	[image: ]
	 	[image: ]


[image: ]

​A DIVISION OF SOULS

[image: ]


A novel of the Mendaihu Universe

––––––––
[image: ]


by J Chaisson

Tenth Anniversary ‘Remastered’ Edition

Published by J Chaisson by Mendaihu Press

Copyright 2015, 2025 Jon Chaisson

The Bridgetown Trilogy:

1: A Division of Souls

2: The Persistence of Memories

3: The Balance of Light

Smashwords/Draft2Digital Edition

This e-book is licensed for your personal enjoyment. If you did not purchase it, please visit Smashwords or Draft2Digital and we’ll hit you up. Even better, download it via your favorite indie bookstore website because indies are rad! Thank you for respecting the hard work of this author. No generative AI systems or programs were used in the course of writing this tale.

Table of Contents

A Division of Souls

Acknowledgements

On the 2025 ‘Remaster’ of A Division of Souls

Extras

Bridgetown Tourist Guide to Anjshé

An Anjshé Glossary

About the Author

	[image: ]
	 	[image: ]


[image: ]

PROLOGUE

[image: ]


NEHALÉ

––––––––
[image: ]


DEHNDARRA NÉ HRA NYHNDAH.

Nehalé Usarai let out a nervous breath and slowly opened his eyes, fighting back a severe bout of vertigo. The view from the maintenance walkway was certainly breathtaking, more so than he’d ever imagined...he’d seen the vidmat images and tourism apps countless times, but that was nothing compared to seeing the real thing with his own eyes, sensing it with his own soul. He stood outside on the service walkway on the one hundred forty-second level of the Mirades Tower, the tallest building in Bridgetown, letting his soul take in every ounce of vibrant energy it could. This sprawl was his lifeline, his anchor connecting him to everything and everywhere. The northern half of the nighttime Bridgetown Sprawl laid itself out before him, a miles-wide tapestry of boulevards and buildings glowing with life, both physical and spiritual, and he felt each one. Thousands of illuminated thoroughfares laced through the city like golden chains, linking the islands of office towers and skyscrapers and suburbs spread out across the different districts of the city.

Its citizens were out en masse tonight, hundreds of thousands of souls ready for a long weekend, awake and aware of the world around them. They cluttered the sidewalks of the main thoroughfares, meeting with friends and lovers and moving briskly towards their destinations, keeping the vibe alive. The late summer weather brought out all the myriad walks of life that inhabited this world, a cultural and spiritual interchange of Earther and Meraladhza that made up everyday life on Earth. 

He could only wonder how it felt to know, to sense it all intimately, to know they were alive and breathing, what they were feeling, thinking. As a Mendaihu empath, he certainly had the ability to do so...but he had not dared to intrude upon their privacy. He could only speak to them, teach them. Awaken them so they could further learn on their own.

It was almost a pity he wouldn’t be able to enjoy this positive energy flow for much longer.

Edha Usarai, he heard within.

Startled by the unexpected innerspeak of another empath nearby, he instinctively grabbed hold of a nearby guardrail to catch himself. He hadn’t expected anyone to sense him all the way up here. Who is this?

I am Shirai, the voice said. A female voice, speaking calmly and evenly. Please, edha, take care on the walkway. There will be high winds up here tonight, and it is dangerous to be out there without being tethered.

Somfei, Shirai, he said warily. I know who you are. You must have scanned me wandering through the server banks earlier. I assume you know why I am out here, then.

Yes, I do, she said, and lapsed into silence. He wondered if he had just been caught, well before he even began implementing his plans. Shirai was a frighteningly strong presence in this area, bound and tethered to this Tower in her own way, and she could have had the Tower security on him in a matter of seconds. She had hesitated, however, and that had made the difference. She had chosen to be impartial, as she had been programmed to be.

He let go of the guardrail and leaned up against the black polycrete surface of the skyscraper. You understand what it is that I must do, then, he said to her.

Yes, edha, she responded. I understand.

“Good,” he said aloud, knowing she had already ceased communication. “And so it begins.”

He gazed across the Sprawl, the hint of a nervous twitch in his chest. I am doing this for all of you, he thought.

He took a long, even breath. A second, slower. Centering his thoughts, his emotions, his spirit. Balancing himself between the soul within, and all the souls around him. Becoming one with the Sprawl. It was time.

