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For Sweeps, Bren & AJ:

my true loves.

You have been, you are, and you ever more shall be my Talismans.  I cherish you.
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“Most men lead lives of quiet desperation and go to the grave with the song still in them.”

- Henry David Thoreau
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“The only real mistake is the one from which we learn nothing.”

- Henry Ford
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“Balance is not something you find; it’s something you create.”

- Jana Kingsford
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“There is nothing more beautiful than being desperate. And there is nothing more risky than pretending not to care.”

- Rachel C. Lewis

​​
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We live in an age of AI.  Every day, more and more services spring up promising revolutionary and innovative results using artificial intelligence.  The authoring industry is not immune to this.

I want every one of my readers to know that not once did I employ, nor will I ever employ, the use of AI to sculpt any part of any of my stories.  Those who know me know that I am staunchly and adamantly opposed to such cheats.

I’m very proud to be a verified human.  The ability to create is a gift that I was endowed by my Creator, and I will never forfeit that nor set it aside to propagate something synthetic and imitative.

Everything you’ve read by me in this novel, and in my other works, is 100% entirely created by me, the genuine article.  I’m a verified human, and always will be.

To my fellow authors, I urge you to preserve the sacred gift of human creation and never stoop to such lows.  Always cherish this gift you’ve been given.  If you encounter writer’s block, take a break.  Don’t cop out.  Don’t take the road more traveled by.  Don’t cheat.  Toe the line for all of us, and keep creation – true unadulterated creation – alive.

Long live humanity.

Also, if you’re an author – or even a budding one – I’d love to personally extend an invite to you to join me in two unique groups on Facebook: the Authors & Writers ONLY group of which I am the admin, and my own personal group, the Author Aaron Ryan Group.  The first group is one where you can connect with thousands of other authors across the globe, ask questions, learn and grow as a writer, and network.  Grapes grow best in bunches, after all.

And the second is my own personal group.  I find much higher engagement in my group than with my Facebook page.  I also welcome other authors to join me there for free giveaways, news, and also to learn why I self-publish, what benefits there are in being a writer-entrepreneur, and more. As a fellow author, I’m always here to help you in any way I can.  

God bless you as you use the gift of creation to sculpt your stories.  May they, and you, be utterly successful.

Sincerely,
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Aaron Ryan,

Verified Human
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I am a Christian author.  What does that mean exactly?  It means I worship Jesus, and I serve my God in Heaven.  That implies certain standards should be upheld, and that my life should be lived in certain ways, with certain morals, by certain convictions, and with a sense of honoring God in all I do and in all I write.  I seek to tell true and inspiring stories.

One thing I’ve always strived for is verisimilitude.  I’ve wanted my books to be on par with what we read out there in the world: to be adventurous escapism, to provide a gritty sense of reality, and to provide a real glimpse into the ebbs and flows of the struggles that humanity faces.  That means that life isn’t always glimpsed through rose-colored stained-glass windows. It means that with the good comes the gory.  With the sheer valor comes the shock value.  With the awe comes the awful.  Does that then mean that I will ever drop an F-Bomb or take my Lord’s name in vain in my works?  Never.  But does it mean that I will bury my head in the sand and pretend that we humans down here don’t talk a certain way, walk a certain way, act a certain way?  Never.

I want my works to reflect the real, genuine authentic struggles that humans face, and as such I want the real, genuine, authentic reactions that come with being human.  If an alien is going to eat you, you might not say “Oh, shucks.”  You might say something, hmm, a bit more colorful.  But I want my readers to know that I’ve always struggled with this, and do not mean to offend anyone with material some might find objectionable.  I’m a Christian, but I’m also an artist, and artists seek to stretch themselves and strive for truth and reality in their works.  That does not mean that I need to go overboard and pepper you with revolting material or words that Christians have no business engaging or indulging in.  As such, I want all of my faith-based readers to know that I am highly conscious of what I put out there into the world, and am constantly checking it against my spirit before I do so.

Nothing you’ll read in my novels is much different from what we experience on this ball in space, and I trust you’ll see that I’ve walked a fine line here, and I ask for your forgiveness if I’ve offended you in any way.  I pray this work of mine provides you with an awesome and incredible odyssey of escapism and adventure.  I pray you are moved at times by the Holy Spirit as you read.  I pray that you understand God better, and that you know that God knows my heart, and I tried my best to tell a real story, understanding that we’re all down here, all of us, just trying to do our very best in creating what we feel led to create.

I thank you so much for reading my novel.

In Jesus’ Name,
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Aaron Ryan

[image: A gold logo with a light shining on it

AI-generated content may be incorrect.]

	[image: ]
	 	[image: ]


[image: ]

​Backstory


[image: ]


––––––––
[image: ]


From the Dissonance alien invasion hexalogy by Aaron Ryan:
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In order to better understand the characters and story of The Talisman, it is highly recommended that you read the bestselling and award-winning Dissonance alien invasion saga by Aaron Ryan. 

A short synopsis follows from that series.

In June 2026, aliens invade our world, effectively annihilating 85% of the entire population.  They are everywhere, numbering in the hundreds of thousands, hovering at a geostationary orbit over the earth fifty feet above the ground for ninety days.  This ominous threat is planetary.  No nation is immune from the threat.

No one knows why they are here... what they want... or why they won’t just go away.

At first, we thought they were angelic messengers.

We were wrong.

On September 3rd, 2026, they collectively activate, hunting down mankind.  Within three months, nearly the whole of humanity – along with all organic life – is exterminated.

The aliens are dubbed gorgons, as they possess the unique ability to telepathically paralyze their prey, allowing the gorgons to eat at their leisure.  Whole swaths of organic life are defenseless and killed off.  The gorgons are no respecters of persons or creatures, and kill indiscriminately for food.  Society goes into hiding, and the scant survivors who remain are forced to eke out an existence in the shadows.

