
Chapter One

			Security Defense Collective Headquarters 

			Almaty, Kazakhstan 

			 

			The darkness of complete stasis. To Cass’s body and brain, it was more familiar than sleep. Inside the upright pod, she floated, suspended in a metallic gel that kept her body at perfect temperature, a buffer between her body and any stray stimuli. Black tape covered her eyes for good measure. Various tubes snaked through openings bringing her oxygen via a mask that covered her nose and mouth. Those tubes brought nutrients along with a cocktail of sedatives, and psychoactive drugs went directly into her veins.

			In the pod, her consciousness folded in on itself, an Ouroboros feeding on the fuel of its own destruction while simultaneously existing to feed. In theory, there was to be no coherent brain activity. In theory. She suspected that they knew she had learned to beat the process. She would have never been able to betray Thora and escape Olympicorp if she had not been able to break the thrall. She would have never been able to slip the yoke and switch sides if her mind had not been able to hold on to something to sustain it in the raging darkness. That something was the one sole determination that had not been programmed into her mind by Thora or anyone else, and that was getting back to Elle.

			Elle.

			The few memories she had of her burned intact with such permanence that nothing could ever swallow them up. She had favorites of course—Elle in that black bikini pressed close to her, smelling of salty sea air, murmuring sleepily into her ear. Her laughter as they sipped forbidden alcohol prohibited in Kuwait. There were memories of Elle that broke her heart, like the night on that Kuwaiti airstrip after escaping the madman Lyles, neither of them able to comprehend why it was so hard to part ways. The memories that pained Cass the most were the final glimpses of Elle as they fought off the men in black tactical gear. 

			That had been over a year ago.

			Her memories of Elle, besides the ones of this awful place, were the only ones she owned. They brought her comfort as she struggled with the SDC agents whose task it was to sedate her and prop her up on the platform base of the pod. It was Elle’s face she thought of when she succumbed to the drugs as the agents sealed the pod. Elle’s touch she imagined in the close-to-panic moments when the metallic gel filled the pod. As the prop sank away to leave her floating. It was Elle’s voice that echoed in her head long after the darkness had taken over.

			Those memories allowed her to hold on to a shred of her consciousness until the moment the prop rose from the platform hooking under her armpits like crutches to hold her upright. 

			She could feel her mind returning as she felt blood returning to her tingling limbs. Now that it was exposed to the air, the gel cooled and clung to her like a fatty carapace causing her skin beneath to prickle. 

			She heard the door of the pod slide open. Someone removed the tape from her eyes and she squinted as the overhead lights burned as bright as torches through her closed lids. She heard their buzzing hum exaggerated by the drugs that lingered in her system.

			As usual, the agents handled her with a clinical disdain if not rougher than usual. She could hear the soles of their shoes on the concrete floor as they moved about removing the tubes and finally the face mask. She breathed in the chilly air of the lab but continued to keep her eyes shut from the stinging light.

			“Are you with us?”

			Over the too-loud buzz of the lights, she recognized the voice of the agent, a greasy-haired weasel who wore a smart pair of round spectacles. Ingman. He saw to her entombment into the pod, as well as her release with the aid of two to three other SDC agents.

			“She was off the rails when they brought her in,” a second agent said and let out a snigger that bounced around her. “Fought like a bitch about getting back into the pod.”

			“She fought sedation the entire ride back from Jove Island,” said a third agent. “But we managed to keep her under.”

			At the mention of the island, she felt a flash of light behind her eyes as if someone had stuck her finger into an electrical socket. The jolt of memory hit her like high voltage and her eyes snapped open, tearing instantly from the light.

			“Charybdis,” she said, her voice hoarse from disuse. 

			She remembered the rocky island called Jove, and the events that had taken place, and the journey back to SDC headquarters. She’d still had blood on her hands as they dragged her from the helicopter. Fletcher had been waiting on the landing pad, black shades covering his eyes. His attempts to calm her only infuriated her more. She’d wanted to see Elle. He had promised her that much. 

			Fletcher and his games.

			They’d had to tie her down to prepare her for the pod after she kicked Ingman in the groin, and he had lost his cool and removed his Glock, threatened to kill her. She’d only grinned. Now, she lay limply on the prop hooked beneath her arms, squinting in the swirling glare of the fluorescent lights. She had just enough strength to lift her head.

			How long had she been in the tank? Three days? Five days? Fletcher never kept her in for longer than a few days. Then again, he had not been pleased that she and the team had come back from Jove Island empty-handed and light a few members.

			Through the fog that covered her eyes, she saw one of the agents step close. She felt the prick of a needle in her neck, the burn of the injection. Immediately, her heart began to accelerate. Her body seized, shaking the prop, her feet slipping in gel.

			“Awake now?” Ingman asked. He wore a red tie, its color bled up past his collar to his chin, staining his lips, his teeth, and down the front of his chest like a wound, dripping toward his crotch.

			That snigger again, this time it sounded more like the bubbling bark of a hyena.

			“She’s tripping balls.”

			A hand appeared under her nose, and she felt a burst of some aerosol mist burn her nostrils. She tossed her head and Ingman grabbed her chin while speaking in a mock comforting tone. He shoved a suctioning hose down her throat to clear her airway of any of the gel. It tasted of pennies and lemons. 

			She gagged out a roar as he pulled the tube away. Her eyes adjusted to the light, and she saw the three of them clearer. One she recognized but could not recall his name. The other she had never seen before. 

			“Behave yourself,” he said as the prop began to sink into the platform lowering her to the floor into a crouch. She tried to stand too soon on her unsteady legs. She slipped of course, falling in slow-motion, then landing on her ass and tipping backward over the platform. She plopped on the concrete floor in a puddle of gel.

			Ingman laughed. “Like a little baby deer,” he said to the other two agents. “She never waits for the meds to wear off. Be careful. Sometimes she strikes out in fear.”

			“Fear you?” she managed through trembling lips and coughed up a gob of gel which she spat at his feet.

			The three chuckled. She heard the click of a bullet being loaded into the chamber of a pistol and she knew they were ready. He liked to show off for the new agents. He was ready to use force if she made an aggressive move and seemed to be waiting in anticipation for the opportunity to put a bullet in her head.

			She felt another jolt behind her eyes. She closed them and saw Charybdis, pale skin, graying black hair, and steely eyes, with a hard, lean face. She would have killed her because that was what she had been programmed to do, protect the island against invaders, and to kill the Gorgon should she ever return.

			A towel fell over her shoulders, and they gave her some space to collect herself. She recalled that she only wore underwear and a bra and wrapped herself in the towel.

			Midway across the room, she saw a utility shower with tinted glass to shield her near nakedness and knew that there would be another towel on the rack when she was done. Certain that her legs were not steady enough to carry her the short distance, she began to crawl, the towel draped across her back, over the cold tiled floor toward the promise of warmth and some dignity.

			There were several dark panes of glass panels in the walls, around the room which from her experience meant more than one observation room. Ingman and his cronies were not the only ones watching her make the journey across the cement floor.

