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The Secret History of the World


The Multiverse According to the Troika

Human existence can be summed up in two short sentences:

“We are not alone.”

and

“We are property.”

Sapient species are rare in the universe. Our analysis, using the Drake equation and the Great Filter theory, has led us to conclude that fewer than 100 sapient civilizations exist among the excess of one hundred billion planets circling the stars in our galaxy. Which explains why sapience attracts attention.

Attention from whom? From the vast, inexplicable, cosmic entities that roam the multiverse in search of sapient species. When one of them finds one, it lays claim and plays with it. We are one of those species. We have been claimed. We are property. We are an entity’s ant farm. But their fellow entities want to toy with the insects as well, and will do whatever they can to take over and shift ownership to one of themselves.

It’s all part of the Game. And the Game, like chess, like any game, has rules. The players can’t simply sweep the board clean and grab the king. They’ve got to make their moves according to the rules, and the rules of the Game say they must work behind the scenes. Interfere in the bugs’ lives only now and then, and use a deft touch, as in: Don’t reveal yourself when you meddle. So they use humans to do their dirty work.

Certain humans throughout history have become aware of these entities, calling them gods and giving them names. But they have no names. They simply are. Nowadays the two main players in our sphere have been designated the Ally and the Otherness. The Ally is the current Owner but isn’t a true ally. It loves to play games with humanity but is indifferent to our welfare. The Otherness is truly inimical, feeding on pain, fear, despair, depravity. Each has its human minions to do its bidding. The Ally has its Oculi and their yeniçeri muscle. The Otherness has the ancient Septimus order. Recently a third entity became involved, a rogue referred to as the Squatter, but the Ally absorbed it, taking out all of Atlantic City and one of the Catskill mountains along with it.

A variety of responses are available to humanity. The most common is denial. Other options are to go mad, or curl up into a whimpering ball in a corner somewhere, or simply end it all. There’s also the option to go about one’s life and simply endure the situation. And then there’s opposition. It is, of course, impossible to win in a head-to-head contest with these vast entities. But if one realizes that they have set rules for their Game—rules which they sometimes break, but mostly are forced to play by—then they can be opposed by learning those rules and using them to thwart the entities’ intrusions into human existence.

The Troika has opted for opposition.


WEDNESDAY


1

Special Agent Danielle Boudreau tapped on Chan’s bedroom door, just down the hall from hers. After a short wait with no response, she knocked again, harder.

“Who is it?” said a faint voice on the other side.

“Danni. I’m heading down to the meeting.”

She heard rushed footsteps and then the door opened to reveal an unshaven, bleary-eyed Chan Liao looking like a hungover Bruce Lee in boxer shorts and a white T-shirt.

“Meeting? What time is it?”

Figuring there were two ways to take that question, she checked her phone and answered both. “The time now is eight forty-two. The meeting’s at nine.”

“Shit. Forgot to set my alarm. The Troika loves meetings, don’t they. What’s this one about? I forget.”

“Something about the kids.”

“Okay. Don’t want to miss that. I need a shower and stuff. Meet you down there.”

“I’ll make excuses if you’re late.”

He blew her a kiss and closed the door. She headed for the great room on the first floor.

This building was originally a barn converted to a B&B with two floors of bedrooms and shared bathrooms. The great room was one of the common areas on the first floor. She’d arrived here in the Catskills four days ago on a Saturday afternoon, planning to spend one night. Plans had changed. Now she had no idea when she’d be getting out of here. She’d found the place charming at first. Now she was sick of it and wanted to move on.

Anyone else but Chan might have made a remark about her heading so early for a meeting that was no more than a hundred feet away. But after their four years together at the University of Pennsylvania, he was well acquainted with her habit of always being the first on the scene. As she entered the great room, however, she realized Ilya had beat her today.

Mid-thirties—about ten years older than Danni—Ilya Medved was a big, bearded fellow who dressed like a lumberjack and made up one-third of the so-called Troika. Wearing his uniform of plaid flannel shirt—the colors changed but the plaid and the flannel remained a constant—and jeans, he grinned at her from behind the table where he was settling a giant French press filled with fresh coffee between a selection of cups and a plate piled with rolls.

“Aren’t you the happy homemaker,” she said.

He gave her a sidelong look. “Well, the owner and chef is somewhat indisposed, I’m told.”

Danni rolled with the dig. She was the reason Ian Carroll wasn’t fixing breakfast for the guests. And never would again.

“More than somewhat, it would seem.”

Three hollow point rounds from her Glock to his center of mass had seen to that. The agents from the NYC office had investigated the fatality. Ian’s big Webley, covered with his prints, on the floor next to him, along with the contents of his room and Chan’s corroborating statement led to the conclusion—inescapable, as far as she was concerned—that it was a good shooting in justified self-defense.

“Where’d you get the rolls?” she said.

“Down at the general store. Fresh made, I’m told.” He held up a tabloid newspaper. “Looks like the Event has an official name.”

The Daily News headline read, THE CATSKILL CATACLYSM.

“Is that what they’re calling it?”

For want of a better name, everyone on the scene had been calling it the Event.

“An irresistible alliteration, don’t you think?”

“Definitely. Where’d you get the paper?”

With her stay here indefinitely extended, she’d been dying for something to read.

“Snagged it from one of your fellow Feebs who brought it with him this morning.”