In the wake of the gorgon attacks, the military is the surviving remnant.  Those with guns and artillery are the ones who survive.  Fortified underground bunkers called Blockades house both military and civilian life.

A resistance rises up in the wake of the invasion, trained to fight back against the gorgons and develop the means to destroy them, which includes technology that the gorgons actually brought with them.  Harnessing this technology, the military develops ‘DTF’ weapons, short for Dissonant Tidal Floods.  These new weapons employ the gorgon technology through amplified soundwaves, coupled with EMP and explosive properties to expand their reach, which ultimately prove lethal to the gorgons.

The Dissonance saga centers around the main protagonist, Cameron ‘Jet’ Shipley, and the impact on his family in the wake of the invasion.  Jet and his brother Wyatt ‘Rutty’ Shipley are stationed at an underground military Blockade in Clarksville, Tennessee.

On December 4th, 2042, Rutty is violently killed in battle on a recon patrol at Austin Peay University.  It is there that Jet meets Liam Fox (‘Foxy’) Mayfield, who becomes a surrogate brother to Jet.  He is the same age as Rutty.  Unbeknownst to either of them, as they were too young during the gorgon invasion to register it, Liam also grew up in Jet’s hometown of Blue Spring, Kentucky.  He had been trapped in Harvill Hall at Austin Peay University since the gorgons attacked in September 2026.

Following Rutty’s untimely death, Foxy ultimately enlists in the armed forces with Jet, returning to Jet’s blockade, DN436 in Clarksville, Tennessee, becoming a trusted and valiant fighter in his platoon.

During their next assignment at Mammoth Cave with then-Underground Resistance Leader Vance Cardona, they are set upon by a wave of gorgons dispatched by the nefarious President Jean Graham.  Foxy nearly loses his life in the deep caverns of Mammoth Cave, but is able to flee to safety when Joe Bassett, a fellow soldier from Alpharetta’s Blockade DN282, sacrifices his own life to save Foxy’s.

Despite repeated setbacks inflicted upon them by President Graham, the resistance ultimately proves successful in destroying the gorgons in the war of 2042.  Graham is removed from power.  Foxy becomes a prominent member of the military along with Jet, Captain Miguel Monzon and others, proving himself diehard in battle and delivering one of two Venom-10 bombs that ultimately destroy the gorgon funnel over the Atlantic, which had all along been stealing Earth’s precious water resources.  Foxy is subsequently promoted to Corporal.

Following the war and deliverance, Foxy marries President Cardona’s daughter, Janine, on March 10th 2043.  They intend to live a quiet life, settling down in Greene County, Ohio near Wright-Patterson Air Force Base.

However, when a second wave of gorgons return for vengeance in March 2045, Foxy is recalled to service with his pregnant wife, meeting the president in the PEOC bunker under the White House.  Janine takes shelter there with her mother and father.  Foxy, Jet, Miguel Monzon and others ultimately engage and defeat this second wave of gorgons.

Pursuant to the second gorgon invasion in 2045, Foxy and Janine settle down in Blue Spring, Kentucky, near Jet and his wife Christine and their son Wyatt.  It is their estimation that their troubles are behind them.  And, for a time, they are.  Liam and Janine have two sons, Joseph and Carson, and live in relative peace, often visiting with Jet Shipley and his family.  President Vance Cardona, Janine’s father, begins the long, arduous work of guiding the United States, and the world, to rebuilding the planet once more.

But fate, it seems, calls upon those natural fighters whose indomitable spirits are not meant to rest.

In rooting out the remaining rogue gorgons lurking throughout the world, Foxy takes his wife Janine – a former soldier in her own right – on a mission with him against the urging of her father, President Vance Cardona.

Janine is ultimately killed on this mission, sowing division between son and father-in-law, and between father and sons. Foxy is emotionally disassembled and outcast, despondent and wallowing in his grief, cut off from his family.  Joseph and Carson cannot forgive their father for endangering their mother which ultimately results in her death.  Foxy shoulders the blame for her death, and wanders alone in his grief.

However, one day, the medallion appears, and life will never be the same for Liam ‘Foxy’ Mayfield... who ultimately becomes...

the
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SUBTERFUGE
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Part One:
The Mission Calls
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June 7th 2062 ∙ The Talisman
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Her name was Janine Marie Mayfield, and she was my beloved wife.

What I remember of her is still crystal clear in my mind, though the years increase and the shadows over them lengthen.  We had been through many trials together, and no one would dare contest that.  I was her husband, and she was my lovely bride to her dying breath.

It was five years ago when she breathed her last. 

Some wounds never fully heal.

I will never forget her, though some might accuse me of doing so: some who are consumed by their own pride, who assume the worst of me regardless of my nobility, what I did, what she and I wanted, or how it all played out.  They don’t understand, and they never will... but it’s fine.

We all must do what we must do, and while we do, one simple truth remains:

I’m doing what I must.

[image: A gold logo with a light shining on it
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I operate better in the murk and dirt.

That’s the truth.  I guess some guys like it neat and tidy.  Not me.  It’s easier when you can blend into the muck, when they can’t lock on to you... when you’re able to move stealthily through the grime and the filth and there’s no way in hell anyone would want to follow you in there. I can do it cleanly, but I prefer the dark and the mist.

I’ve never been a ‘neat and tidy’ kind of guy.  I was once described as ‘the best natural fighter they’ve ever seen,’ and I think that means that I’m raw and gritty.  So be it.  However, ‘they’ being my father-in-law, who now wants nothing to do with me, and has told everyone as much.  I don’t care anymore.  He doesn’t understand.  No one does.

Except them.  And they’re the ones I truly wish would go away.  But there’s nothing I can do about that now.

“One away or one to stay, and balance anew,” I whisper silently in the dark to no one in particular.  “Balance anew.  Balance... anew.”  It’s a chant, a vow, an oath: one that brings me comfort and resolve in the thick of nerves.  After all, it’s one more... and one more gets me closer to the goal.