And using the strongest innerspeak he could muster, one that could reach vast distances into the minds and the hearts of those who were able to hear him, he began.

To all who can hear me below, those who can hear me within, I pray you listen and prepare: This is a Proclamation of Cleansing and Awakening.

He paused to gauge the reaction. Seconds later, he felt a fast-growing number of spirits down there in that Sprawl, pricking up their ears and their soulhearing senses, listening closely. Thousands of them, several just below him in the Main Street Sector, but even more who could hear him to the northeast, in the Waterfront. They were prepared for what would come next.

I proclaim this Awakening in the Name of the One of All Sacred, he continued. I call forth the Spirits of the Mendaihu and the Shenaihu, the Holiest Spirits of Trisanda. I call them both to begin the Awakening.

Let it begin!

He started with a summoning. Nehalé closed his eyes and reached out, palms forward and fingers wide, and took another very slow and deep breath. He let his spirit reach out to the thousands below him, silently asking for their assistance. They responded without question, sending their own gentle wave of life energy towards him, knowing full well what was to come and welcoming it wholly. He could not suppress a smile as the energy flowed into his open hands, at first a trickle but growing exponentially until he could feel the weight in his fingertips. It felt like he’d dropped his hands in a swift river, the force consistent yet never destructive. 

...allei aiya, he said in gesture of thanks. I bless all of you.

He stayed in that position for several minutes, taking in all of the energy that he could safely handle and balancing it within himself. He’d summoned this kind of power in the past, having performed countless Awakening rituals throughout his calling, but never to this magnitude. He had faith in himself, knew he’d be able to keep this delicate balance of life and spirit within his own mortal skin, despite the pain and damage it would cause after the ritual was completed. He had to have this faith...for he had faith in the one he was to awaken this evening. This was all for her.

I do this for you, he said. I do this for all of you.

His fingertips ached and his palms began to burn from the constant energy intake, and he was coming close to overflow at a frightening pace. He’d summoned so much more than he’d expected, but it still felt far from adequate. He needed just enough to start it, enough to prime the cycle and get it flowing. That had been the reason why he was up here at this insane height: to harness the natural flow of the spirit winds that used the Mirades Tower as its river. All he needed to do was prime the Rain of Light and set it flowing at a faster pace. The acceleration would do the rest for him. 

Confident in his thoughts and actions, he closed off the summoning by balling his hands into tight fists. Slowly he drew them back until they were directly in front of his heart.

dehndarra Né hra nyhndah, he said. It is time to open your eyes. 

With a sudden push of his hands a shockingly intense wave of spiritual energy burst out of them, the strongest he’d ever projected in his lifetime, enough to send him crashing against the Tower wall, nearly knocking the wind out of him. The pain in his palms was exquisite, like several fine needles pricking away at his skin...it stung like all hells, and he'd have scars afterwards.

The Tower began to tremble in response. It began as a subtle vertical shifting, but seconds later it grew in intensity. A dense shudder grew under his feet, the plates of polycrete scraping and windows rattling all around him. He crouched slightly and adjusted his aching arms for balance, riding the vibrations as they passed. He couldn’t let go of this ritual, not just yet.

His inner sensing felt a surge of spiritual energy welling up within the Tower sooner than he’d expected, pressing against its black polycrete skin, threatening to burst. The rattling intensified, an earthquake within the walls that could explode and cast Nehalé off with it. Skittering a little to his left and shifting the energy flow to one hand, he grabbed a railing with the other and gripped it tight. 

This was all expected, however. It was never going to be a quiet ritual. He shut his eyes and prayed to the One of All Sacred that his strength would hold out. Minutes ticked by as the spiritual energy swelled and fused and pushed, frantically searching for an escape. He couldn’t disconnect until the Rain of Light increased the flow on its own.

Not yet... he whispered. Not...yet...!

Down below, the thousands of spirits whose calm attention he’d attracted had begun backing away, taking and guiding others with them. They may not have known what was coming, but they understood the consequences of being too close to the Rain right now. They were protecting their own souls and those around them. They were embracing this Awakening, just as Nehalé had expected. They knew what was going to happen, any moment now. They knew the importance of this ritual and anticipated its outcome. They would not deny themselves the pleasure and the rarity of sharing this with the spirit it was so obviously for. If she was to be a part of this, they would also be, without question.