Danni hated that nickname, and normally she might have bristled, but Ilya was such an easygoing, affable guy, she found it impossible to take offence. The Troika was NSA’s presence on the site, along with members of the FBI—mostly from the NYC Regional Office—DHS, the New York National Guard, the Greene County Sheriff’s Office, and even the CIA.

The freshly christened Catskill Cataclysm was a big deal, and rightly so.

Three days ago, on a sunny Sunday morning, storm clouds had descended on a mountain here in Alberta, New York, engulfing it. Less than an hour later, the clouds had disappeared. Along with the mountain. The millions of tons of dirt and rock and vegetation that had loomed over Route 23 in Greene County had vanished without a trace, along with all the wildlife and any humans who happened to be present at the time. Danni and Chan had been up there when the storm hit but managed to get away in time, along with three vans full of the mothers and children who had been calling the mountain their home. Not everyone made it into the vans. Anyone who stayed behind had to be presumed dead. Because nothing but scoured, gravely dirt remained. Danni and Chan were still here in Alberta. No one knew where the vans had driven off to.

Something similar had happened to Atlantic City a little over two months before, leaving nothing but hard-packed gravel where thriving hotels, casinos, and houses had stood. The death toll on the mountain was unknown, but 25,000 people were missing from the wasteland that had once been AC. Chan and Danni had been on the scene there too, and had again managed to escape the carnage.

“I’ll take that after you’re done, if you don’t mind.”

He folded the paper and stretched it toward her. “You can have it now. Be my guest.”

“You beat me here,” she said as she tucked it under her arm and poured herself a cup from the press, then dropped into one of the easy chairs.

The great room had a high ceiling and a dozen or so comfy chairs scattered about. A huge stone fireplace occupied the outer wall. No doubt a delight in the winter but sitting cold and dark now in early September.

“I know you like to arrive early, and I thought we might grab some face time before the others arrive.”

“Oh?”

Where was this going?

Ilya was a member of R3A, a little-known branch of NSA’s Research Directorate that specialized in investigating unexplained phenomena. The Catskill Cataclysm certainly fell under their purview, and so R3A had taken over Cliff House where she and Chan had been staying before the mountain disappeared.

At this point, R3A consisted of three people—Ilya and his twin cousins, Zina and Luka Borisov, all three of Russian descent but American born, and collectively known as “the Troika.” Their branch had been formed under questionable circumstances, their mission to investigate “unexplained phenomena” dismissed and belittled by the rest of NSA, with the Troika mercilessly ridiculed as conspiracy nuts. And then Atlantic City disappeared. Suddenly they were the go-to department and their funding skyrocketed.

The Catskill Cataclysm had sent all the country’s—make that all the world’s—law enforcement and intelligence agencies scrambling to staff their own departments in the R3A mold. But R3A was already established and as such had first dibs on the two people who had survived both catastrophes. Since Sunday afternoon, they’d subjected Danni and Chan to a barrage of debriefings.

“You impress me,” he said, holding her gaze. “I’ve gotten to know you over these past few days, and you’ve got smarts, but more importantly, you’ve got analytical acumen. Plus, you’re gutsy to boot.” He smiled through his beard. “I find that combo very attractive.”

Wait a minute, wait a minute…this was not headed for a good place. She needed to derail it immediately, but gently.

“Thank you for those compliments. They’re very nice to hear. Are you suggesting we get more personal?”

What she could make out of his face through the beard reddened. “Damn, I’m so bad at this. I was always a nerd among nerds. If I’ve offended—”

“No-no. Not in the least. I’m flattered, really I am, but I don’t think that’s going to work.”

He blinked. “You mean…you and Chan? Since you’re staying in separate rooms, I assumed—”

“No, not Chan. We’ve been buddies for a long time, but there’s never been any romance there. And there never will be. My problem with him is the same as with you.”

“Too nerdy?”

“Not at all. I like nerds, as a matter of fact.” How to put this? “Let me ask you: Are you attracted to females?”

“Well, yeah, sure, obviously.”

“So am I.”

She let him stare at her as that sunk in.

“You mean you’re…”

She nodded. “Yes. Very.”

“What a dumbass I am. I had no idea.”

“No worry. You’re not the first.”

And Ilya wouldn’t be the last. She didn’t ping straights’ gaydar, and that had caused occasional workplace awkwardness—during her Quantico training, and in the Newark FBI office where she’d been stationed until the Atlantic City Upwelling had completely disrupted her life. No big deal. Everything tended to get straightened out eventually.

She’d always been a girly girl. Loved dresses and makeup, dated boys in high school. Then she met Monica in chemistry class and something sparked. They began hanging out. They began studying together—starting with their textbooks, then moving onto each other’s bodies. That was it for Danni. She never looked back.

“But I’m glad we can have a little face time anyway,” she said, looking to shift the subject away from her. “I gather you’re the conspiracy theory guy, right?”

“Some of them aren’t theories—they’re genuine conspiracies. So it’s part of my job to keep up on what’s going on in Conspiracyland. It helps to remember this: Every conspiracy theory contains a dot of truth—often more than one. It’s simply how you connect those dots that makes the difference. Connect them one way and it leads you toward the truth. Connect them another way and you find yourself further and further away from it.”

“What’s Luka’s area?”

“He’s our science head. He keeps up on the latest in physics and astronomy and genetics and the like. All sorts of weirdness can develop from those disciplines.”

“And Zina?”