So, I slither here, in this muddy perimeter outside the camp in Chiang Mai, Thailand, waiting for my target, hiding in the cold, sticky mud.

It’s been 3 days since the last one.  At this pace, it’s going to take me three more friggin’ years to get her back.  I don’t have that kind of time... but I’ve got to.  It’s been five years already, and I’m up to eight hundred twenty-nine.  That’s got to account for something.  Every day, as I inch closer to my goal, I can almost see her.

As if in response to my cold thoughts, the medallion around my neck flickers faintly and pulses with heat.  I glance down.  The glyphs on my outfit resonate and pulse once, and then fade.  They are a total giveaway in the dark, but, mercifully, they’re brief.  I know it’s just more of the same; they’ll explode in color and resonate as I get closer to my goal in satisfying those who entrusted this to me.

One away or one to stay, and balance anew...

I feel the heat of the medallion against my chest, on its heavy but soundless chain.  I cup it in my palm and take a deep breath, and as I do so, the glyphs resonate again, pulsing quickly in answer to my thoughts.  I know exactly how I got here, but it’s still utterly perplexing, no matter how I try to explain it.  Amazement resides deep in me: amazement that I should be so chosen; amazement that I should be so cursed.

How I got here doesn’t matter.  I’m here.

Let’s do this.

The rain is relentless.  It’s like there’s a firehose spraying through a colander somewhere up there, and it shows no signs of slowing.

I watch and wait.

There he is.  I stiffen, clutching my rifle grip.  My scope is on him, and I’ve got him dead to rights.  I hate this part, but I’m used to it by now. I know that beyond the door he just emerged from, there are other sickos just like him.  I also know that beyond them, there are eleven dejected and anxious women.  They’re in there against their will, and they have been for a long time now.  I clench my jaw, grit my teeth and shake my head as I think of their suffering.

What kind of men would do this to another human being, after all this planet has been through?  Is every inclination of our heart only evil all the time?  The Bible says that.  She preached on that a lot.  I think of her now, fondly, wondering how she’s doing in heaven, free from all of this.  Senora Rosie, our long-lost matriarch.

I shake my head to clear my thoughts.  I can’t think of the people in my past right now.  I need to focus on my mark, and what happens next.

Without a word, I lock him and squeeze the trigger.  A projectile bursts out of my rifle, slicing through the air at 3,100 feet per second.  This .338 Lapua is a miracle, and it does the job with all the gentility of a woman scorned.  

Hell hath no fury...

The mark’s head splits open, and he flies backward.  There’s a murmur in the hut behind him.  Someone else hears it, and they’re coming out to investigate.

One down.

The next one bursts out, brandishing a sidearm, eyes wide with alarm and confusion.  And another just like him.  Fewt fewt.  They’re down before they can even take a breath.  Their naked bodies collapse with a thud.  I swallow hard.

Three.

Eleven minus three is eight.  I’m still in the black, I think to myself.

The last sentry walks up to the hut.  He’s the ornery chap that skittered away from my last attempt, and he was too fast for me.  Whatever he eats for breakfast, it’s mixed with Wheaties, because he’s as slick and speedy as a mongoose.

Not this time though.  I see him flitting from shadow to shadow, bringing his gun up and preparing to spray a hail of death my way.  No grenades this time?  Your loss, sucker, I think to myself.  After all, that’s how they thought they got me.  But they don’t know about my suit or my abilities.

I take a deep breath, and my right index finger coolly pulls the trigger as he’s lined up neatly in my reticle.

Fewt.  This time, he fails to dodge, weave, bob, or duck for cover.  His military cap is blown off him.  His life is over, and this last sentry falls to the ground, devoid of breath.  There are cleaner ways, sure, but, again, I like it dirty.

Eleven minus four is seven.  Four dead in exchange for seven saved.  My math checks out.  Balance anew, I think. I give it a minute, watching, listening.  The rain continues to pelt down mercilessly.

A diminutive figure slowly, cautiously slides the bamboo door open, gritting on its straw hinges.  A tiny Thai woman, her face crinkled in agonized torment giving way to wonder, gazes around.  She whips her head this way and that, ultimately taking a singular, tentative step out, and then other heads bob out behind her.

But she pauses, registering something, and her eyes fall to the floor beneath her.  She glances down and then looks back in amazement at the ten surviving women behind her.  I shudder to think how many are dead in that same hut, and they’ve had to breathe the noxious fumes of their fellow dead while those sickos had their way.

The first woman stoops to clutch something that her bare foot had briefly touched; the coldness of it causes her to momentarily recoil.  She grasps it, lifting it up to her eyes and displaying it for the other women to see.  They’re all nude, freezing, clutching themselves, but they stare, leaning in, and they know.

They know.

The first woman mutters something that I can’t make out through the rain, but then she whirls around and peers out across the expanse separating their camp from where I’m at, roughly six hundred yards away across this rice paddy.

I know she can’t see me, but she’s staring right at me, and I just stare right back, wrapped in darkness.

She clutches the gold talisman to her nude chest, concealed in her bony, emaciated fist.  She smiles out toward me, bowing slightly.  She can’t see me, but I think she understands as I bow back.  The glyphs on my uniform briefly flicker, mirroring her gratitude.

And then they’re gone. Fleeing down the rickety steps of their hut, scampering through the mud and streams of water racing down their hill, running through the paddy to waiting freedom.

I watch them, knowing that I just saved eleven.  Well, seven, to be exact.  Seven plus eight hundred twenty-nine equals eight hundred thirty-six.

Only one hundred sixty-four to go, I think to myself.  One away or one to stay, and balance anew.

I remember the very first day I heard that phrase.  It hasn’t lost its meaning.  It used to settle upon me like a warm blanket; now its insufferable weight compresses my stalwart shoulders, but I feel like Atlas.  There’s no way to resist it any longer, and believe me, I’ve tried.

You don’t resist this. You just don’t.

One away or one to stay, and balance anew.