			She made it to the shower floor, a steep slope of rough, uneven concrete slab surrounded by more yellowing broken tile. She found the handle without looking and turned it to the desired setting. The water came, cool at first, further chilling her core, and then building to a near scalding heat. The drum of hot water on her skin seemed to strengthen her legs and she was able to stand. 

			There was no soap, just a mist of fizzy disinfectant that came out of a nozzle attached to the showerhead in a simultaneous wash-rinse. The hot water alone was enough to sluice away what remained of the gel from her body. It was clear and brown, like glittering jellied shit. Perhaps the stuff was the by-product of some foul creature holed up in a bunker beneath the SDC headquarters. Some anomaly they kept as they kept her, feeding it drugs, using its dung to poison her mind. She pushed the image away. It was the drugs, but she could not shake the feeling of wanting the gel off her skin immediately.

			She swiped at it angrily, first her arms and then her hips. She watched it fall from her in clear brown clots to the floor. The gel melted in the hot steam and dissolved down the drain with the water. She scrubbed the gel from behind her ears. She ran her fingers through her short hair that fell just past her ears. It was shorn at the temples to accommodate the headband-like device that she wore constantly. She had foolishly mourned the cutting of her hair when she first agreed to go with Fletcher, then she’d realized that she had never specifically chosen to wear it long.

			She turned off the water and stood there dripping as she pulled the towel off the rack. Too weak to completely dry herself, she wrapped the towel around her body and leaned against the tiled wall. The agents would bring clothes and a hot cup of the worst tea, a luxury she had requested from Director Fletcher himself as it was not part of the protocol. She did not tell him that it was part of Thora’s ritual to give her tea and cold lamb sandwiches when she awakened her from the pod, but she suspected that he knew.

			She heard the mechanical whir and click of the heavy lab door opening. She looked through the tinted shower door, and her vision blurred in patches as Fletcher strolled through the doorway, his bald, brown head shining through the fog over her eyes like a beacon. He came to the shower stall and peered through the glass.

			“Cassandra? You coming out of there anytime soon?” he asked.

			“You’ll forgive me if I’m a little disoriented,” she said bitterly. She was not ready to face him and the memories of what happened on the island, that coupled with the fact that she felt especially vulnerable when coming out of the pod.

			He slid the shower door back and stooped a bit, hand on his knees, his dark, red-rimmed eyes searching her face. The white hairs in his trim mustache glimmered.

			“You’ll walk it off,” he stated and took her wrist to take her pulse. He gazed at the black windows that surrounded them. Ingman and his agents were gone. There were no clothes. No hot tea.

			“How long has it been?”

			“Two days,” he said. “You know what I’m here for. I need to know what happened on Jove Island.”

			“I can hardly remember my own name right now,” she said. “Weren’t the others able to brief you?”

			“You mean the ones who made it back?” he asked.

			“I did what I could to protect them,” she said. “Fabbro made it clear that if anything went South, I would be the scapegoat—”

			He turned away from her. “Fabbro was a shit heel. He was one of mine though, and I wouldn’t wish what happened to him on my worst enemy.”

			She felt panic rise within her. “You can’t blame me for what happened. I warned you about Charybdis, I warned you about traps.”

			“I didn’t expect four of my agents to be killed by one wraith, four people with families who are going to miss them…not that I expect you to understand such a concept.”

			She clenched her jaw. He often used that tactic, pointing out that she had no one else in the world besides Elle. He especially liked to question her importance to Elle.

			“Are you that pissed that Thora wasn’t there?” she asked, desperate now.

			“I need answers,” he said.

			“Fuck you, Fletcher,” she said. “Putting me in the pod isn’t going to help the situation. It’s not meant to be a prison cell.”

			He did not answer.

			“Look, we landed on the island, Charybdis came out of nowhere—”

			“You left out the part where you disappeared on the rest of the team,” he said.

			She faltered. Fletcher regarded her silently, his intent as lethal as staring down the barrel of a gun.

			“If it weren’t for me that island would have taken your whole crew.”

			“Tell me what you remember,” he said. “This is your last chance.”

			She had a vision of Charybdis, the shift in her eyes as she pressed her forearm across Cass’s neck and bore down. What had she seen in her attacker’s eyes? Compassion? Whatever it was, it hadn’t lasted long. 

			“Can I have some clothes first?” she asked.

			He glanced down at her body as if just noticing she was nude save the towel. He shook his head.

			“Talk.”

			




Chapter Ten

			Württemberg, Germany

			 

			As they traveled on, Cass could see the black turrets seeming to jut from the dark evergreens. It felt surreal to see the fabricated structures, achievements of their time, among the centuries-old trees seeming to compete to touch the sky. It felt like a dream that had once been familiar, but no concrete memories came to her.

			They stopped in a clearing. Thora looked fatigued. She dismounted her ATV, her face red from the effort. Charybdis came to her aid.

			“I just need to stretch my legs,” she insisted, brushing her away. “Prepare a shot.”

			Charybdis went for her pack and removed a small case. She opened it and retrieved a clear orange cylinder. She removed the top to reveal a large, capped syringe. She moved close to Thora who was fumbling with the fly of her pants while leaning on her cane. She looked up at Cass. 

			“A little help?”

			She moved in and offered her shoulder for Thora. 

			“Hold her pants,” Charybdis said as she exposed her bare hip.

			Cass saw that the area was heavily bruised.

			She met Charybdis’s gaze.

			“It’s fine,” she said. “She’s come this far.”

			“Can we please speed this up?” Thora asked. “And stop talking about me over my head.”

			Charybdis refocused on the task at hand. She uncapped the syringe and said gentle things under her breath as she jabbed the alarmingly blue-black skin at Thora’s hip.

			Cass watched the fluid inside the syringe empty.

			“What is this stuff?”

			Thora gave her a shrewd look. “Something to get me to the Great Hall.”

			She straightened and toddled a few steps forward fixing her pants. Behind them, Milo stood beside his ATV staring out at the trees.

			She looked up at the castle. Up close she could see sections of missing stone in the tower. It almost seemed otherworldly under the backdrop of the gray sky and the mountain beyond. Like a fairy tale she had heard once but could not recall until now.

			A sudden gust of wind rustled the trees. 

			Milo whistled to get their attention.

			The air changed. The wind pushed their way, warm swirling with cool. Cass felt something, much like a pulse, but different, a brooding wail like a hurricane siren. She dared to think it was the pulse of a giant. Charybdis stepped forward, her dark hair whipping around her head. 

			The rustling in the trees grew wilder and the wind strengthened and warmed. Bits of wood and needles began to shower down on them.

			“This is not good,” Thora shouted and began to limp to her ATV. Cass, Charybdis, and Milo followed suit. As she started the ATV, Cass peered ahead at the trees whipping in the strange wind in such a frenzy that they were disintegrating. She could also see a black cloud, a stark contrast with the dull gray sky. It moved on the wind and seemed to be shining with bits of debris.

			She turned to see the others jetting out of the clearing back the way they’d come. After a quick glance at the hastening black cloud, she sped behind them. 

			Their escape ended when Thora lost control of her ATV. The front wheels flipped into the air like an unruly horse rearing. She was dumped to the ground on her side. 