“Zina is our synthesist. She’s got this brain that can see connections where other people can’t.”

This was pretty much what Danni had gathered from previous meetings with the Troika.

“You said some conspiracy theories turn out to be true?”

“Sure. Theories about Operation Popeye, Operation Northwoods, the CIA’s MKUltra and Operation Mockingbird, Canada’s Fruit Machine, and many others turned out to be true.”

“What’s your fave?”

He grinned. “Got lots of faves. The loonier the better.”

“Such as?”

“Well, QAnon is particularly far-out. Its believers say the government is secretly run by an elite satanic group of pedophiles who extract adrenochrome from kidnapped children to use as a fountain of youth. Is that true? I very much doubt it. But that’s not to say there aren’t kernels of truth there. Let’s face it: The federal government employs over two million civilians, so even if you lowball the percentage of pedos in the general population to, like, half of one percent—most people who deal with them say it’s higher—you’re talking ten thousand pedos working for the government. And adrenochrome is a real substance, though it can be had without resorting to the blood of tortured children.”

His eyes all but sparkled as he spoke. She could tell he was really into this stuff.

“My current fave is the more recent theory of the Tartarian Empire, a global civilization of great builders that supposedly developed in ancient times in North Central Asia. Before it collapsed, its people built the Great Wall of China—to keep the Chinese out, they say—and the Pyramids and the Taj Mahal and any other beautiful, ornate building you see around the world. The conspiracy arises from the sinister forces of modernism doing their damnedest to erase every trace of the Tartarians and their work.”

“What do you like about it?”

“Remember how I said there’s always a kernel of truth in any conspiracy theory? Well, I can’t find a speck in this one.”

“How’d you ever get into this?”

“Luka and Zina’s father was a prominent ufologist right up there with Jim Zaleski.”

“‘Yoo-fologist’ being…?”

“Authority on UFOs, except for him there was nothing ‘unidentified’ about his flying objects. They’re manned by aliens. That wasn’t up for debate in his house. Being a cousin, I used to hang out with Luka and Zina a lot, so I was exposed to all his nuttiness along with them. But he didn’t limit his beliefs to UFOs. Oh, no. Dmitri Borisov never met a conspiracy theory he didn’t like.”

“Even QAnon?”

“He was dead and buried before that one came to the fore. But it might have been too far out even for him. Anyway, he was convinced that aliens had infiltrated the government, and probably would have thought them intolerant of Satanists, which would have put the kibosh on QAnon.”

Just then Luka and Zina Borisov, the brother and sister twins who made up the rest of the Troika, came through the door.

Ilya lowered his voice. “I’d prefer if you didn’t mention my earlier…you know…”

She gave him a quick wink. “Mention what?”

“See?” he said, pointing at her. “You see why?”

“See why what?” said Zina, a shapely woman in her mid-thirties who Danni assumed to be a natural blonde but kept her shoulder-length hair dyed a pinkish purple.

“See why I think Danni is perfect for R3A.”

Danni shrugged. “We were just discussing conspiracy theories and—”

Luka rolled his eyes. “And you still have ears?” He was dressed as always from head to toe in black, wearing his long hair of the same color in a ponytail. “Get him started and he’s like a one-man MacBeth-Hamlet tag team. But as for you and R3A, we’ve been discussing that very thing and think you’d make a good fit.”

It sounded tempting, but… “No can do. You know I’m already with the FBI.”

“Not a problem,” Zina said. “We can get the Bureau to put you on loan to us.”

“I don’t know…”

“Look, Boudreau,” she said, “we’ve spent years in the Black Box as pariahs and laughingstocks. We weren’t only investigating unexplained phenomena in the outside world, we were looking into unexplained phenomena within the government. For instance, one of our investigative foci was an oh-so-secret DoD project called Lange-Tür, which is German for ‘Long Door.’ What the hell does that even mean? The fact that it was associated with Operation Paperclip back in the mid-1940s means it might involve Nazi technology. Associated with that was the equally mysterious ‘Operation Synapse.’ The fact that both are still receiving funds long after they were supposedly discontinued pinged our collective antennae.”

“I see,” Danni said, trying to look interested. R3A sounded like a major yawn.

“But that was the old R3A,” Zina said, as if sensing her rapidly fading interest. “Things have changed. All we needed was some inexplicable disaster like the AC Upwelling to totally alter the landscape. And now, with a second inexplicable disaster, R3A’s got virtually unlimited funding and all NSA’s awesome intelligence resources at our disposal. Which means all sorts of new calls on our time, which in turn means we need people. And not just go-fers and office staff. We need investigators who believe in our mission. Not delusional paranoids, but people who get it, who see the big picture. You’re one of those people, Boudreau. You’ve had first-hand experience with the entities behind the Secret History. Humanity has been manipulated since prehistoric times, maybe even back before the early hominids. I for one am sick of it and I intend to do something about it.”

“I don’t know if the Bureau will lend me out.”

Benigno, who led the AC Upwelling investigation, had told her she was an asset to his team. She knew he wouldn’t be happy about seeing her go.

“R3A has clout now,” Zina said. “If we say we want you loaned to R3A, you will be loaned to R3A, want it or not. But it’s important that you want it. You’re no good to us if you’re here under protest. So, what do you say?”

A big step. These three struck her as loose cannons, but they also knew things no one else knew—or wanted to know. R3A had a definite chance of making a difference. But what if she didn’t like their methods?