I’ve heard that so many times in my head now, I’ve lost count.  I hear it now as I move like a wind on a breeze, noiselessly, back to a waiting SUV.  They’ll never catch me.  They’ve never caught me before, and they won’t catch me now.

They can’t.

There’s only one who could possibly catch me, and I know his name.  But so far, he hasn’t found me.  I’ve been untouchable, and I intend to keep it that way.

Trust no one, they told me, and that’s worked out well so far.  I didn’t need them to tell me that anyway; with all that’s happened to me, I am not inclined to trust.

Well, except for Trudeau.  He’s been a faithful compatriot in times of loneliness.  He’s about as warm as a fish, but he’s good drinking company.  I trust him with my life.  Right now, he’s the only one.

My name is Liam Fox Mayfield, and I am The Talisman.
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June 9th 2062 ∙ Onyx Sleater

I have to find him, and Brent knows that.

“You’re not listening to me, Brent,” I say, defiantly.  “He just took out a major camp in Chiang Mai.  Someone knows who this guy is.  And you know I’m not giving up until I find him.  This is my story.”

“Onyx, please,” Brent grumbles, his beanpole frame beginning to splinter at the midsection, “no one is taking this story away from you.  But this guy’s a specter!  No one wants to read about some desperate vigilante lurking in bushes waiting to take out the bad guys and free a bunch of nude women from the clutches of-”

“Nude women?  They were in that camp for seven months, Brent!” I protest, boring holes into him with my eyes.

He seems to feel it, stretching his back in protest.  Either that or he’s just tired and annoyed.  I’d settle for annoyed.

“...from the clutches of some Thai warlords,” he continues uninterrupted.

Brent Chastain is unusually unassailable today, and I don’t know why he is defending my dropping this story so strongly.  He’s a solid guy, African-American to the core, educated and graduated top of his class at Harvard (once it reopened), survived the invasion, survived the wars of the 40s, lived practically his whole life in a Blockade while I was simply born in one.  His life has been all about proceeding on an abundance of caution.  But that doesn’t mean that he’s right and I’m wrong.  He looks at me disapprovingly over the rim of his glasses.

I frown, and I make sure to let him see it.

“You’re getting too riled over this.  Too close!  Your overinflated sense of justice won’t let this thing go.  Sooner or later, he’s going to slip up, Sleater.  He’ll be unmasked, and that’ll be it.  I guarantee it.  Hell, odds are he’ll probably stumble into some berserker nest looking for somebody to save, and a stray holdout gorg will get him.  ‘Luck doesn’t last for losers,’ as they say.”

“Who’s they?” I growl.  He shrugs and doesn’t answer.  “Yeah, well,” I continue, “this guy’s luck has lasted.  And he’s no loser. No one has seen anything like this since we were liberated, Brent,” I grumble, defiantly placing my hands on my hips.  “It’s not like this is the first time.”

“Listen, I get it,” he says, standing, and waving his arms to clear the angry fog between us.  “It’s admirable!  Guy’s a superhero, or some jock juiced up on a vendetta.  It’s noble.  It’s valiant, for sure.  He has my respect!  But there’s no reason to believe that all of these incidents are the same guy.  How could it be the same guy?  It’s gotta be a cabal of copycats.  Right?  Think about it.  Dude shows up in Myanmar one day, New York the next, Kathmandu the next, and then Boise later that same day?  Come on.  These are wannabes, and I can’t send you after all of them at the same time.”

“It’s not copycats,” I maintain, rolling my eyes.  “How do you explain the talismans he leaves behind at each scene?  I suppose there’s a huge recruiting network and they get a free box of these things when they sign up, shipped to them via Prime?”

He doesn’t laugh.  I’m not laughing either.

“Look,” he presses, “The Times doesn’t have the budget to send you out on these wild goose chases anymore.  It was interesting, initially.  I’ll give you that,” Brent says.  “But I’m your editor, and the buck stops with me, and we have no more bucks for this.  Period.  I can’t continue fronting all of these Nancy Drew exposés you’re trying to do.”

“Who the hell is Nancy Drew?” I rail.  He doesn’t answer, and I sense that Brent’s mysterious character predates me by at least a few decades.  Whatever.

My editor rolls his eyes and crosses his arms.  He just stares at me, glumly, biting his lip and surveying me as I glare back.

“Look, Onyx, you’re my best.  You already know that.  You’ve been the number one runner of civilian life post-gorgs.  No one can touch you.  But this penchant for straying out of your lane is getting costly.  So, this is it.  I’ll cave this one last time, because I respect you, and the people do as well.”

A sudden hope rises in me.  Did I just hear him correctly?

“You have one last chance to find this, this, ‘Dark Ghost,’ as you call him.  One,” he underscores, holding up a finger to drive it home.  “It’s Friday.  You take the weekend to figure out where you need to be – and when – and you let me know by EOD Saturday.

“You take Sunday and Monday, go to wherever the hell you think he’ll be, you lay out your little breadcrumbs and hope he finds them, but that’s it, Onyx. You read me?  He doesn’t show up, you’re off this beat and back to the beaten path.”

“Fine,” I say, shrugging my shoulders as if he didn’t just buy me a Lamborghini.  I try to maintain my standoffishness.  “You know I’m grateful to The Post... and you.”

“Yeah, well it wouldn’t kill you to say it once in a while,” he finishes.

“I just did.”

We just stare at each other for a moment.  He breaks first.  There it is, in the corner of his lips.  The faintest trace of a smile.

I win.

“Get outta here, Sleater,” he says.

“Fine,” I say, whirling around.  “Oh,” -here I turn back and grin mischievously- “thank you, Mr. Editor,” I offer sarcastically, with an intentional giggle.

He scowls.

I have to find him now, and I will.  I know it.
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June 11th 2062 ∙ The Talisman

It wasn’t always this way.