			Cass stopped and went to help her up. Her face twisted in pain, yet she glanced around and crawled away to snatch at her cane. Charybdis and Milo joined them. Thora attempted to get back on her feet, but she lost her balance.

			They quickly propped her into an upright position. She groaned as she attempted to move to stand but stumbled even with her cane. Her grip tightened around Cass’s arm as she peered up at the scene behind them, her face distorted in terror.

			They were suddenly in near darkness as the swirling black cloud dipped low through the treetops. Bits of foliage flew, thickening the cloud. The glittering bits that formed it whipped and shredded at the trees shaving the branches to stubs. The massive old trees began to topple as the cloud settled closer to the forest floor. She could smell earth, and sap, and fresh wood as they were pelted with debris. She could see tiny shiny black metallic cones that had broken free of the cloud, one of which zipped past her face cutting her cheek.

			“What is that?” Cass asked.

			“Something I suspected would never exist,” Thora said. “I am prepared.”

			She looked to Milo. She reached for his hand, their fingers grasped, and he was able to pull her up. She lifted her cane, and he took hold of the mud-caked end. Thora twisted the handle and the shaft of the cane began to glow in Milo’s hands. He stepped back and the cane lengthened and fell away. He moved back away from them, carrying the glowing rod, his eyes shiningly blank.

			Then, he ran. He jumped on Cass’s ATV and turned it around, then gunned the engine toward the cloud, clutching the rod that had come from Thora’s cane.

			Cass stepped forward to stop him, realizing what was happening. Charybdis grabbed her arm and the two of them struggled in the dimness that had become the day as the forest was rendered to pieces. 

			A flash of light as bright as lightning illuminated the scene. Cass could see Charybdis and Thora suddenly, the angles of their anguished faces stark. 

			Still in Charybdis’s grip, she turned to see the black cloud roll backward. The glittering pieces that comprised it seemed to recoil like an injured animal. The ones at the edges glowed with the same bright­ness as the rod Milo carried. They fell away, losing their glow and disappearing among the ankle-deep piles of broken vegetation. As they watched, more pieces began to glow and fall, thinning until the cloud was half its mass.

			Thora stepped forward, entranced by the scene. She called for Milo. Just as she did, what remained of the cloud surged forward. The glowing pieces that hadn’t fallen went black again. Milo was covered in an instant. His scream roared above the din of destruction, as the cloud ate him alive.

			In a spray of blood, nits of his clothes, flesh, and hair mingled with the shredded body and tires of the ATV. A brief explosion from the engine punctuated the destruction. Now low to the ground, it surged their way.

			Cass and Charybdis began to flee on foot dragging Thora with them.

			“Use the Aegis,” Thora wheezed, out of breath.

			“Against that?” she asked.

			“Yes, you have to try.”

			Charybdis stopped and Thora collapsed against her. “Try.”

			Cass turned away from them to face the cloud shredding through the trees. She took a quick breath and separated her terror from the cold feeling in her brain. She called on the Aegis and let the freeze claim her entire body. She felt the blast roll forth from her and made no attempt to hamper it. The world became a blur of green, brown, and shining black. She could hear a high-pitched buzzing like radio static as the cloud closed in.

			She took a few steps back, the chill was too much to bear, but she knew she could not falter, even when the cloud slowed to a stop and began to swirl backward. Though her legs felt rooted to the ground, she took another step backward. 

			She felt Thora pressed against her then. “You have to give more.”

			“I can’t,” Cass managed.

			“You can and you will or we’re all dead.” She gripped her arm hard enough to be felt through the cold. “And where will your reporter be then?”

			She took stock of the chill in her body. She dropped her shoulders and threw back her head and let it completely take over. Just as when the conical bits of the cloud came in contact with Thora’s rod, they glowed. Still frozen in place, they separated as the cloud lost its density. They lost speed, floated like confetti on a breeze, and fell useless to the ground.

			Cass fell to her knees from the exhaustion, and Charybdis fell too, grabbing her jacket to keep her upright.

			Thora was limping away from them. She went to inspect the cloud, now a smoldering heap of randomly sparking bits. She turned to them grinning manically.

			“You did it.”

			“What the hell was that?” Cass asked.

			“A weapon,” she said and raised her hands in surrender when she saw the look of disapproval on Cass’s face. “I didn’t create it. It was no match for the Aegis. For you.” She punched a fist into the air above her head and shouted toward the woods.

			“No weapon formed against me shall prosper.”

			“Milo’s dead,” Cass told her. “You sent him to his death.”

			“His death was necessary,” Thora insisted. “Don’t you see? This is it. I need you to stop being afraid, hesitant, and might I add, slow. What if I told you that Elle could be in that castle? They’ve no doubt made every effort to impress.”

			“Is that true? About Elle?”

			“I don’t know,” she said. “We have to think of all the possibilities. You and I are the only constants in any scenario. Do you understand?”

			Cass looked to Charybdis. Thora had not mentioned her at all. She did not seem to be bothered about the omission. 

			“We’re almost there,” she said.

			Cass looked back to Thora. “Let’s go.”

			* * *

			The woods felt colder once they fell under the shadow of the castle. They made their way through the landscape rocky from piles of rubble that were once part of the structure. A crumbled wall had been fortified with sections of chain-link fencing. Signs warned away any visitors, and outlined the penalties for disturbing a historic site.

			It was not hard to slip through and make their way among a few outbuildings. A few of them were completely covered with large sheets of gray plastic material that billowed slightly. They entered a maze of broken walls until they found themselves in what was once a courtyard. Now the paving stones were broken and packed with dirt; stray plant life grew in patches of dim sunlight.

			Cass felt uneasy as they moved along to a solid wall that had miraculously stood the test of time. Set in the wall was a large wooden door, bleached from age. Thora used her cane to push at the door. The wood groaned as the door slowly swung back. A red light winked on and off until it was steady. On the other side was a stone corridor lit by more red lights. The walls were the dark stone of the mountain and the floor beneath was paved with slabs of milky, glimmering marble.

			“Welcome to the Great Hall,” Thora said. 

			She walked into the red light and Cass followed. Her legs felt gangly, her movements awkward. The red lights above were suspended from the rock by cable in between the beams of buttresses. Bare red bulbs were caged in gilded domes. Charybdis gasped at the strange splendor. 

			As they made their way, the end of the corridor revealed itself, a gleaming white light, the transition between a wavering glow like a mirage. Cass realized that they were walking into the side of the tree-covered mountain to a hidden fortress within. She looked up at the rocky ceiling glittering in between the lights mounted on a system of metal beams.

			“How old is this place?” Cass asked. 

			“Six hundred years, give or take a decade,” Thora said, and shushed her when she opened her mouth to speak again. 

			Cass felt Charybdis’s hand on her shoulder, reassuring and warm.

			They came to the end of the corridor and two large wooden pillars carved into Grecian style statues. One was of a sneering bearded man, nude and wearing a sword and shield. The second was of a woman, her top half clothed, her bottom half the coiled tail of a snake. She held no weapons, and her expression was calm. The two held up a lintel above a great door carved with five tall ships sailing on choppy waves. 

			Thora paused to regard them for a moment.

			“This is it,” she muttered. “Be ready for anything.”