“If the Bureau will loan me, I’m in, but only on the condition that I can walk away when I want.”

Zina nodded with a crooked smile. “Well, since we reserve the right to fire your ass for any reason at any time, seems only fair we give you the same option.”

Chan entered then.

“Enter the dragon,” Luka said.

Danni knew Chan was anything but a dragon, but the remark was relevant considering his uncanny resemblance to Bruce Lee, though he totally lacked his martial skills. Sit him down at a computer console, however, and he could code rings around anyone.

“Sorry I’m late,” he said as he approached. “What’s up?”

“We’re trying to recruit Danni for R3A,” Luka said.

Chan didn’t seem surprised. “Have you located those children yet? That’s what Danni and I are interested in.”

Luka shook his head. “No joy on that front, I’m afraid. They seem to have vanished.”

Chan frowned as he shook his head. “All NSA’s assets at your disposal and somehow three vans of children, all piloted by hausfraus, elude you? How does that happen?”

“Because all surveillance assets were trained on that mountain after it disappeared, and by the time we looked for them, they’d gone to ground. But not to worry. We’ll find them. Only a matter of time.”

Danni hoped so. And she hoped they were all right. According to NSA, the Family had turned off all their phones—very likely destroyed the chips as well. The Family had been loaded into three GMC Savanas when they fled the mountain. That sort of mini-caravan should have been easy for NSA’s Eyes in the Sky to spot. But they hadn’t, which meant they must have parked them under cover. She’d met the woman leading the mini- caravan. Nicolette was smart and attractive, but Danni never would have guessed she knew how to make twenty-some-odd adults and children disappear so effectively. Pam Sirman was the only outsider in that company but apparently had thrown her lot in with them. Danni had a pretty good idea why.

“The cataclysm survivors are one of the many things on our plate,” Zina said. “We’re dealing with a bigger picture.”

Danni said, “Well, speaking of the big picture, the way you folks describe our world, our lives… are we really just property?”

“Does that upset you?” Zina said. “Bring you down too many pegs?”

“It’s not that. I’ve never lived in a Danielle-centric universe. It’s just that I joined the Bureau to make a difference, and if we’re all subject to the whims of the current ant-farm owner, then why bother?”

Zina nodded. “Yes. Right. Curl up into a whimpering ball in a corner somewhere. Or just eat the barrel of that Glock you carry.”

“Those aren’t my style,” Danni said.

Luka said, “We offer a third alternative: Fight the fuckers.”

Danni shook her head. “They’re too powerful, and you know that.”

“Sure they are, if you’re talking a head-to-head contest. But they’ve set rules for their Game. Sometimes they break them, but mostly they’re forced to play by them. We can fight them by learning those rules and using them to thwart them.”

Zina added, “It’s not just fencing with phantoms. We’ve got more concrete forces to contend with. The competing entities—the Ally and the Otherness—have flesh-and-blood followers here on solid ground doing their dirty work. The Ancient Septimus Fraternal Order is the Otherness’s right arm. They’re huge, with eyes everywhere, and utterly ruthless. The Ally had its own forces—they call themselves ‘yeniçeri’—and though not nearly as pervasive, they’re equally ruthless.”

“Join us,” Ilya said, his eyes bright.

Fighting them sounded good…

“Okay, then.” She stuck out her hand. “If the Bureau will loan me, count me in.”

After they shook, Zina turned to Chan. “And you, Mister Liao, what do you say? At this point you have more first-hand experience with these entities than all of us.”

“Plus you’re a sensitive,” Ilya added. “The cosmos is one big coal mine and we could use a canary.”

Chan shook his head. “Nah. Working for the government? I don’t think so.”

“You won’t be working for the government, you’ll be working with R3A. That’s more than just semantics. And don’t tell me you’ve got something better lined up because we both know that’s bullshit. We’re not asking for a lifetime commitment. Try R3A on for size. Like Boudreau, if it’s not a good fit, you walk away, no hard feelings anywhere. But then again, maybe you’re comfortable being an ant.”

Chan made a face. “Hardly.”

“So you’ve got two choices, Mister Liao: endure or oppose. Which is it?”

Chan looked at Danni and she could see he was wrestling with the decision. She wanted him along because she knew how smart he was and how relentlessly tenacious he could be.

“Hey, come on,” she said. “We make a good team.”

That seemed to clinch it.

“Okay, I’m in. And call me Chan.” After handshakes all around, he said, “But what the hell does R3A stand for anyway?”

Ilya said, “NSA is divided into directorates. They’ve got a lot of them, some so secret they never list them in their organizational chart. We’re part of its Research Directorate which, as you’d expect, is all heavy scientific research.”

“Except for us,” Luka said.

“Right. We’re the Unexplained Phenomena Branch of the Research Directorate, but the higher-ups didn’t want to advertise us—they seemed embarrassed by us until lately—so we’ve always been referred to as ‘R3A.’” Ilya grinned. “I love it because it tells you absolutely nothing about what we do. It’s—” His phone rang. “Sorry.” He checked the screen. “I better take this.”

As Ilya turned his back and moved away, Chan said, “Was that what this meeting was about? Recruiting us?”

Luca said, “Actually that wasn’t on the agenda at all. We wanted to talk to you about the missing kids from the Family.”

“I thought you said ‘no love’ on that subject,” Danni said.