Once, I was hailed.  I was revered.  I was one of those lucky few to just be in the right place at the right time, to have a part to play in it all, and to be able to move the needle on freeing our planet of those dang things.

The gorgons.  Such a friggin’ nuisance.  They laid waste to this planet, killed my parents, killed some of my friends, killed the guy who sacrificed himself for me to save my life.  Killed Janine.

You could say that I never really forgot them, but that wouldn’t be the whole truth.  They just never really went away.  No one ‘forgets’ something that destroys their whole planet. I certainly haven’t.  And then, that something went and took that which is most precious to me, leaving me only the fading memories of a life once lived in warmth.

Now it’s only cold and dark.

My father-in-law, as powerful as he is, held all the clout in the world, especially since he saved it twice.  Even though I helped him – me, Jet, Miguel, Rosie, Admiral Lynch and everyone else – it seems all of that is forgotten now.  You get someone’s daughter killed, and all that esteem goes right out the window.  How was I supposed to know there was one stray gorg down there?  How in the hell was I supposed to know?

I don’t trust him anymore.  I don’t trust anyone.

I sit here, fingering this .338 gold beauty.  One of these suckers does plenty of damage, and I could have gotten one off, sure enough.  I was just too late, and then she was gone.  Now, I just sit and move it softly between my fingers, sitting here in the dark with my brow furrowed, my right holding a weapon and my left holding a drink.  I can’t hold her, right?  So, I’ll hold these instead.

It’s 9:27pm, and I’m lying here on the floor wrapped in cold memories.  They always come in the dark, and they always come in a flood after a mission, and they’re always cold.  I don’t remember how exactly I got home, but home is anywhere I need it to be anymore since I found the medallion.

Home was Blue Spring, Kentucky.  At least until 2057.   Now it’s Olympia, Washington.  Call it wanting to get as far as possible away from my father-in-law. From the whole East Coast.  From the memories of all of it, good and bad.  The odd thing, though, is that Jet’s grandparents once lived here.  I guess you never truly leave it all behind.

In Blue Spring, Kentucky, after the war, I was 34.  By that time, we were fine, and we had rooted out almost all of them.  Janine’s dad warned me about taking her along on scouring missions.  He wanted her and the kids safe.  I sluffed it off.  After all, even though she was a medic, she was, at heart, a soldier; that’s truly why I fell in love with her.  Jet thought so too, and though he vocally sided with President Cardona on keeping her safe, he said he wouldn’t tell.  So, I didn’t think anything of it.  Jet was my best friend then, and I trusted him.

Until that one got her.

I still don’t know how one lasted that long.  A rogue, lurking deep down in Mammoth Cave, stealthily surviving on fish and bats, and those unlucky souls who happened to wander down on a fool’s errand, unaccompanied by a spotter.  I shake my head just thinking about that grimy monster that got her.  The pain never really goes away.

She didn’t report in.  We sent a search party.  I was frantic.  We found her three days later, frozen, just like they always do to you.  Somebody ended up nailing it, cutting it open to see if it was the one.  I couldn’t be part of that.  I didn’t want to know then.  They found her pendant inside her: the one that I had given her for our 10th anniversary.

The boys are another story.  Joseph Brennan and Carson Asher loved their daddy.  Me.  We had a happy home, full of rejoicing and laughter.  We lived fairly near Jet, and got to play with his kiddo Wyatt.  He and Christine doted on their son.

Our boys loved their son, and they loved their daddy.  But they also loved their mama, and when she died, they erred on the side of Grandpa’s wrath.  They’ve never forgiven me for losing their mother to a gorg.  They were only seventeen and fifteen at the time: young enough for it to hurt, and old enough to do something angry about it.

They were both equals, though two years apart: full of piss and vinegar, and wit enough to match.  Though they would never really put in words how much they loved their mama – they took after me in that regard – they each let their love for her manifest in explosive vitriol toward me, the man who got their mama killed.  Every single attempt I made to speak to them only ended in heartache and slammed doors.  So I stopped trying.  Maybe someday that will change, but I doubt it.

My fingers numbly trace the scars dotting my body, freed from that uniform with all its glowing glyphs.  I lay here now, running a self-assessment on my naked form.

There’s the pink scar on my forehead that still bears silent witness to the war of 2042, when that gorg attacked us in the tank. The faint slice on my arm when that idiot in the church tried to slash me... before Jet gunned him down.

And then, of course, the bullet wound in my other arm when Jet himself accidentally shot me in our final confrontation with the gorgs in DC.  I couldn’t return to service until December of that year.  Fitting, I thought it at the time, as my return marked nearly three years to the day from when I actually enlisted in the first place.  Miguel and I shared that bond for a while, ‘brothers in bullet wounds,’ or hermanos heridos de bala, as he put it.

I haven’t talked with him either. Not since the President closed ranks around himself.

A cavalcade of memory washes over me, full of grim events and utter despondency that still clings to me with a hungry desperation.  These scars tell stories, and the stories aren’t over yet.  It’s all part of one long, continuing, never-ending doldrum of heartache and regret... and nothing a single medallion can ever fix.

I take a swig of this Jim Beam, and I grasp the crumpled note my contact gave me.  She wants to meet.  She wants to know my story.  Why? I wonder.  No one wants to know my story.  That’s why I’m here, alone: a castaway... a rogue.  I don’t know who she is nor why this is the second time she’s initiated contact. There are times where she feels hot on my trail.  I can’t explain it.  I don’t want to explain it.  Not yet.  Not to her.

Not to anyone.  No one would understand anyway.

The hot, spicy whiskey courses down my gullet, numbing the palpable frustration, drowning the memories, resetting me for the next mission.  After all, there are still eight hundred thirty-six saved out there... but that means that there are still one hundred sixty-four to go.

If only, at the end, I could have my wife, my mom and dad, my sister, Joe Bassett, and everyone else back as well.  I think of my mom.  I try to conjure up memories of a woman I barely even knew and hardly remember.  Anya Rachel Mayfield.