			She stepped forward and the door opened revealing a brightly lit room of glittering white marble floors, walls, and a gleaming ornate staircase. 

			Cass gasped at the drastic change. Blinking fiercely, she followed Charybdis and Thora inside. Her eyes followed the stairs up to the top where she spotted a small woman. Her hair was as white as the marble that surrounded her and like her surroundings, glittered with silvery streaks. Age had shrunken her face, and small, gnarled hands crept from the sleeves of a dark blue jacket.

			Her eyes and voice, in contrast, showed no sign of frailty. 

			“Thora, what have you come here for?”

			“Cavanaugh,” she answered. “I’ve come for what is owed to me. Give it and save yourself some dignity.”

			The woman at the top of the stairs stared down at them for a moment, her expression haughty. There was something unsettling about her that Cass could not categorize. She did not seem to be worried that she was outnumbered. She reached out for a pulse but did not find one. She was not surprised. 

			Cass stared past her for any space that some formidable aid could come from to back up the old woman on the landing. 

			That’s when she noticed that the stairs and the landing led to nowhere. At first, she thought that her eyes deceived her, but there was no structure beyond the stairs, just a solid looking fog or mist. She turned around in a circle and saw more of the white fog. The grand door they had come through had vanished.

			“You’ve brought the Gorgon,” Cavanaugh said.

			“Cavanagh. Did you think I would come empty-handed?”

			At the mention of her moniker, Cass reined in her shock and glanced at Thora, who had not flinched

			“What secrets do you desire?” Cavanaugh asked.

			“I want the place that I was promised,” Thora said. “No one in this organization, besides you, has accomplished what I have.” 

			Cavanaugh tossed her white head and walked a few steps, running her hand over the marble banister. “This place and its mysteries have changed hands before, but it has always belonged truly to Mount Olympus and the Pantheon.”

			“My work proves—”

			“Your work belongs to us. You belong to us, Thora. Have you told the Gorgon? She’s been observing our little exchange with most interest.”

			“She is baiting you,” Charybdis said softly. “Don’t give her anything to use against us.”

			Cass kept her gaze on Cavanaugh, and she stared back. Thora had yet to realize it, but she had seen through their ruse. Cass was certain that she was not the one being baited there in the great hall.

			“Because of me, Olympicorp has the power to bring the world to its knees and right it on our terms.”

			“That is an era neither of us will live to see,” Cavanaugh replied.

			“Perhaps you won’t,” Thora told her. “With me as head of the Pantheon, the ideas of the old regime are out. Favored will be the ones who made themselves.”

			Cavanaugh smiled. “How ironic you should put it that way. You didn’t make yourself; you were made just as your companions here. Someone like you could never head the Pantheon.”

			A figure shuffled out of the mist on wobbly legs. He was dressed in a Braves T-shirt and scrub pants. His feet were bare. His shaggy, dirty brown hair fell at his shoulders. She looked at the face and saw that the left side drooped heavily, the corner of his mouth permanently parted in a distorted grin. She recognized him.

			“Lyles,” Cass hissed. Though he currently looked like one of the mindless horde that had infested Kuwait, he had once controlled them thanks to a failed experiment by one of Olympicorp’s subsidiaries.

			They’d found a use for him after the disaster. Cass could read his pulse, no, she could feel it vibrating along the floor under her feet, up to her knees.

			Thora scoffed loudly. “You’ve resurrected this ghost of your own negligence. A commemoration to the end of Mount Olympus?”

			“What have they done to him?” Cass whispered.

			She did not answer.

			“Thora,” Cass implored her.

			Lyles tilted his head. “Cass? Cass?” He spoke in a too-loud voice that echoed over the marble. His tone was raspy and apologetic. “Don’t mind this…” He used his right hand to gesture at his face. “I’m fine. I’m good. How you been? How’s Elle?”

			“A joke,” Thora scoffed nervously. “Is this what you’ve brought against me?”

			“He was much more useful to us than we could have imagined.”

			“Elle Pharell,” Lyles broke in, slurring his words. “She told me…she told me.”

			“Do you know where Elle is, Lyles?” Cass blurted. “Have you seen her?”

			“Don’t speak to him,” Thora growled under her breath.

			“Elle,” Lyles said. “I saw her in the mist.”

			Cavanaugh moved close and touched his shoulder. Lyles’s knees sagged. He fell hard to the floor and began to seize, his entire body stiff and trembling. His pulse strengthened; Cass could feel it travel up her body to her stomach as if she had waded deep into water. 

			She moved toward the stairs but stopped when she saw that Cavanaugh stared down at her with a slight smile at her lips. 

			“Come up,” she said in a soft, grandmotherly tone. “Isn’t that what Thora promised you? That you would find your Elle here?”

			Cass felt strong hands wrap around her arm. It was Charybdis. For a second, her face was a blur, and she would have snatched out of the grasp if she had not recognized her touch.

			“Don’t do it, little one,” she said. She looked as terrified as she had in the woods when they were confronted with the strange black cloud, as if she were afraid that Cass would be shredded to pieces. Cass was sure that his pulse was a clue to the reason for her alarm. She was certain that she should flee the opposite way, into the mist.

			“Don’t be a fool,” Thora shouted. “Charybdis, you are not to let her go.”

			“Haven’t you figured it out yet?” Cavanaugh continued. “Thora’s a wraith, just like you. We gave her freedom. We gave her autonomy to create. We could give the same to you.”

			“What is happening to Lyles?”

			“Why do you care?” Thora insisted.

			“She lies,” Cavanaugh interjected. “You’re the only one who can save him.”

			“She’s in your head,” Thora barked. “You must fight her.”

			“Lyles said he knows where Elle is,” Cass said.

			Charybdis held fast.

			“Look at him,” Thora said. “He’s completely broken.”

			“Let her go,” Cavanaugh commanded in a voice that carried over the thrum of Lyles’s pulse. In response, Cass was able to break free. She started her ascent up the stairs, blocking out Thora’s warnings, ignoring her own fear. She pushed past the old woman and knelt next to Lyles. He was shaking so violently that she hesitated.

			She touched his shoulder, and the contact was like touching a live electrical wire. She felt her body stiffen and the white room around her blurred to gray and then black.

			When she opened her eyes again, the interior of the castle had changed. The air was dim and dusty. The walls were stone and great chunks were missing revealing daylight through a dirty plastic tarp. The grand marble staircase had changed to rotting wood. She sat up and looked around for Thora, Lyles, or Cavanaugh. They’d vanished and she was there alone. She called out for Thora and got no answer. She stood and looked over the now dilapidated railing, a clutter of broken stone. She saw movement, a slight shadow. She reached for the gun at her waist and found nothing there.

			She backed away, but not far enough where she could not lose sight of the figure picking through the debris and up the stairs. Cass hunkered down a bit and waited. The figure paused, waiting, and she could hear breathing. The head turned, scanning the second floor.

			“Who’s there?” a trembling voice asked.

			Cass went numb because that voice belonged to Elle. She stood slowly and whispered her name. The figure spotted her and flattened against the wall.