“True as far as finding them goes, but we’ve had our genetics people in the Research Directorate comb the genomes of Philip Sirman and Kurt Maez with a fine-tooth sequencer and they’ve come up with some interesting results. Maybe even disturbing.”

Danni didn’t like the sound of that.

“Like why their bodies wouldn’t burn?” Chan said.

Both men had died weeks apart—coincidentally in unrelated vehicular accidents—but neither body would burn. And then each of their bodies was stolen before they could be autopsied. Chan had made the connection and passed it on to Danni and the can of worms they’d opened had completely changed their lives.

Luka smiled. “They failed to find an asbestos gene, I’m afraid. But we found germline genes that weren’t present in their somatic cells, which looks like they were put there solely to be passed on in their spermatocytes. It would seem Sirman and Maez and their fellows have been passing on qualities that they don’t have.”

“You’ll have to explain that,” Chan said.

“Germline genes are the genes, defective or not, that were present at your conception, half of which you’ll pass on in each spermatocyte or ovum, as opposed to genetic defects in your somatic cells that occurred after you were conceived. Down syndrome, for instance: The trisomy-twenty-three defect occurs after conception during development of the embryo, and so it’s not part of the child’s germline. It can’t be passed on. As a rule, every one of your germline genes can be found in your genome, but not every gene in your genome will be present in your germline.”

“But that’s not true of Maez and Sirman?”

“No, and that’s very unusual. Their whole genetic structure has been manipulated—”

“‘Enhanced’?”

“You might say that. Whoever or whatever manipulated or enhanced them intended for them to pass on genes that weren’t in their genomes.”

Chan said, “Samuel talked of creating Homo superior.”

“Homo superior,” Luka said, nodding slowly. “The concept is as fascinating as it is frightening. But whether that’s the result would depend on how those genes express themselves.”

Danni found it far more frightening than fascinating.

“You mean the kids in those vans could be a new super race?”

“I’d say more of a step toward a super race. Only their fathers were enhanced, so they didn’t receive a full complement of those genes. But if they intermarry when they grow up, their kids—”

“That’s been the Family’s intention!” Chan cried, pounding the arm of his easy chair. “That was why they kept the boys and girls apart: They didn’t want them to get too familiar with each other, start thinking of each other as siblings. None of them are blood relations, so they were planning on having them marry within the Family.”

This was getting creepier and creepier.

“The fathers’ germline genes,” Danny said, “what do they do?”

Zina shrugged. “We don’t know. That’s what concerns us. They weren’t expressed in their fathers—their fathers couldn’t use them—but they’ll be active in the kids. What effects they’ll have when they start being expressed is anyone’s guess. Even Samuel and the Squatter couldn’t predict that.”

“Why not?”

“Because the anomalous germline genes in Sirman weren’t the same as those in Maez. Only half a set of those genes is passed on in each spermatocyte or ovum, and the germline deck gets shuffled every time the genes are dealt.”

Danni said, “Which means that Pam’s daughter, if she was part of the Family—”

“She is,” Chan said. “Samuel just so much as told me.”

“Okay, then. That means Pam’s daughter has a random sample of half of Phil Sirman’s mystery genes.”

“You can bet all those kids have mystery genes from their Enhanced fathers,” Chan said.

“What effect will that have?”

Zina shrugged. “Who knows what those kids will turn out to be? They’re a total question mark. That’s why you shouldn’t think we’ve put finding them on the back burner. We want to find them as much as you do.”

Ilya rejoined them, waving his phone. “Wait till you hear.”

“You’ve found the kids?” Danni said.

“No. Sorry. That was Burbank. One of his signals is moving.”

Both Luka and Zina spoke in unison. “What?”

Danni could tell from the look on Chan’s face that he was as clueless as she as to what Ilya was talking about.

Ilya said, “I gather by your expressions that you two’ve never heard of the signals.” He leaned on the back of a chair. “Okay. Here goes. The guy who just called detected the first signal at eight fifty-six p.m. Eastern Standard Time on April twenty-third, nineteen forty-one. Since then he’s learned that there are hundreds of these electromagnetic transmissions, all over the planet.”

“What’s the source?” Chan said.

A shrug. “We don’t know. They originate out there.” He pointed to the ceiling. “From the Void. They occur at random intervals and are all below the visible spectrum; no two were the same frequency and they kept shifting within a range between one hundred gigahertz and ten kilohertz. Burbank keeps track of a selection of those signals and sends out a monthly report of the frequencies.”

That must make exciting reading, Danni thought. Not.

She smiled. “And you’re a subscriber, I take it?”

“Only since May. I learned the history of the signals when I joined SESOUP and decided to subscribe.” He held up a hand. “And before you ask, SESOUP is the Society for the Exposure of Secret Organizations and Unexplained Phenomena. Seriously, with a name like that, how could I not join? Anyway, in February of ’sixty-eight, after decades of constant shifting, the signal frequencies stopped fluctuating and stabilized. They still showed wide variations between them, but each one kept to a consistent cycle. And they’ve stayed that way ever since.”

A thought struck Danni. “Hey, wait. You said this Burbank guy discovered the signals in forty-one? That’s over eighty years ago. How old is he?”

“Old,” Luka said. “We visited him once. He’s like this wizened gnome in a penthouse on Central Park West surrounded by eighty-plus years’ worth of electronics. A veritable museum of vintage and cutting-edge tech.”