Finally, far away in a quiet northern sector of the city, Nehalé felt something shift.

He felt it within, a movement of Light and spirit, a soul stirring for the first time like an unborn child kicking within the womb. He shivered, first with surprise and then with elation. It was time, now. He let go of the handhold and lifted his hands one last time, palms open, and slashed through the air with a violent downward thrust, severing his own connection with the Rain.

Awaken! He cried out, to all who could hear. Awaken!

And the Rain of Light responded, furious and unrestrained. The air tore around him, slamming back into place with such force it sent a shockwave out into the city. Nehalé screamed, a guttural, primal howl of pure emotion he could not hold back. His soul felt as if it was being forcibly torn out of his body. He had anchored it the only way he could, to the Tower and the Sprawl...and he did all he could to make sure it stayed anchored until this was over. Down below, he felt hints of confusion and fear; lights flickered, transformers blew; windows rattled and shattered. Cars and transports stopped quick, tires squealing on pavement. Pedestrians stopped midstride and nearly fell. Then —

First came the spirits...and for a brief second, the pain.

Oh, Goddess, the pain! Within the ancient spirits, and within the spirits of the millions of lives surrounding him, the release of forgotten barriers crashing down before him. It sent a wave of wild and unbridled energy shooting up into the night sky. It washed over him, through him, coursing through his nerves, pulling at his own soul and threatening to tear it free. He let out a cry, doubling over, fighting it before the pain claimed him.

Finally, he heard — and felt — the second clap of thunder, much louder and deadlier than the first, created by the displacement of air as spiritual energy suddenly became an enormous physical, bleeding crimson cloud, threatening to rain down on the sector below.

The shockwave held him fast against the Tower for several seconds, forcing him to take short breaths until the pressure weakened. Eventually he managed to push himself up and off the wall, coughing and reaching for the railing again. He looked out over the city, his heart racing and his head spinning. The crimson cloud still held, encircling the Tower, just a few levels below him. It held there like a thick fog, translucent yet no less ominous. This was pure spirit surrounding him now, a force beyond anyone’s imagination...and it was angry.

And for a second, he felt the pain once more. Nehalé felt the pain of spirits, Meraladian and human alike, screaming, writhing —

Then, just as quickly, the pain of spirits lost. The feeling of essence ripped, siphoned out of him in an instant. He doubled over again, and did not lift his head again for many more minutes.

I...I apologize, dearest beloved spirits...

Time started again.

He regained his bearings, and felt the sudden change in wind direction and temperature. The chill had been replaced by a stifling heat, nudging him against the Tower's side....and doubled by the bitter sting of the taken spirits. A sting that would stay with him forever.

But he felt it. Love.

Thousands, millions of Bridgetown citizens...suddenly waking out of slumber, or slowing in the street, or stopping in their workspaces...millions of citizens, feeling something, but not quite understanding what it was they felt. A curiously warm, protective feeling, but with a darker edge. A sudden awareness of their surroundings. A humbling compassion, but for what or whom they did not yet know. Then, just as quickly, it faded into their subconscious, before they could find a name or an emotion for it. But something had been altered...they knew something was there now. They were aware.

They had been Awakened.

Yes...yes! Nehalé trembled with joy. He could sense each of them now, fully and clearly without any hindrance. A veil had been lifted...the gauzelike barrier that divided so many souls in this world had dropped away to nothingness, revealing the true spirits within. Each one of them could see now...truly see, for their inner senses had been cleansed and their eyes opened. They could now understand the true familial and spiritual connection between the Meraladhza and the Gharné. They were truly free, these followers and protectors of the One of All Sacred.

And now every one of them could sense him as well. And they would be following him soon, eager and hungry for direction. And he would be there for them, always.

...and out there, in one of the far northern neighborhoods outside the shockwave’s reach, past the cacophony of newly found inner voices down below, he felt her. The young woman, stirring and waking out of slumber, had crawled out of her bed with a feeling of sleepy disorientation, and stopped in her tracks halfway down the hallway, unsure of why she’d gotten up. He felt her growing concern, a nagging in the back of her mind that something had happened, something that had affected her deeply, yet she couldn’t quite understand what it was. But she would, and soon. She was awake, like many of them now. Through his tears, he smiled again. His ultimate mission had been successful after all.

The One of All Sacred, he thought. You have awakened...you are among us now!