			“Elle, is that you?” Cass asked in a shaky voice. No answer came. She was shaking, not just her voice, her entire body. Hope flashed through her body in the form of a shiver.

			“Elle, it’s me. You don’t have to be afraid.”

			The figure straightened in the near darkness.

			“Who are you?”

			That was her voice certainly. If only there was light, she could see her. She longed for nothing more than to see Elle standing in a shaft of sunlight.

			“It’s me. Cass,” she said.

			“Cass?” she asked in a gasp of disbelief.

			She quickly made her way down the stairs. “I’m here.”

			Elle moved away from her but stopped. Cass could not quite make out her features through the dimness.

			“Let’s get out of here,” Cass told her. “We can talk about it when we’re far away from this place.”

			She ran to close the space between them. She reached out into the darkness and caught hold of her arms. She nearly drew the other body into her own, but there was something wrong with the touch. It didn’t feel like Elle. Something was wrong.

			Cass stepped away to see that it was Lyles. But she’d heard Elle’s voice and she’d seen her form creeping through the darkness. She looked around, confused, and summoned the Aegis.

			“Cass Hunt,” Lyles said cheerfully as if they were old friends running into each other.

			She gave him a shove, startled by his appearance. “Where is Elle? Where are we?”

			He stumbled backward, nearly tripping over debris. “Elle. I don’t know where she is. We’re in the broken castle in the mountain.”

			Cass shook her head. “Where are Thora and Cavanaugh? They were here…”

			“They’re in the gloaming. In a white room.”

			She looked at him, puzzled.

			“The gloaming,” he said. “It’s a place, but not a place.”

			Cass stalked toward him and grabbed the front of his shirt. “I’m losing my patience. Between you and Thora and Cavanaugh. All the mind fucks, the smoke and mirrors. You liked Elle, Lyles. She sympathized with you.”

			She heard a chuff and felt a sob come from him.

			“I’m sorry,” he cried as he sagged in her grasp. “I’m so sorry.”

			She took a breath and released him. Lyles was an innocent.

			“I did see Elle,” he said. “I saw her in a white room.”

			“A place that’s not a place,” she said. “Yes, you told me, but that doesn’t make any sense to me.”

			“You were just in one.” His voice quivered. “I was supposed to separate you from the other two, take you into the mist, but I was able to resist them.”

			“You did well,” she told him. Whatever a white room was to Lyles, she was glad that he had been strong enough to help her.

			“Where are the women I was with?” she asked.

			“I can take you to them,” he said.

			He led her to the back of the staircase. The dimness faded to black, but she could make out the frame of a door. In the distance she could see a red glow like the ones in the passage that led to the great hall.

			“This will lead us into the mountain?”

			“Yes, but we may have trouble on the way.”

			She sighed. “There’s always trouble. Lead the way, Lyles.”

			* * *

			Cass did not know if she could trust Lyles, but what choice did she have? According to him Cavanaugh wanted her out of the way. That meant Thora could be in danger. Had she walked them into a trap?

			Lyles led her down the narrow passage, dark but for the strange red lights. She could see him in front of her, his shaggy hair painted red by the scarlet glow. Occasionally, he would glance over his shoulder at her. He did not say a word. He’d mentioned that there would be trouble. She kept the gun Thora had outfitted her with behind her back. She eased the safety off.

			“You’ve been this way before?” she asked.

			“I think so,” he said. “I learned to hold on to my memories, to know when I am in a white room and when I am not.”

			Again, with the white room. She could not imagine what horrors had been done to him since Kuwait. 

			He led her to a metal door with a hand wheel turn. He tried to turn it, but his arms were too weak. She took over and opened the door. It creaked loudly and she waited a moment before peeking around the frame. 

			On the other side of the door, there was an unremarkable hallway. She gave Lyles the go-ahead to show her the way. They moved down the dim hall. There were handle-less doors with glowing biometric scanners. Lyles moved passed them quickly but stopped at a large pane of observation glass. He stared into the darkened space, his face a blur in the reflection.

			“I thought the war was hell,” he said.

			Cass felt her jaw tighten. Another life caught up in Olympicorp’s machine. According to Thora, the castle in the mountain was six hundred years old. How many lives had been trampled in its wake? She felt dread to think that Elle was one of those lives. 

			“Let’s keep moving,” she said.

			As they approached the corner, she could hear a jaunty whistle. Lyles stopped. She pulled at the back of Lyles’s shirt. When he turned, she motioned for him to get behind her and showed him the gun. The whistling approached.

			She rounded the corner quickly and saw a tall, thin, balding man, his back to them as he stared at a monitor. He gasped and stared behind her at Lyles.

			“Osbourne,” Lyles said. “Funny to run into you.”

			“What are you doing here, Lyles?”

			“Paying you a little visit. Thought we could play with some of your toys,” he growled. 

			Osbourne took a step backward.

			“Where did Cavanaugh take Thora and Charybdis?” Cass asked him.

			The man’s brow furrowed. “It’s over, Gorgon. Soon Thora will be where all defective wraiths end up, as will you.”

			“You’re in no place to make threats, Osbourne,” Lyles said.

			A movement in the monitor Osbourne had studied caught Cass’s attention. She saw a small space that she realized was pitch-black revealed in the grainy, faded green of a night vision camera. A figure lay on the floor, limbs constricted in a distress Cass knew well. Though the victim’s eyes were covered by a strange piece of Olympicorp tech that resembled a falconry hood, she knew it was Charybdis.

			She turned to Osbourne, her fury rising with the cold feeling in her brain. She had to temper both lest she kill the man who had the know-how to free Charybdis from the prison on the screen.

			“You’ve fucked up, buddy,” Lyles said. “You’d better start cooperating.”

			“Get her out of there now,” Cass told him.

			Without a word, Osbourne went to the almost seamless outline of a door. He pulled at a few latches and opened the door. Cass moved closer to see in person what was on the screen. Charybdis writhed on the small floor space. Her boots were gone but she still wore the clothes she’d had on when they walked into the Great Hall. She flailed her limbs, valiantly fighting whatever Osbourne was doing to her, though it must have caused her much pain. She’d lost control of her bladder.

			“Get that thing off her,” Cass told him.

			He hesitated. “She’ll kill me.”

			“You deserve it,” she said. 

			Osbourne took a breath. “I should sedate her first—”

			“No more drugs,” Lyles interjected. He moved in a quick shuffle, the closest he could come to running in his state, and gave Osbourne a push.

			Osbourne stumbled forward. He caught himself before he could fall. He tried to move around Charybdis without alerting her to his presence. She sensed him and managed to still herself. Osbourne looked back at them, his fear apparent. Charybdis lunged. He yelped.

			Cass moved in to help. She touched Charybdis’s shoulder as she was attempting to blindly strangle Osbourne.

			Once she sensed her touch, Charybdis calmed. She turned trembling and leaned into Cass who embraced her.

			“It’s okay, now,” she told her, though she doubted she could hear her through the device on her head.

			Osbourne moved in and removed the thing and backed away as Charybdis lifted her head enough to give him a squinty glare as her eyes needed time to adjust to the light. 

			Cass helped her up and into a chair.