“That’s all very mysterious and it’s certainly an unexplained phenomenon,” Chan said, “but unless it’s going to help find those kids from the mountain, what’s it got to do with us?”

“Just a point of interest for now,” Ilya said, “but who knows where it will lead? You’re now with R3A, and our territory is unexplained phenomena. We asked Burbank to let us know if anything funky happened with the signals, and now he calls to tell us one of them has started to move. They’ve all been stationary since they started. Never until now has one been known to change position.”

Despite the lack of relevance to her own agenda, Danni didn’t want to give Ilya the brush-off. Though there’d never be anything between them, he had a sweetness about him. She liked the guy.

“Moving from where?”

“The Antarctic. Burbank gets only sporadic reports from that area of the world, but the latest report shows a stable frequency, as expected, but far from its original location. This is a new wrinkle and I have to wonder if it has any relevance to what happened up here and in AC.”

“How could they be connected?” Danni said.

He shrugged. “You never know.”

“Everything’s connected,” Zina said.

Danni had gathered that was her mantra.

Ilya said, “They’re all unprecedented. No signal has ever moved before—at least that we know of. And nothing like what happened to Atlantic City or this mountain have ever happened before.”

Zina rose. “We need to look into this.” To Ilya she said, “Check back with Burbank and see if he can get an up-to-date fix on that signal’s location.” To Luka: “Once we get that, you have NSA get satellite views of the location while I see if we have any assets down that way that can get us up close and personal visuals.”

“Well,” Chan said, “here’s wishing the satellites have better luck with finding this signal than locating what’s left of the Family.”

“Don’t forget, you guys,” Ilya said as the Troika departed the room, “we want to find those kids as much as you do.”

Danni knew that. What was the purpose in those mystery genes those kids inherited from their Enhanced fathers? The answer could be important.

But where the hell were they?
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Pam watched as Nicolette practiced driving the school bus through the entrance to the condo property, around the circular front drive, and back out again. The bus was a brilliant idea. What better way to ferry a bunch of kids and adults around than a school bus? Nobody would give them a second look. The seller had painted over the name of the school that previously owned it. They’d leave it that way and use it instead of the vans parked in the complex’s underground garage—where all three would stay out of sight from prying eyes.

The two-story condo complex was located in a woodsy area in western New Hampshire. Nicolette had said Samuel owned the whole thing, but she didn’t know if he’d built it or had simply come along pre-construction and bought up all twenty of the two-bedroom units. The nearest town was someplace called Keene. Pam knew nothing about New Hampshire and had no idea what the town was like.

She took a deep breath of the fresh country morning air. Her life had taken a left turn into the Twilight Zone in the last ten days. Not that it had been particularly great before that, but at least she could say it had harbored a modicum of normalcy. Phil’s death had put an end to a marriage that had never recovered from the abduction of their infant daughter. Whatever love they’d shared at the start had dried up and blown away in the seven years that followed. But he deserved better than to be killed by a drunk driver. Still… pretty mundane.

The weird shit began when the mortuary informed her that Phil’s body wouldn’t burn. It had remained totally oblivious to the 1700 degrees in the crematorium retort. And then, as if that wasn’t strange enough, someone stole his body from the mortuary that very night. But that was only the start of the weirdness. Chan Liao came into her life and took her on a trip down memory lane to the realization that everything her husband had told her about himself had been a lie.

That should have been enough, but the weirdness only escalated from there. She—

“Pam?” said a child’s voice behind her.

Her heart glowed as she turned to the seven-year-old redhead she was sure was her daughter, abducted as a newborn. She was wrapped in a towel and her hair was dripping from a dip in the pool. The kids from the Family had never had a pool at their disposal and they loved it. The late August heat made it even more enticing.

“Lexie! What’s up, honey?”

“Can you come into the clubhouse?” She held out her hand. “It’s important.”

“Well, of course.” Pam took the little hand in hers. What a wonderful, amazing feeling to touch the daughter she’d thought gone forever. “What’s so important?”

“I need you and Daphne to sit down for a talk.”

“What about?”

“You’ll see.”

For the past seven years, Daphne had raised Lexie—who Pam had named Julie at birth. Though convinced Lexie was Julie, Pam had said nothing to anyone here. No one else knew.

They entered the octagonal clubhouse to find Daphne already present and seated at one of the card tables. She’d wrapped herself in a white terrycloth robe. Her wet blond hair made it a good bet she’d been in the pool with the kids. She looked uneasy.

“What’s going on?” Pam said.

Daphne shook her head. “Lexie asked me to come here to talk to you.”

Lexie stepped back and looked at them. “There’s too much unspoken here.” She pointed to Pam. “You’re my birth mother.” Then to Daphne. “And you raised me with love and kindness. The two of you need to come to an accommodation because I want you both in my life. I’ll be back in a little while.”

She turned and walked out.

Pam watched her exit in mute shock. Well, so much for no one else knowing. Daphne looked stricken.

Yeah, they had to talk this over, and they especially had to address the 800-pound gorilla in the room. But first, loosen the tension…

“What seven-year-old talks like that?” Pam said, watching Lexie’s retreating form.

“The kind with a one-eighty-two IQ,” Daphne said.

Pam blinked. Another shock. You couldn’t be with Lexie long before you realized she possessed a keen mind and maturity far beyond her years. But a 182 IQ? She’d had no idea…

“Really? I think I can safely say she didn’t get that from me.” She gave Daphne a hard look. “But you got her from me.”

