforce. Everyone knows the DRK is coming.”

Shit, I thought. She got that information from my office. She’s right, though. We’ve tried to stay out of everything else, but this out-of-control virus is a danger we have to face. And it’ll soon be time to make some tough decisions... How responsible am I for all this? I’ve just been passing along the reports from the CDC, but... God, what a mess.

I emerged outside on the sidewalk and took out my earbuds to be more aware of my surroundings. The clear evening sky was tinged red from the light of the nearby anomaly, but I ignored this and walked in the opposite direction. The air was cool, and I took a deep breath as I crossed a busy street with other pedestrians. 

I turned down a street into my neighborhood and walked by a beauty salon. Inside, women sat reading newspapers instead of fashion magazines. They waited somberly rather than chatting. I walked by a newsstand and scanned headlines, most of which had either the word ‘war’ or ‘virus’ in bold type. My local pharmacy’s door had a sign proclaiming they were out of the flu vaccine.

Not that vaccinations will do any good, I thought. 

I needed a drink.

Upon entering my favorite pub, I saw a few other patrons and took a stool at the bar. When I had the bartender’s attention, I ordered a Scotch whiskey. Then I pulled out my phone to check the latest polls. 

The television over the bar switched to a news report, and my head jerked up when I recognized my brother’s voice. Onscreen, Lee stood with microphones in his face in front of what looked like a Buddhist temple. He wore a cheap suit and tie. His brown, wavy hair blew around his face. He had a trimmed beard now, which was new from when I’d last seen him. 

“After careful consideration,” Lee was saying, “the Kota Council has decided not to disclose the prophecy that led us to this course of action. Our people have been persecuted relentlessly because of the Virus Prophecy. We don’t want to add to their suffering by risking judgment about this current prophecy. Mankind must listen to what our faith has to say, however, so we won’t stop proclaiming the truth.”

“Get a load of this guy,” said a man sitting down the bar.

The bartender arrived with my Scotch, and I took a large swallow.

Lee shook his head at a reporter’s question. “We won’t cause more panic by revealing the current prophecy we’re dealing with, but it has led us to this course of action, yes.”

What action? I thought.

Then I read the scrolling text at the bottom of the screen: ‘Kota Council purchases custom-built spacecraft from World Space Program in the largest purchase ever by nonprofit entity. Scheduled departure is not yet known. Destination is China’s light anomaly.’

I sucked in a breath.

“The Kota Council,” said Lee, “has asked for one thousand volunteers from among our religious communities. The WSP was very generous in designing a spacecraft to fit our specific needs, and the ship should be ready by the end of the month.”

The newsfeed cut to two reporters sitting at a desk. I didn’t hear anything more they said. Picking up my phone, I tried calling my brother. It went straight to voicemail. Not knowing what to say, I hung up. 
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Spring of the following year, I sat in my living room in front of the television, eating cookies I’d bought from the kid next door. Nervous, I’d eaten half a box in the past ten minutes. I’d also been home, sick with a cold, for a week. The resulting state of my apartment was not great. But with everything else going on, I didn’t care.

On my television, a Chinese reporter stood outside a WSP airport. In the background, a jumbo-jet-meets-cargo-plane-like spacecraft taxied down the runway. It was the biggest spacecraft I’d ever seen, and it must’ve cost a fortune. 

The reporter looked excited to have landed this gig. “Kota have gathered here from across the globe. Moments ago, one thousand passengers and twenty crew members loaded onto the ship you see behind me. I can tell you that the scene was a mix of excitement and really joy, Tom. There were tears of parting, of course, but most of these Kota volunteers weren’t leaving anyone behind because whole families signed up together. The Kota Council members, as the leaders of this religious organization, were among the first to enter the spacecraft. I asked who will lead the Kota remaining behind, and a councilman told me their followers are free to move forward any way they choose. One woman informed me that, whatever becomes of these volunteers, the Kota who remain will continue to spread their message to the rest of the world.”

I bet Lee will be in charge, I thought.

I’d learned from a series of text messages that my brother wouldn’t be among the volunteers on the WSP spacecraft. This had been a great relief, but the media coverage of this whole affair had intensified as the Kota volunteers’ departure date approached. I’d heard less and less from Lee, who’d been busy as the Kota Council’s spokesperson. 

The wars haven’t affected Tibet, I thought. Not like the urban areas of China. Lee is safe. But all this media coverage is throwing a lot of anger the Kota’s way. Many people still blame them for the DRK, thanks to the Virus Prophecy. Now that they claim another prophecy says something about the light anomalies...