			Osbourne tried to use the distraction to escape. Lyles may not have been fast enough to chase him down, but he did have the wherewithal to trip him. Osbourne fell to the floor.

			He turned over quickly, looking at them with disdain.

			“Not so fast,” Lyles said, giving him a sloppy grin.

			“Where is Thora?” Cass asked.

			“I won’t tell you anything,” Osbourne said.

			“You will,” Lyles said, stepping forward. “Or maybe Cass here can help me give you a good old-fashioned lobotomy in one of those labs.”

			She left Charybdis to join him. Together, they lifted Osbourne to his feet and pinned him to the wall. 

			Cass tapped into that cold part of her brain and gave him a blast of the Aegis. He flattened against the wall banging his head and leaving a crack in the sheetrock. He cried out. At the same time, the force of the Aegis caused Lyles to lose his footing. 

			Osbourne was afraid, and she did not need to read his pulse to sense his fear.

			Behind her, Lyles was on the floor hysterically laughing.

			“Who needs a lobotomy? I wonder how much of that power of Cass’s your bones and organs can take?”

			He tried to bargain. “I can show you the way out. Leave this place. Whatever Thora told you, it’s over now.”

			Cass gave him another blast of the Aegis and Osbourne’s knees buckled.

			Lyles rejoined her at a reasonable distance. “You want us to leave, Ozzy? We’re just starting to have fun.”

			“Okay, okay,” he said and took a shaky breath. “Go down this hall—”

			“No way. You’re going to show us how to get there, personally,” Lyles told him.

			“Good idea,” Cass said and gave Osbourne a shove. He fell to the floor and gingerly picked himself up, then straightened his coat and tie before walking with a slight limp.

			“No tricks,” Lyles growled.

			Charybdis was already on her socked feet. Cass was glad to see her back to normal. The three of them followed Osbourne as he led them to an elevator and pressed the sixth button on the control panel. There were no numbers. The elevator rose. There was a dull chime from above and the doors slid open. 

			She stepped out of the elevator into a warehouse-sized space, its ceiling high, the bare rock of the mountain. Below the rocky ceiling, a grid of steel girders had been mounted with lighting and other equipment. Then there were pods. Sleek and white, slim on one end and wide at the other. Not like the upright tubes Fletcher used. There were pods stacked on shelves encased in glass, and along rows stretching the width of the room. Each pod in the row was connected to a system of wires and cables that reminded Cass of Thora’s vine.

			Up ahead, she could see a group of people gathered under lights. Their heads were bent, intent on something. Cass crept forward, her gun drawn. As she neared, the group shifted and she saw the prone body of Thora on a metal gurney, her entire head encapsulated in a black helmet. She was attended to by four figures dressed in dark blue scrubs. Cavanaugh waited among them. She clutched Thora’s cane in her gnarled hand.

			She spoke sternly to the others as something on a monitor caught her attention. Cass thought for a second that she’d been noticed, but then Thora began to seize violently.

			The scrubs sprang into action as Cass debated her next move. Charybdis appeared brandishing a gun and they raised their hands and backed away. She yelled at them as Thora continued to shake on the table. 

			The figure of a woman appeared in her periphery. Cass turned to fully see her, slight build, dressed in a gray trench coat and carrying an Uzi. A blast from the Aegis pushed her off her feet and a spray of bullets into the ceiling.

			Cass turned to the others and saw that Thora had stopped seizing and the scrubs had scattered. 

			Cavanaugh stepped forward, a gun in her trembling hand. In the other, she held Thora’s cane.

			“I don’t want to shoot you,” Cass told her.

			“Nor I you,” Cavanaugh said.

			“What are you doing to Thora?”

			She smiled. “She’s overdue for reprogramming. Just like you.”

			Cass recalled her words earlier. She’d discounted the revelation as more of their double-speak banter. Seeing Thora there on that table, her head covered in mind-control tech filled her with a daunting fear more powerful than the nanocloud.

			“She was once the best,” Cavanaugh said. “She excelled at everything we threw at her. Her handler was a brilliant man named Geist.”

			Cass looked to the cane she held in her hand.

			Cavanaugh once again read her mind. “Yes, that very one. He trained her to program wraiths, and she excelled at that too. Join me. I can give you your reporter, but I doubt there will be much of her left when it is all said and done.”

			“Stop,” Cass barked. “What do you know about Elle’s disappearance?” 

			Cavanaugh continued to back away. The woman in gray who had attacked Cass had collected herself and joined her.

			“Thora can answer your questions if you can rouse her. Ask about Project Songbird.”

			“Cass, we got a problem here,” Lyles said.

			On the gurney, Thora’s prone body was beginning to convulse again. Charybdis hovered close, her hands on Thora’s chest as if she could jolt her back to normal.

			When Cass turned back to Cavanaugh, she was gone, as was the Geist device.

			Shit.

			Cass went to Thora and studied the helmet on her head before removing it. Her face twitched rapidly as her entire body shook with such violence the gurney rattled.

			“Get that thing off her.” Lyles brought Osbourne over. He stammered and hesitated for a moment.

			“You have to promise me first, I want protection.”

			“Okay,” Cass agreed.

			“Help me lift her,” he said.

			Cass and Charybdis helped to raise Thora’s seizing body into a sitting position. Osbourne ordered them to hold her head still. When they did, he pulled away the helmet-like device. Attached to the inner lining was a double-stranded cord. Cavanaugh’s scrubs had plugged the other end into the base of her skull before the first vertebrae. 

			Osbourne pulled it away as if he were removing a Band-Aid. Cass winced at the meaty, sucking noise.

			Cass settled her back onto the gurney. She was cold, but it was not the chill of death. She was still breathing. 

			“What’s wrong with her?” she asked Osbourne.

			“She needs adrenaline,” he answered, glancing around. He went to a drawer and pulled out several small injection bottles. 

			Thora groaned. Her eyelids fluttered. Cass touched her shoulder and she responded with another groan. Cass leaned over and used her palm to pat the side of Thora’s face.

			Osbourne returned to the table with the bottles and began to prepare an injection.

			Thora’s entire body began to tremble, not as violently as before, but still as frightening to see. Cass felt her pulse. It was like a handful of coins tossed on the floor to bounce, roll, spin, and wobble. Without thinking, she grabbed her hand. To her surprise, Thora gripped it back.

			“Good,” Osbourne said. “She’s still with us. Open her shirt.”

			Cass did so, revealing the pale, soft skin, wrinkled with age. A sports bra held her small breasts. Osbourne plunged the needle into her chest.

			Thora tightened her grip on Cass’s hand.

			“The second one needs to go into the site of the prod,” Osbourne said.

			Cass turned Thora over onto her side. She watched as he slid the needle into one of the holes left by the prod. Once he declared that he was done, she eased Thora back against her arms. She removed the needle and tossed it aside. She felt Thora’s body relax on her arm, then go limp. Cass looked at her face and saw that her eyes were wide open but not focused. Her mouth was slack.

			Cass felt her heart stop. She looked to Charybdis who wore an expression of complete helplessness. Cass tried to reassure her, sure Thora would wake soon. She shook Thora and called her name.

			Nothing.