Okay, now the gorilla was front and center. Daphne burst into tears.

“Don’t take her from me! Please, I’m begging you.”

“She was stolen from me the day after she was born. How could you—?”

“I didn’t know!”

“You had to know she came from someone!”

“But I didn’t know she’d been stolen! None of us can have children and—”

“Wait. ‘Us’? What ‘us’ are we talking about here?”

“The enhanced women. Our ovaries don’t produce viable eggs. We can’t conceive.”

“You’ve lost me. ‘Enhanced’?”

“That’s a long story. What matters is we are all what they used to call ‘barren.’”

“You’re talking about you and Nicolette and the other mothers here?”

“Yes. Try to imagine what that’s like, to be told you’ll never conceive, never have a child of your own, and then have someone hand you this newborn and say you can have her to raise as your own if you want her. The last thing you do is push her away. I asked where she came from and was told it wasn’t important. And when I pressed they said if it mattered so much, they’d find someone else to raise her. So I named her Lexie and raised her. And I love her more than anything in the world.”

She knew from watching Daphne with the child that she was speaking the truth. Pam had dreaded this moment. She’d worried about traumatizing Lexie by tearing her away from the woman she’d spent her entire life calling “Mommy.” But Lexie had commandeered the driver’s seat this morning and taken control of the situation.

“Didn’t you get suspicious when they wouldn’t tell you where she came from?”

A shrug. “I imagined all sorts of reasons: the mother was a drug addict or a criminal or a victim of incest, and I assumed they didn’t want me to have any preconceptions about the child. But none of that would have made a difference. I fell in love with Lexie from the instant I held her.”

“And you had no fucking idea?”

Oops. Had to watch that. With Lexie around, she’d walled off Potty-mouth Pam, but every so often she broke through.

“Not until three days ago when I saw the two of you talking. The resemblance was unmistakable. And when I learned your name was Sirman…” She grimaced. “Everything became all too clear.”

“You knew Phil?”

A nod. “We’d met. But it all came crashing together. The females of the Enhanced can’t conceive, but the males are fertile as all get out. So they were sent out into the world and fathered children who were then brought to the Mountain to be raised by the Family.”

Pam leaned back and thought of the toddlers and preschoolers she’d seen in the vans, and grammar-school-age kids frolicking in the pool right now.

“But that’s…that’s…”

“I know. It’s monstrous.”

The same word Danni had used to describe the scheme… the only word that truly fit, she guessed.

Daphne slid her hand across the table toward Pam. “I can’t imagine the pain it must have caused you…to lose your child like that. But I had no idea, I swear. If I had, I never would have…”

Unable to speak, Pam could only take Daphne’s hand and squeeze it.

She could forgive Daphne. But Phil…how could he do that to her? But Phil was dead and beyond forgiveness, so… good riddance.

Finally she found her voice. “I suppose I should thank you for doing such a wonderful job with her. The pain of those seven years… never knowing it she was dead or alive or, if alive, was she being treated well… it’s somehow lessened by knowing she was raised by someone who loved her.”

Daphne’s mouth twisted into a crooked smile. “Lexie’s been sort of raising herself these past couple of years. You can’t imagine what it’s like to have a child who’s so much smarter than you.” And now a genuine smile. “But you’ll learn soon enough.”

“I can’t wait to learn all about her.”

And now Daphne frowned. “You may find some things, well, difficult.”

“Like what? She’s a know-it-all? I went through that phase myself as a kid.”

“The problem with Lexie is that she does know it all, or at least seems to. But that’s minor compared to…”

“What?”

Daphne hesitated, then said, “She can walk through walls.”

Pam stared at her, wondering if she’d heard right, because Daphne’s expression gave no hint that she might be joking. Considering all she’d been through since Phil had died, including the disappearance of a mountain, this wasn’t all that outrageous.

“Walk through walls? You’re serious? You’ve seen it?”

A nod. “A number of times. She tried to hide it from me, but I caught her at it.”

“In one side and out the other?”

“Well, not exactly. She goes in one side and comes out… somewhere else.”

Pam shook her head, baffled. “What’s that mean?”

“The way she explained it to me, she steps through into another world, and apparently there are many of them. The multiverse theory seems to be true. But she can enter realities only where the same wall exists, and where she doesn’t already exist.”

“You mean there are other Lexies out there?”

“Many, apparently. Different walls lead to different realities. Some walls she can’t go through because there’s another Lexie on the far side. That was why she couldn’t get through the walls of our house back on the Mountain, because there were no realities where those walls existed and she did not. But the fort was another story.”

Pam remembered it. “You mean that big stone place where you were gathered during the storm?”

“That’s the one. Something very strange about that building. Lexie could walk through its walls and wind up in weird, surreal places. She’d remember what she saw and then come home and paint it.”

“I saw one of those paintings.” Pam remembered a landscape—a smooth, bright orange plain dotted with strange, asymmetrical shapes at odd intervals and more strange shapes afloat in a dark gray sky. “I asked her where she got the idea and she said, ‘I paint what I see.’ I thought she meant in her mind.”

Daphne laughed. “That’s her little joke. She really did paint what she saw. But the fort is gone now, along with the Mountain, so no more of those paintings from Lexie.”

“That’s a shame. The one I saw was quite good.”

“She can’t walk through any of these walls either. There must be some logic to that but I haven’t figured it out.”