And a dad who was a bit aloof and never got to sow into my life or I into his.  Justus Grayson Mayfield.

A sister I dimly recall playing with.  Bonnie Jolie.  Something about her being equally a towhead...

The biological family that I lost: they’re all less clear than the countless confederates I made in the wars against the gorgons.  That says something.  They’re all a misty memory to me now.

But not my wife.  I’ll take her if it costs everything in me.  If that’s all that the universe has in store to restore me, I’ll take it.  That, and perhaps a little more grace from those I once trusted.

I vaguely remember a day when I had faith; when I operated according to a higher calling, and trusted a higher power.  That higher calling is gone, and that Higher Power has moved on.  It’s just me now.  Sad?  Oh well: grief steels a man, and I’m okay with it.

One away, or one to stay, and balance anew.

I detest that phrase. I wish I’d never heard it.

I wish those accursed words had never entered my life.  But I dismiss that thought as quickly as I think it, because those words are also the impetus to keep me going; the catalyst for this whole crazy affair to try to bring her back.

A thousand-yard stare overtakes me as I wax philosophic here in the dark.  What cruel fortune allowed our planet to experience all this mayhem?  Did we deserve it?  There is no way that all of this should have happened.

To see the gorgons annihilate 85% of mankind and lay waste to our planet for sixteen years, and then to come back three years later thirsty for vengeance, slipping past a massive nuclear deterrent and killing off many more of us.

And then we lose Rosie, and it’s like Pandora’s box is opened and a tsunami of wickedness washes over our precious Earth yet again.

And then I lose my beloved wife.

Then, if all that wickedness wasn’t enough, this time, I’m caught up in the middle of it, washed away on a torrent of outlandish duty imposed by cruel cosmic forces perhaps more deadly than the gorgons themselves.  Certainly, more untouchable.

Why me?  Why did it have to happen to me, after I had lost so much already?  Where is the logic in any of it?  Janine died, and the very next day I’m visited, and those... things get deposited into my lap.  Those things and this uniform, committing to me this unholy charge and these unnatural abilities.  And the voice, always the voice, that cruel, whispered chant, reminding me of my responsibility and my burden.

I never should have listened.  I never should have accepted this calling.

But I desperately wanted her back, I remind myself, and right there I remember that that was enough.  That it is enough.

Jet had once called me his talisman.  I guess it was fate, but I’ll never pretend to understand all of it, nor why it happened.  I just do my job, every single day, as numbly as I take the next drink of this whiskey.

But mark my words, whoever’s listening out there that put this friggin’ medallion in my path.  So say I, The Iskander.  Mark my words.  Mark them well:

It won’t always be this way.
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June 11th 2062 ∙ Onyx Sleater

The flight is bumpy and long, and I’m glad it’s over.

Brent gives the reluctant OK for me to fly out to Seattle.  I can’t even pretend to count all the phone calls and emails I sent out yesterday to pick up his trail.

I reach into my pocket and pull out one of the small gold trinkets that were given to me.  It’s got a curious shape, and I’ve always been drawn into its glimmer and its defiant mystery.  It’s got a circular gold top, fanning downward into five distinct gold prongs, elongating and widening at their base, like a serrated arrow tip, poised and threatening.  Or a dagger, meant to stab and rend.  The orange sunset shines through my window as we taxi to the terminal.  The light reflects on it and highlights its edges in its brilliance.  I can see my own fingers through the gaps, and wonder what this tiny thing means for my flesh.  For humanity.

It came from the Dark Ghost.

This cryptic interloper... this utter enigma.

And then there’s the other one.  Even weirder.  A hexagon flanked by two curving golden arcs, barely connected with the thinnest of wires.  At its apex, three triangular inverted spires appear to be launching from the top like some crazy fireworks display.  At its base, a stabbing upturned pyramid.

I sigh, lost in thought, thinking back to when I found them.  The first time is when I was saved in the alley.  The second... when I was brought out of that fire.  Both times: saved.  There’s no other explanation other than it was the same guy.  Who would leave all these fancy trinkets behind other than someone compelled to send some kind of message?  Who has the budget for that?  These things are solid gold.  No one has money like that following the wars.

He took out that mugger.  The guy dropped.  I looked up in fright at the sound of his rifle, putting two and two together.  I moved toward him to thank him.  He disappeared, dropping this tiny glittering thing.  It ricocheted musically on the concrete.

Then, soundlessly, like an apparition, he was gone.

Just like a Dark Ghost.

And then the apartment fire.  I was almost overcome by the smoke.  Next thing I know, this guy heaves me over his shoulder and carries me out the back.  Everyone else went out the front.  But no; he takes me, quietly, secretively, out the back door, down the ladder, laying me down gently in the alley with all the tenderness of a mother labrador.  When I came to, the other trinket was on my chest, dead center, on this woman who should have been dead.

I still have both.  I pass them briefly once more through my fingers, and then put them back in my pocket as I clear my lungs, staring out the window at the baggage tugs, belt and cargo loaders, refuelers, catering trucks, and more, scampering around out of the way of this United 757 heavy.

Who is this guy? I think once more to myself.  Is it even a guy?  Did my contact lie?  I’ll find out soon enough.

It’s surreal being aboard an airplane again, traveling the country – being in the air... where they once reigned.  I was just a baby when it all went down, growing up as a little kid stuffed down deep in a Blockade with my family; sheltering for my life and compelled by an appetite for truth all those years.  Blockade life was all I knew.

I spent my whole youth in that Blockade there in DC under General Everett Carson, came out when they gave the all-clear, only to have to return three years later when the gorgs came back in 2045.  But the President himself, and so many, fought them off bravely – and they’ve been gone now for seventeen years, one year longer than they were here for the first time.

I wasn’t the only one holding my breath as we passed that sixteen-year marker...