I wasn’t the only one watching this news program today. Everyone wanted to hear the Kota’s reason for this drastic action. Legally, nothing was being done to stop the Kota volunteers, but few people on the outside approved. I personally thought flying into the light anomaly was a pointless, expensive, dangerous thing to do, although I disagreed with an interviewed man who’d claimed, “The Kota will piss off the aliens.” 

“And there they go,” said the reporter.

I popped another cookie in my mouth. 

The camera left the reporter and zoomed in on the WSP craft as it accelerated down the runway. My entertainment center’s surround sound rumbled across my living room as the ship shot off the end of the runway into the air. The spacecraft gained altitude, and the news channel switched cameras to cover from a better angle. Now, the screen showed a blue sky with the ship ascending at an angle to intercept China’s swirling, fiery light anomaly.

The anomaly is huge, I thought. Now that we can see it in relation to the gigantic spacecraft... It must be a half mile wide. 

Off-camera, the reporter was talking to fill the silence. “Local scientists report that nothing happens when probes are sent into the anomaly. No data ever transmits back out, but they can’t say if-”

“Excuse me, Stacey,” cut in the news anchor’s voice. “The ship’s about to reach the anomaly.”

I jammed three more cookies in my mouth as the craft flew straight at the swirling lights. Then, the tip of the ship crossed some dimensional point into the lights, and a moment later the rest of the ship was swallowed as well.

“Now the real questions begin-”

Suddenly, the light anomaly vanished.

“Oh!” I yelped in surprise from my sofa. This hurt my already aching throat, and I coughed and nearly spit cookies before reaching for my tea. 

The anchor and reporter discussed this rapidly, but it was clear they had no idea what had happened. The camera swung back and forth in the perfect blue sky, but the anomaly was gone. Simply gone. The video feed cut back to the reporter at the airport, and she filled time by babbling something about how everyone there was shocked as well.

Annoyed, I hit mute and sat back on my sofa. 

What the hell? I thought. Did the Kota know that would happen? Everyone will freak out about this. Lee...

I reached for my phone and called my brother, but, once again, it went straight to voicemail. Instead I shot him a quick text asking him to call when he had time. 
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I woke in the late afternoon to something that sounded like a siren. By the time I figured out where the noise was coming from, my wolfhound lurched from the sofa and fetched the ringing phone.

“Hello,” I croaked. “Troy Kandoya here.”

“You sound wretched.” It was Lee.

I woke enough to lift my face from the sofa. “Where have you been?”

“Never mind that. Can you get to the airport? I have a jet waiting that will bring you to me.”

“Sure,” I moaned sarcastically, “let me throw on some pants and I’ll be right there.”

“Seriously, Troy. I need you here.”

“I can’t just up and leave, Lee. Sick or not, I have to work tomorrow. I want very much to know what you've been doing, but I don’t have time to visit. I’m sorry.”

“This could be the last time I ever see you.”

That got my attention, and I sat up torpidly. “What? Where are you?”

“North. Just go to the airport we used the last time we visited Dad. The rioters so far haven’t disrupted security at the airport. You should be safe, and I have people waiting to bring you to me. Please, hurry.” He hung up.

Guess I’m going to Canada, I thought. Really, Lee? Why now? As if I don’t have enough to deal with! CDC reports. Light anomaly files. Riots. Tensions and accusations flying around the Capitol House... James disappeared, and we’ve been ordered not to report anything. And did Joanne’s husband really take a job in Nebraska’s greenhouse? I’ve been sick all week, so what else might I’ve missed? They probably won’t like it that I’ll be gone for longer.

I started to dial my office. With a chilling suspicion, I stopped. 

Lee didn’t want to tell me where he was, I thought. He didn’t even tell me the name of the airport. Is my phone tapped? That would seem ridiculous, but with everything going on... 

Despite my annoyance with him, something told me to trust my brother. 

My mind raced as I got dressed and swallowed what might’ve been a few too many prescription pills. Before I left, I made sure to text the neighbor kid to feed Toto. I had no idea how long I’d be gone.

The next several hours blurred together, but somehow I reached the airport and even the correct private hanger. I fell asleep before the jet took off, and I didn’t stir for some time.
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“Some Kota prophet’s wacky dream journal”
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I stand in a thousand different places at once, yet they’re all the same place. Whenever the scene changes, it’s only the time of the place that changes. I suddenly stand in my living room, and a swirl of red and yellow light is before me. I make a motion with my hand that triggers the anomaly. I’m then floating in a place where only the light exists. It seems eternal. Swirling hues of red mix around me and pulse in and out, acting as the heartbeat of this realm. Different openings appear before me. As I float over the lights, I see that these openings look into many exotic lands and places.