Pam looked at Daphne. Time for the big question.

“So…what are we going to do?”

“You’re the birth mother, Pam. I think it only fair and right that I defer to you.”

“And you’re the mother who devoted seven years to nurturing her into the wonderful child she is today. She says she wants both of us in her life, so that’s the way it will be. We’re going to have to rewrite that book into Lexie Has Two Mommies.”

Tears streamed down Daphne’s cheeks. “I was hoping you’d say that. She’s my life.”

They clasped hands across the table. “I want her to be my life too.”
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Chan and Danni had been called out to R3A’s rolling command center, a huge, windowless mobile home bedizened with antennas and rooftop dishes that took up most of Cliff House’s parking lot. They all sat among an electronics-store array of flickering screens and blinking lights and watched satellite pictures of a huge iceberg, flat as a landing strip.

Luka was tapping the screen with a ballpoint pen. “That’s D-31, a fractured tabular iceberg late of the Weddell Sea. It started out about a dozen or so miles long, roughly the size of Manhattan. It’s headed north, probably going to pass between the Falklands and South Georgia Island if it holds together. But it’s already breaking up. Just three days ago it split into two parts: D-31a on the north end, and D-31b on the south.”

“Fascinating,” said Danni. “Is that where the mothers and children from the Family are hiding?”

Chan winced a little at the snark but had to agree. What did an iceberg have to do with why they were here?

“Boy, you two have one-track minds. You’re looking at the reason the signal is moving. It’s fixed on the iceberg.”

Zina said, “The Harry S. Truman, a Nimitz-class aircraft carrier, isn’t far away and so we had them send out a plane on a flyby for a closer look.” She pressed a button and the eye-in-the-sky view of the berg was replaced with a closer-in moving video taken from a plane window.

Chan was about to make a comment like Danni’s but Zina must have sensed it and lifted a finger to shush him.

“Wait for it…wait for it…there!”

Chan saw a dark shape embedded in the broken end of D-31a. Now this was interesting.

“What is that?”

“A U-boat!” Ilya cried, bubbling with excitement. “A Nine-B-class World War Two Nazi sub! We’ve identified it as U-104, reported missing November twenty-eight, nineteen forty on the northwest coast of Ireland with all hands presumed lost.”

“And yet here it is,” Zina said. “A long way from Ireland.”

“And a long way from nineteen forty,” Luka added.

Okay, Chan had to admit, that was pretty cool, even if it didn’t bring them one inch closer to finding those kids.

Danni frowned. “But this iceberg came from Antarctica. What were Nazis doing down there?”

Ilya grinned through his beard. “You’re obviously not up on your conspiracy theories. Supposedly the Nazis set up a secret base in Antarctica during the war. The more far-out versions say they encountered aliens there and were trying to adapt their technology for the German war effort.”

Chan laughed. “And people believe that?”

“People will believe pretty much anything they want to believe. There is some basis in reality linking the Third Reich to the Antarctic, but the facts as we know them are fairly mundane. In nineteen thirty-nine, a German catapult freighter named the MS Schwabenland, arrived off the Norwegian Antarctic territory called Queen Maud Land. They launched an aircraft which dropped markers around the perimeter of a huge area of the coast and claimed it for Germany. They named it Neuschwabenland and sailed back to Germany with thousands of photos.”

“I prefer the story of them meeting aliens and trying to get their technology.”

Another of Ilya’s toothy grins. “Don’t we all.”

Zina turned off the video and leaned back. “I was hoping the iceberg would settle the mystery of the moving signal but it’s only triggered more questions. Yes, the signal is following the berg, but why?”

“Alien technology?” Danni said with a perfectly innocent face, though Chan could tell she was fighting a grin.

Luka shook his head. “Look, I know much of NSA considers us conspiracy nuts who aren’t too tightly wrapped, but we’ve taken critical looks at all these things and we don’t think space aliens are in play on Earth—or ever were.” He waved a hand back and forth between him and his sister. “Our father was a major ufologist. He’s the one who started us on this path, but we don’t need space aliens and Roswell and all the rest to explain the weird shit that goes down in this world.”

Chan said, “You think the cosmic entities, the Game players, are enough?”

“Not only enough, but they may be the reason why we’ve never found any evidence of alien visits. You know that big ball of gas we call Jupiter that spins around out there beyond the asteroids?”

“I think I might’ve heard of it,” Chan said.

“It’s known for catching a lot of the comets coming through the Solar system that might otherwise head our way. Well, the Owner entity, the one also known as the Ally, may do something along those same lines.”

Danni winked at Chan. “Looking out for us, ay?”

Luka snorted. “Hardly. A bear will keep other hungry animals away from a honeycomb it’s discovered. Not because it wants to protect the bees, but because it wants all that honey for itself. The situation here with the Ally is the same. This is its game and we’re its toys, and it doesn’t want any little green or gray men getting their knobby fingers all over us. So if they ever showed up—and that’s a big if, considering the rarity of sapience, let alone space-faring civilizations in the galaxy—it no doubt sent them packing.”

“From what we can tell,” Zina said, “the signal seems to be following D-31a which is the fragment with the sub, which leads me to believe that the sub is the focus. Which means…” She let the words hang.

“Road trip!” Luka said.

Chan felt a stab of dismay. They were allowing themselves to get sidetracked. The focus needed to remain on finding Nicolette and Pam and those kids. Zina seemed to
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