The Washington Post was the first one back online after we killed off the gorgons.  They didn’t have anybody, nor could they afford to thoroughly screen everyone.  I needed work, and they needed workers.  By then I was 18: just daring enough to think I knew the whole truth, and just stupid enough to take on a job that would run me ragged as I covered absolutely everything everywhere.

There was a lot to cover.  So many had lost everything, and then lost even more.  My parents got me to safety in the Blockade, and then joined up.  Both are gone now, both from those disgusting creatures.  May their planet dry up and may they live under a curse, trapped on their wretched rock in space... forever.  I’ll be darned if they puncture our clouds again.

I briefly glance into the pocket of the seat back in front of me.  They’re all equipped with masks now, ‘just in case.’  Those masks could repel gorgons, they say, and if they ever return, we need to be ready, so now, every plane and mode of public transportation is equipped with them.

But, by the looks of things – and the precious time that has elapsed since – they’re not coming back.  No omens or signs portending doom from the skies. No.  Something new has happened. Something new went down.  Those things were flesh and blood predators.  This guy’s a ghost, and ghosts are from the paranormal.

The one I’m tracking has crazy abilities.  He’s slippery and shrewd.  He can’t be tracked.  He’s an apparition; a specter; a phantom.

A Dark Ghost.

I send my contact, someone who goes by the name of Cain – undoubtedly a codename – a quick text to let him know that I’m here, and ask that he relay the message.  I’m looking forward to finally being able to meet this ghost.

To finally being able to say thank you.

The hunt has been frustrating and lengthy, and I’m hoping it’s almost over.
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June 13th 2062 ∙ The Zorander

Darkness and light.

Light and darkness.

I hover here, awakening to desire to right the wrongs foisted upon me.

Balance, they say.

But balance never brings me anything.

And now they appear to have roped some new feeble conscript into the fold.  Some hapless worm has taken on the mantle of masquerading as a heroic archetype, aligning and dividing consensuses. Stealing meaning away from events as if it were his very privilege or right to do so.  Disregarding the very notion of equity and evenhandedness.  The scales always tilt, and it's time he found out by my graceless hand.

Confusticate the witless worm.  The moronic imbecile, doomed to duty that has its terminus only in sorrow.  For a grace withheld is only ever the promised reward: grace unbefitting someone in indentured servitude.  I know that all too painfully well by now.

I shall find him, and I shall slay him, and there shall be no balance.  These foolish medallions, this accursed obligation and burden that begets only heartache.  Some cosmic killjoys out there find it amusing to toy with a soul already laden with trouble, beset by despondency, fraught with pain and desperately craving solace.

I have none for him.

He shall perish miserably in the darkness, and balance with him.  There is no universal law that applies to my dealings; no sacred oaths that cover my comings and goings.  I am beyond statute.  I operate outside of rubrics, regulations and decrees.

My only imperative, and shall be unto my dying breath, is to restore vengeance to its rightful place as the sole, lasting equalizer.

He is known as The Last Iskander.  His precious little talismans he leaves behind as sacred testaments to goodwill and to this accursed balancing of scales.  Vanity. Charged to him by trickery, and laid upon him by subterfuge and deceit, serving only their ends.  They once did the same to me, and in the end, no grace nor respite was ever bequeathed to me.

Only heartache.

And so, heartache shall be his just reward. For him and any of his descendants. All of them: cold clamor, unrequited pleas, and a destitute end utterly bereft of hope.  Quite fitting for one so willingly enslaved to these miserable overlords.

Tilting the scales in perpetuity that he has sought so feverishly to balance shall be my great pleasure.

And joy shall be my just reward.

For I am his balance.  I am his inverse, his parallel, and his polar opposite.

I am on his trail now, and he is near.  I am close to his world; I can feel it.  I shall find him, and then all shall be restored once again.

For I am The Zorander.

Light and darkness.

Darkness and light.
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June 12th 2062 ∙ The Talisman

Message received.

1531 hours.  She’s here.  The woman.  She won’t say her name, not that it matters.  I already know it, and I’ve seen her entering and exiting the Washington Post so many times already, unbeknownst to her.  Ignorance is bliss.  I suppose if she knew how many times I’ve actually saved her, she’d pop.

She’s special, that one.  She’s got a purpose.  One away, or one to stay – yet again – and balance anew, I think, smirking to myself.  So what if I save the same one more than once?  That really ought to still count for something.

She just looks so much like Janine...

Trudeau says she’s clean, and I believe him.  There’s no reason not to believe Trudeau.  He’s been faithful.  If he says she’s clean, she’s clean.  But I don’t know if I trust her yet.  I only trust Trudeau.  There’s never been anyone else he’s put me in touch with that hasn’t been trustworthy: drivers, drop point contacts, or the occasional operative.

The woman should be landing any minute at SeaTac, and she’s been advised that she’ll be meeting me near the base of the Space Needle.  That’s what she requested.

I chuckle to myself as I think of the talisman I left in the bushes where we agreed to meet.  She’ll find it.  She’s smart.  She’ll get the note attached to it, and she’ll do as she’s told, or we won’t meet.  Trudeau will be watching her carefully the entire time.  She’ll surrender her phone to him, ensuring that she can’t be tracked, and he’ll give her the instructions where to proceed to from there.

Trudeau is a good man.  He’s the only one who really understands my purpose; my curse.  He’s kept it safe all this time.  He goes by Cain, this time, protecting his Abel.  I’m his Abel, and he has protected me while I’ve protected others.  It has served us both well.

The woman’s name is Onyx Ellen Sleater.  Last name is quaintly similar to a major thoroughfare nearby me in Olympia.  That’s a curious coincidence in and of itself, but it’s more than that.

Her name.  Her first name.  It’s the name of a stone.  After all the calamities Earth has been involved in since the early twenties, I’m being tailed by someone with the name of a stone.  First it was the amulets belonging to the gorgons. Then it was Captain Stone from Blockade DN436 in Clarksville, defecting to the President and aiding her.  He ultimately redeemed himself.  But now, here we are again, with all these medallions and talismans.  Stones, one and all.