The dream ended as I felt myself being nudged. With a start I opened my eyes, and I looked up at a woman in a flight attendant’s uniform. She smiled. I held my head to make the interior of the jet stop spinning.

“Sir, your brother is waiting in a vehicle outside if you’d like to follow me.”

I nodded and rose from my seat. Carrying nothing, I joined her at the open exit. Stairs awaited me here, and cold wind blew into the jet. The flight attendant gave me a reassuring, if somewhat fake, smile before I exited. 

I’m not one for adventure, I thought. I need an explanation for whatever’s going on ASAP. Where’s Lee?

On the top stair, I was met by a dark, cold night. My coat flapped in the wind, and I nearly fell over but caught myself on the rail. Despite the darkness, I knew immediately we were no longer anywhere on the eastern coast. The air was too bitter cold against my face. The landscape showed a different kind of vegetation. Every direction I faced showed only hills of forest.

Holding the rail as I descended, I saw we were at a private airport in the middle of what appeared to be nowhere. When my feet touched earth again, I noted that the pavement of the runway was cracked and covered in pebbles. 

Car lights approached from behind, and I turned woozily. Some sort of jeep-like vehicle pulled to a stop a short distance from the jet. Considering absolutely no one else was around, I assumed the vehicle had been sent for me. I proceeded with an arm raised against the beams of the headlights, but then a man with wavy hair and a beard leaned out the nearest backseat window.

Lee, I thought. 

He waved me toward the jeep. “Have a nice flight?”

“I don’t really remember. –Is this a hover jeep?”

Lee laughed and disappeared back into the vehicle. The door opened for me. I climbed into the dark back seat and shut the door. Lee motioned to the driver. It was a hover jeep, and I felt a smooth, gliding motion as we sped off. It smelled like leather.

My pills were wearing off by this point. Conscious of my feelings once again, I realized I was extremely annoyed. “Where are we? Lee, what’s going on? What did you mean this might be the last time I see you?”

He turned to me in the darkness, and the leather squeaked as he shifted. “Troy, when we came up here for Dad’s funeral, our Kota relative showed me a lot more than just that book he gave me. The Kota have a facility up here that’s tucked away and virtually unknown.”

“I don’t want any part of-”

Lee waved me off. “After the Kota volunteers left – and you know how that turned out – I met with our scientists. We then began the next big task ahead of us.”

“There are scientists in the Kota?”

Lee laughed. “They’re not all little men in humble robes, Troy. How do you think we funded the WSP craft?” He wasn’t picking up on my frustration. “Anyway, in order to do what we have to do next, the scientists needed me to come to this facility. It’s amazing.” He pointed across me out the window. “See for yourself.”

The jeep slowed to a stop, and I turned reluctantly to see where my brother had brought me. 

We’d reached a military-grade security gate. Our driver was talking to an armored guard, and a gate before us swung open to allow the jeep entry. 

Inside the compound, I saw a cave ahead in the hilly forest, but this was no rustic scene. The cave was enormous, and an entire building fit inside the open cave mouth. The facility blended in with the surrounding woods and hills, but it was clearly visible from the angled road we’d arrived from. Our jeep drove into a wide parking lot, and this lot held trucks and more jeeps. Atop the roof that jutted out from the cave, floodlights swept back and forth. 

Finally, we parked beside the building’s entrance. Soldiers working to unload a truck looked over as our driver got out. He opened the door for Lee and myself. Lee smiled and ushered me to follow.

Why soldiers? I thought. What’s Lee gotten us into? If this is some sort of militia planning a coup...

I followed Lee into the building through a set of security doors. Once inside, I blinked to adjust to the bright florescent lights. I then saw that we stood on a wide balcony running around the building. Glass doors on this level looked into medical rooms. The interior’s lower level was cluttered with instruments, computers, and mechanical devices I didn’t recognize. People in lab coats scurried about the various work stations. An excited and anxious mood hung in the air, not to mention the smell of chemicals. 

My illness was blurring my sight and slowing my brain from processing at normal speeds, but I saw enough to know something out of the ordinary was going on.

I looked at my brother in the bright light. Lee’s face held an expression of command. He motioned for me to follow him along the balcony. As we walked, several passing doctors and scientist types nodded to him in respect.