			She lowered her to the table and checked for a pulse in her neck. She could still make out her other pulse faintly. There was something there. She just had to wake up.

			Nothing.

			Cass felt her breath coming quick. She began to compress Thora’s chest. She breathed into her mouth, then went back to compressions. She felt a groan in her throat, tears stung her eyes, and she had to steady herself. More breathing into Thora’s mouth. More compressions. She could hear herself muttering but found she could not make out her own words. She paused to turn around, searching the room for some aid, a defibrillator, anything.

			She heard a sharp gasp and turned back to Thora, who gripped the sides of the table and stared out wide-eyed. Cass leaned over her to let her know that she was there. Thora’s eyes fell on her and she reached out to her. Their hands met and gripped each other as if they were both trying to save the other from drowning.

			“You’re okay,” Cass told her.

			Thora nodded and released a deep, ragged breath.

			“My cane,” she wheezed.

			Thora sat up on her own, her chest rising and falling rapidly.

			“Cavanaugh took it,” Cass said. 

			“You should have shot her,” she said. “I should be sitting here looking at her corpse.”

			“I think you just died,” Charybdis said.

			Thora ignored the comment, her focus solely on Cass. “You must go after them. Just leave me here.”

			“That’s not part of our deal,” Cass said. “I came here for information about Elle.”

			“If Cavanaugh gets away with that device this is all for nothing. Even if you save Elle, you won’t be able to shield her or yourself from the fallout.”

			“Fallout?”

			Thora roared at her. “This one time I need you to act without questioning me.”

			Cass backed away from the table.

			“I’ve got things here,” Charybdis said

			Cass nodded. She checked her gun and sprinted back to the elevators where Lyles waited with Osbourne. She was certain that Lyles had whispered his plans of revenge while she was away.

			“Cavanaugh and some others left with something that belongs to Thora,” she said to Osbourne. “They’re in a hurry to leave this place. Where would they have gone?”

			He swallowed hard. “The helipad.”

			Of course, there was a helipad. “How do I get there?” 

			“Take this elevator,” he said and pressed one of the buttons. “Once you get off, you’ll go right. No left—”

			Lyles thumped the back of his head. “No time for doubts, my friend.”

			Osbourne cowered. “Left, it’s left, I’m certain. There is a cart to ride if you prefer. There is a long corridor. It will lead to another elevator. Press the button to the top floor.”

			She looked to Lyles for confirmation, but his eyes told her he had no idea.

			“If you’re lying to me, I’ll let him do what he wants to you,” she told Osbourne. “In the meantime, you’ll help look after Thora”

			They left the elevator and the doors closed leaving her alone.

			During the ride she thought of Elle. All of this and she did not feel any closer to finding her. She’d found out more about her origins, and Thora’s as well. It bothered her to think she would have that much in common with her old handler. If Elle were there, she would help Cass to navigate her tempest of emotion; her words and her touch would be a balm.

			The elevator stopped and Cass stepped out. She found two long corridors on either side of her. As Osbourne had described, there were three carts. She jumped on one, turned the key, and went left as instructed.

			She pushed the pedal to full speed trying to convince herself that she could not run faster. She needed to conserve her strength. The hall dead-ended at another elevator. There were three unmarked buttons. She pushed the top button. The elevator ascended and lurched to a stop. Even before the doors slid open, Cass could hear an engine and the blades of a helicopter.

			She found herself on a concrete path carved into the side of a rocky wall, trimmed with railing. Above was the sky fully exposed, trimmed by the edges of the mountain. She peered down and saw a small black helicopter directly below hovering toward her.

			Cass began to run down the path at full speed, her gun drawn. She was confident she could shoot the tail rotor and disable it. The result would be a crash, possibly harming the people inside. Not that they deserved her sympathy. Still, it would be easier to retrieve Thora’s cane if there were minimal damages.

			The helicopter continued to rise. She could see Cavanaugh watching her.

			There was not much time to act. She raised the gun and aimed at the tail rotor. She fired. She saw the spark of the impact and heard the rotor give and sputter. She fired at the glass to unnerve the pilot and passengers. The bullets bounced off, but her ploy worked. As the helicopter began to lazily spin into a descent, she could see the panic on their faces.

			The helicopter drifted as it spun, scraping the mountain wall. The rotors chopped at the rock sending a flurry of sparks. Cass took a deep breath and summoned the cold feeling in her brain and blasted the Aegis’s power just beneath the skids. The helicopter bounced upward, dragging against the rocky wall of the mountain. The top rotor continued to spin, causing the now bent and broken blades to propel it along at a choppy gait.

			Cass marveled she could use the Aegis to keep the copter aloft. She pondered how she could ease the thing down and avoid the crash as planned. She only had experience using the Aegis in short bursts, even with the strange black cloud that had pursued them in the woods. She pulled back, and the helicopter tilted forward in a nosedive.

			Cass turned her attention and the Aegis to the cockpit sending a blast to try to upright the copter. The effort caused the copter not to right itself, but instead to succumb to the force of the damaged rotors and spin, nose down. Still, it remained upright. She tried again to pull back the power of the Aegis. The helicopter dropped a few feet, but easier this time. Cass leaned over the railing as it sank, ignoring the pain, the stinging fire of the cold the Aegis brought.

			The helicopter fell the last ten feet onto its side. Cass went after them via metal stairs at the end of the scaffold. When she reached the wreckage, she saw that the scrubs were trapped inside. She climbed onto the landing gear and peered down into the cockpit to see their frightened faces. 

			The engine was on fire.

			Cass pried open the door. The pilot had not survived the fall. 

			She regarded the disorder of bodies inside the passenger area. She could feel the jangle of their pulses, their fear. Among them, she could see Cavanaugh, limp, still clutching the Geist device. The pilot had not been the only casualty. Cass thought of Thora, barely out of whatever the scrubs had done to her, insisting that she fetch the mysterious weapon.

			Cass locked eyes with one of the surviving passengers. “Give me the Geist device.”

			Without a word, the woman slid the cane out of Cavanaugh’s grasp. She handed it to Cass who realized that this was the woman in the trench coat who had brandished an uzi at her earlier.

			“Please,” she said. “Allow me to talk to Thora.”

			“Who are you?” Cass asked.

			“Dr. Greta Liang,” she said.

			Cass studied her for a moment and offered her hand. She seemed to know Thora. If she wanted to turn, she should have the chance. She was certain that Thora would not turn down the aid of a new minion.

			She reached out her hand and helped her climb out of the overturned helicopter. The others reached out their hands for her begging for help.

			It looked as if Thora had a few more underlings.

			She freed the rest of them from the wreckage. She stayed long enough to supervise them with extinguishing the smoldering craft. None of them seemed too concerned with Cavanaugh. What had she died for? A weapon? How had she lived? None of her colleagues had stopped to mourn her and were quick to slither to Thora.

			Cass turned away from the wreckage in disgust. 

			




Chapter Eleven

			The Great Hall

			 

			Thora was on her feet when they arrived. She was inspecting some equipment and speaking with Osbourne. Lyles was stretched out on the gurney, not as an experiment, his arms were folded behind his head. He was taking a nap. The scrubs and Dr. Liang waited on the fringes, standing in a row like privates in the army waiting to be addressed.