I’d give anything for something made of clay.  Or wool.  Or fur.  But here they come again... stones.

I’ve cased the area, and it’s secure.  They won’t be able to track me. This should be fun.
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If I could have requested only one simple thing, it would have been that they had provided me with something a little less roguish and mysterious.  My eyes are cast downward, evaluating my uniform here in broad daylight in the bustle of a major metropolitan city.  I realize I look a little like something out of a snuff film: this black form-fitting outfit and hooded cloak with the glyphs temporarily blending into whatever alien fabric it is, the countless weapons concealed herein, and the little trinkets I’ll leave behind, my short-cropped blonde hair clashing against it all.  Whoever the Aeterium Axis are, and whatever strange existence they have in a far-off universe, it’s the way they wanted it, and I wasn’t allowed to question it.

I remember when I was a towhead, my bushy blonde mane my defining feature...

I feel like a sentinel as I sit here, frozen, monitoring a society that is still gently and cautiously crawling back to life after all those years of gratuitous misfortune. They haven’t forgotten, no.  Certainly not: but there’s a grim edge of cynicism to all of them, and they’re all bracing, still, for something calamitous.  Their psyches have been besieged, after all.  They expect the house of cards to fall.

Just like I did.  I never fully believed everything was over.  And then, just like that... it wasn’t.

I glance down at my watch again.  For some reason, I’m strangely nervous.  I admit I don’t do well with people anymore.  I don’t like morning people, and I don’t like mornings, and I don’t like people.  Put me back there in the mud in Chiang Mai, with my cold eyes staring down those Thai targets through a sniper scope and restoring balance once more, and I come alive.  That’s my social ability.  I converse through my gun and my fists; I’m to be most understood when my knuckles connect with bone.

But it’s backward this time.  I’m supposed to be the hunter, not her.  She continues to tail me, and now she’s near my hometown.  It was never supposed to be this way.  But what harm can a little communing with your rescued victims really do?

I see Trudeau.  He’s directly opposite me at the base of the Space Needle, leaning against the northeastern supporting column.  I take a breath and register the exact temperature of the wind.  I know precisely how many steps it will take me to reach my car.

My eyes are drawn upward, tracing the tall steel structure.  The elevators don’t yet run up to the very top anymore, not since they found that abandoned nest of gorgons there during the cleanup years.  But they do go up to the observation deck still, and people are actually visiting it again, desperate for a blessed view long-deprived.  To ascend to such heights hitherto owned by gorgons is a precious gift for all who sojourn here.

I could care less, however.  I’ve been higher up than all of them in an F-15 Eagle with Jet, spinning crazily through the clouds and preparing to drop those bombs.  These people will never know such monumental thrills in their drab clawing back to the surface.  We lived like moles for too long, accustomed to monotony in the dark; you can’t snap your fingers and expect society to be suddenly infused with zest and zeal.

A cavalier disregard for all of them suddenly shoots through my nerves, thinking back to the complete lack of honor and gratitude extended to us following the war.  Jet felt it too.  Oh, it was nice for a while, the pomp and ceremony of it, and people back home slowly became aware that yes, that was ‘our little Foxy’ who took out the queen’s nest and fought in some major skirmishes through land, sea and air... but then the applause died equally as fast.  Everyone was quick to move on and just forget the whole thing.

And that’s exactly our problem.  Lack of balance.  We go right back to our microwave-delivery-time demands, our graceless ways, our cold indifference, our arms-lengthing.

Quick to forget.

Quick to forget everything we had learned and all that we had been through as a civilization.  When that happens, it’s just asking for more misfortune.

And that’s why the Aeterium Axis came, I guess.

I shake my head vigorously and squint.  

That’s enough philosophy for now.  No point in looking back.  At least not for me.  This woman wants to look back, I get it.  She wants to find out where... and why... and how.  I’ll throw her a bone and then disappear into the darkness as I’ve done so many times now, and she’ll try to pick up the trail once more, just like any other bone-hungry dog.  She’ll salivate over the little stories and scattered rumors of some lonesome spirit moving noiselessly, cryptically, through the black of night.  But if she doesn’t give me what I want, she’ll never get near me again.  I swear it.

There she is.

Trudeau is meeting her.  I watch through these pocket binoculars, concealed here in the shadows of this tree cover on 5th and Broad.  He takes her phone.  She willingly surrenders it.  He tells her to go sit over on the concrete wall and wait.  She does so.

Good girl, I think to myself, my lip curling upward into a smile.

She’s an obedient one.  But she’s also smart.  Onyx Sleater knows that if she wants to meet with me, it’s our way or the highway.

Any minute now.  I watch.  I wait.  Trudeau walks away.  We’ll meet at the rendezvous point.  It’s hot outside, and my coat feels like its sizzling, but the outfit keeps me cool underneath.  Vapors rise from the ground around me, slithering upward in the heat, warping the view beyond, but I can still make out everything.

Onyx looks around, her hands in her thin pants pockets.  She looks east.  She looks west.  Her eyes stay fixated west.  Something catches her attention.  The minutest movement registers as her head tilts backward behind her.  Sunlight betrays the hiding place, glinting off the minutest portion of an upturned trinket embedded in the soft earth next to her.

Her body curves to greet it.  She picks it up, pulling it close.  A look of recognition passes over her.  She unfurls the note wrapped around its base, and wastes no time, stuffing it into her pocket.  Disregarding my wonderful Cain standing across from her with her phone, she complies.  There’s no trace of any other kind of tracker on her.  I’ll search her for the rest, and I’m gone if I find it.  She knows that full well.

Onyx stands and begins to pace west.  She’s heading to our rendezvous point at the Blue Water Taco Grill.  She’ll find the next clue there.

Trudeau says something to her as she walks away, eyeing her.  She briefly acknowledges him, continuing on her way.  She knows what to do.

The message has been received.
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