I began to get an uneasy feeling. “What is-”

My demand for an explanation was cut short when Lee stopped before a glass door and opened it for me. I stepped inside to find a medical examination room with a pair of gurneys. Lee sat on one like he owned the place and motioned for me to sit on the other. Uncomfortable but figuring I had no other choice, I complied.

“I hear it’s getting rough out there,” said Lee. “I’ve been stuck here a while, preparing things, so I haven’t seen much for myself. The news clips I’ve caught look pretty awful, though. Africa is devastated. Two million dead in the Euro Civil War. The DRK is taking out just as many.”

I sighed. “Lee, what-”

The door opened. A young man entered with a clipboard, which he handed to Lee. The man was in his twenties, pale, and thin to the point of being gaunt. A scar ran from behind his ear to the top of his shaved scalp. This was disturbing enough, but the sides of his throat were cut in slits like gills. As he spoke quietly to Lee, I saw them breathing. The young man glanced at me before looking away and hurrying to exit.

Lee looked up from the clipboard, saw my expression, and went back to reading whatever the young man had brought him. “That’s Rion. He came to us from Boston after escaping from a research facility.”

Shocked, I shook my medicated head, trying to shake off my stupor. “In Boston?”

“Your bosses don’t tell you everything, Troy. They’re trying to keep up with research done overseas before the war. I don’t know much, but what Rion told us isn’t good.” Lee frowned and kept looking over the clipboard. “The Kota take in refugees seeking asylum from every danger you can think of. The remnant’s gone much more underground than we ever planned, but that’s allowed us to quietly protect these refugees. And we’ve learned things from them that the public doesn’t want to know.”

I was lost. “What are you talking about?”

“The U.S. government is funding...all kinds of research, Troy. It’s out of control. Genetic engineering’s been around for years, but with the genetic manipulations these scientists are attempting, it’s like they’re playing god. People with altered genes have intensified speed and strength capabilities, longer life spans, and a host of other abnormalities. It’s bizarre, but it’s within the reaches of known science too, you know? I just didn’t think anyone would dare go to these extremes.”

“This is happening in the States? Are you sure?” I’d read allegations from crackpot conspiracy theorists on the blogs, but...

Lee was serious. “I myself talked to a man who’d undergone experimentation in Georgia in the early days of these experiments. He’s now had children with genetic mutations. He’s not the only one. Rion, in fact, is second generation.”

This can’t be true, I thought. But that Rion kid... He’s certainly real.

“Like I said,” Lee continued, “the States are just trying to catch up with Euro breakthroughs. Overseas, they’ve been at this for even longer. According to a British researcher who came to us, there are more of these people in Eurasia’s population than anyone knows. The Euro scientists say they carry what they’re calling ‘mutate-genes.’ The theory is, mutate-genes will continue to spread to each generation until we reach a kind of equilibrium. They’re calling it ‘forced evolution.’” Lee glanced at my shocked expression and scowled as he read the clipboard. “You really didn’t know this was going on?”

I shook my head. 

Lee nodded with sympathy for my shock. “Also, it sounds like the DRK really is a result of all this. Overseas, when ethically questionable research got out of hand, the authorities couldn’t control rogue laboratories. Every test-tube-happy geneticist ran with what they found. Somewhere along the way, the DRK popped out.”

“That much I know,” I said. “The DRK’s origins were uncovered months ago. Not that it points us to anything like a cure, though. Eurasian authorities either don’t know anything or aren’t talking.”

And how much has our government covered up? I thought. How much have they used me to cover up? If our government is secretly conducting experiments... 

I felt my palms sweating. “The Health Department has been secretive lately. I assume because of what you’re telling me. I’ve barely gotten updates from the CDC. Are they experimenting on these people with mutate-genes in relation to the DRK?”

“Yes. Since there’s some link between the Euro genetic experiments and the DRK, leading American scientists apparently think the cure might be found in people who’ve undergone similar experiments.”

“How are they keeping this quiet?”

How have I not heard about this? I thought. Oh, shit. James disappeared after he went up to Boston... 

Lee frowned. “They’re secretly rounding up these poor people. That’s the real reason behind the riot in San Francisco last week. The government isn’t telling the public yet because there’d be nationwide outrage, but once the virus gets here...”

I knew what he was thinking. “Most of the nation will clamor for more research if it means finding a cure. They’ll claim it’s for the greater good.” I felt sick. “But it’s inhumane.”

“You have no idea. Those scientists in Boston cut into Rion’s head to study him. He didn’t exactly volunteer. And like I said, he’s not the only one who’s come to us. Six
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