			She saw Cass and smiled, reaching out for the Geist device. “I knew you wouldn’t fail me.” She raised her eyebrow when Cass did not immediately relinquish it.

			“I don’t know if I should give this to you.”

			Thora gave a grim smile. “You don’t have to. You can keep it for yourself.”

			Cass gave her a hard stare and handed her the cane. Thora returned it to her side and looked to Dr. Liang and the others watching their exchange. 

			“I didn’t instruct you to take prisoners.”

			“She said she wanted to talk to you. I suppose the others do as well.”

			“I know of a few of them,” Thora said.

			Dr. Liang took a breath. “My loyalty is to Olympicorp not Cavanaugh. We had a good working relationship and once we were even fond of each other, but for me time weathers such feelings.”

			Thora scoffed. “Cassandra, Dr. Liang is a true cultist. She sees Olympicorp as a religion, man’s true salvation. She will gladly let others stand on her shoulders, blind to the fact that the so-called enlightened are mad only for power and wealth.”

			Dr. Liang looked to Cass. “Perhaps I have been blind in the past. You spared our lives twice today. You used your ability to save us. Cavanaugh would have wrangled the both of you.”

			Thora scoffed again and looked to Cass, then Dr. Liang. “Despite your sentimental words, I have use for your intellect and knowledge. I extend the offer to you as well, Dr. Osbourne. It will not be an easy road, but I will never stand on your shoulders.”

			Charybdis appeared. She moved slowly and glanced about with red-rimmed eyes. She saw Cass and smiled.

			“It seems I am not the only one in your debt,” Thora said.

			“What about Lyles?” she said. He was still napping on the gurney oblivious to the scene around him.

			“I’m not a babysitter,” Thora said.

			“You have to at least get him to civilization and set him up with a passport and money to go wherever he wants.”

			Lyles sat up. “That,” he shouted. “That is exactly what I want.”

			“I suppose we have the resources here on the premises,” Thora said and looked to her new underlings. “Correct?”

			Osbourne nodded.

			“Don’t forget your promise to me, Thora,” Cass said. “Where’s Elle? What is Project Songbird?”

			Thora seemed surprised at her last question.

			“Well?” Cass asked.

			“Osbourne, you seem to know your way around here. Can you show her to the archives, help her find any information she asks for,” Thora said.

			Osbourne nodded. “Right this way.”

			As they were leaving, Thora announced that she was hungry.

			* * *

			The archive was another large room, except instead of pods there were rows of tall glowing shelves. She and Osbourne arrived there after an elevator ride and a long walk down a silent corridor. Dark and quiet save for an electric hum, the space had a library feel. Just in case anyone could ever forget they were inside a mountain beneath an ancient castle, the walls that encased the dark paneled shelves were naked rock.

			Osbourne showed her to a black podium with a flatscreen on top.

			“What exactly are you looking for?” he asked.

			“What do you have about Project Songbird?”

			He typed out the words, then stood back a bit and looked expectantly toward the shelves. Cass looked too. A few seconds into their vigil, a strange figure zipped between the aisles up ahead and disappeared around the bend. Cass took a few steps to follow, but the figure returned gliding toward them. The head was arrow-shaped, the body was segmented into two parts. It had no legs, only whirring wheels somewhere underneath. It stopped in front of Cass, a readout glowing a blinking blue as it registered her, the obstacle in its path. After a moment, it extended one arm which held a tablet.

			“File number 6735-29A,” the robot announced in a female voice. “Have a lovely day, Dr. Osbourne.”

			Cass took the tablet. There was a padded cover with a flap to protect the screen from the robot’s grippers. She exposed the glowing screen. It felt like Kazakhstan and her time with Fletcher. Like then, she hoped to find information about Elle only to find that it was all a ruse.

			On the tablet’s main screen there was only one icon, a blue circle with white trim. She tapped it with her finger and two more icons were revealed, a video icon in the shape of a triangle turned on its side, and another a file icon.

			Cass tapped the file icon and found an empty white space. She scrolled to look for text but found none. She walked over to Osbourne who waited patiently.

			“What does this mean?”

			“The information was wiped,” he said.

			“You guys go through all of this,” Cass said as she gestured at the endless rows of shelves. “Just to erase information?”

			“Olympicorp erases what is no longer useful,” he said. “I am not that familiar with the record keeping practices, but I know this organization. Secrets keep us in business.”

			Cass turned her attention back to the tablet. She tapped the video icon. The screen flashed to show a video of an office space. Sitting in front of the video to the left was a desk with what looked to be vision testing equipment. Sitting to the right was Elle, but not the Elle Cass knew.

			She had to be about fourteen or fifteen years old, on the cusp of womanhood. Her youth brought to Cass a sense of nostalgia and a sense of dread. In the video, young Elle wore her hair in a banged bob, a teen’s idea of a mature look. The punk rock band T-shirt, multiple bracelets, and seashell necklace betrayed her real age. A woman spoke to Elle off-camera, and she answered.

			Through their conversation, Cass was able to gather that Elle was under the impression that she was being interviewed for a junior camp counselor position.

			“Very good then,” the interviewer said. “Now, I hope you don’t mind me recording this for the rest of the selection team.”

			“No, I don’t mind at all,” she said, and in typical Elle fashion, asked about the bulky piece of equipment that occupied the desk.

			The woman asked Elle about school and extracurricular activities in which she participated, as well as her family life.

			Young Elle spoke with a practiced confidence that would later come completely naturally as she grew older. She even cracked a joke and chuckled a bit. 

			“At Camp Blue Creek we like to get to know about our counselors personally. The positions carry a lot of responsibility as you know.”

			“Sure. Anything for Camp Blue Creek.”

			“Tell me about your best memory,” she said.

			On the other side of space and time, Cass felt as if the floor would crumble beneath her. She’d heard that voice before saying those exact same words. One of Fletcher’s cronies who had flashed her brain and questioned her at the SDC headquarters.

			Elle paused thoughtfully before answering. “It would have to be the day my mom was sworn into office of the Georgia legislature. I was so proud of her that day, well, I still am. She worked hard to get where she is. Imagine all the little girls like me who will visit the capitol in Atlanta who will see her picture hanging in the main hall.”

			“That is so wonderful,” the woman said. “I am sure she is quite proud of you as well.”

			Elle smiled shyly. She had no idea of the peril she was in sitting with that woman. 

			“Now for the grunt part of the interview,” the woman said. “We’re testing the vision of all the candidates. It’s a liability thing.”

			The two shared a few more pleasantries before the interviewer instructed Elle to look into the viewfinder and describe what she saw. Cass gasped as Elle did so and quickly snatched her face away.

			“What?” she asked, clearly upset to the point that she was breathless. “What is this supposed to be?”

			The woman behind the desk asked her what was wrong, her tone flat with a fraudulent concern. Cass knew the tone well, the lull before something awful came from a man in a white coat, or Thora or Fletcher.

			“What did you see?”

			“Something bad,” Elle sniffed. “Why?”

			“What did you see?” the woman asked again.

			“A baby. It was injured. The
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