CHAPTER ONE

Caren
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CAREN JOHNSON RETURNED once more to the faded version of the den in her childhood home, sitting on the wide couch against the southern wall, hands on her lap, waiting for everything to fall into place. She surveyed the room and recognized each item from her past that brought her comfort: the tall windows to her left that looked out over their quiet back yard, the old lopsided recliner her dad loved so much, the family photos just above the fireplace on the north wall. One of the windows was slightly open and a cool draft swirled around the room. The house was quiet, other than its usual clicks and creaks as it continued to settle on its foundation. She was in her spirit world again, her lumisha dea of memories and emotions, and her place of inner peace.

Across the room, the translucent ghosts of her parents stood side by side in front of the brick fireplace, just underneath their family portrait, Celine’s arm resting in the crook of Aram’s right elbow...a rare physical showing of love. She warmed to this view, desperately happy to see them again each and every time. She’d always wanted to join them in that embrace whenever she met them here, but she never dared. Instead, she stood up and waited, reverent and patient. She knew this recurring visitation well. She had healed enough from their passing that this reunion had become a rite of passage. She had grown to accept it, even look forward to it. It was her last remaining connection with them.

Karinna, her father said. They always used innerspeak, the voice within. The true voice of the soul. The voice that could not lie. We’re so proud of you and Denysia.

Our lovely daughters, her mother said. Aram...they’ve done so well.

I miss them dearly, he said. I wish we could just be with them again.

I wish I could bring you back! Caren said, wiping a stray tear away from her eye. Damn it all, why did she always cry when she saw them? She was so much stronger than that! I love the both of you so much.

Her father held up a hand. Shh, Karinna...it’s okay, we know.

Please, Karinna, her mother said. Please. Listen. You are going to have to be strong for us. For Denysia. You must remain her anchor, no matter what.

She stared at them, suddenly afraid. They’d never interrupted her before. Wait...what do you mean? What is happening?

It’s time to awaken, he said, and smiled.

“Caren?” the young girl murmured.

She twitched and slammed back into reality with a snort. Disoriented and groggy, she opened her eyes to a semi-darkened room that felt far too warm. Her younger sister Denni stood patiently at the end of the bed, an unsure hand resting lightly on the corner bedpost as she waited for her to return to full consciousness. She glanced at the clock on the bedside table...a little after one in the morning. She’d gotten almost three uninterrupted hours of sleep. Damn if that wasn’t a new record.

“Caren?” Denni said.

“Mmmm,” she croaked. She rubbed dry, stinging eyes with the heels of her palms.

“Did...did you just call me?”

Caren exhaled a half-yawn. “No, Denni. Go back to bed.”

Denni frowned and held herself close in the semi-darkness. “I thought I heard you calling my name. You know, that name.”

Caren froze. She rarely called her Denysia, her Mendaihu name. Their parents had given them both such names to remind them of who they were. They were sacred names, ones she would never use without a reason. She would not have called out to her in her sleep. “No,” she mumbled with a little more annoyance than necessary. “Nope, wasn’t me. Go back to bed, kid. You got school tomorrow.”

Denni held back her words and snorted in frustration. “Sure.”

She closed her eyes and heard Denni leave. Belatedly she thought her visit was a bit odd and unexpected...the girl was in her mid-teens now, and she’d outgrown the childish habit of barging in quite a long time ago. Maybe she’d had a troubling visit to her lumisha dea tonight as well? Denni had been visiting it frequently lately, but it was nothing worrisome. She was merely growing up and learning to acknowledge the hint of Mendaihu blood in her. Caren dismissed the moment and rolled back over on her stomach, burying her head under her pillow in the desperate hope she could get another few hours’ worth of sleep. She willed herself not to think of anything that would get her brain going again, or she’d be wide awake for the rest of the night. She chose to focus on her sister’s nearby presence instead...that always calmed her. As long as she knew where she was, and that she was safe, everything was right in the world.

Not five minutes later, she sensed the wave of terrifyingly strong energy heading in their direction. She recognized that wave signature instantly and shivered.

She was up and out of bed a second later, rushing down the hallway towards her sister’s room and calling out her name, but she was too late...the wave hit her squarely in her chest and sent her reeling towards the wall. She cried out as it bled through her spirit like ice, awakening every nerve in her body, and she was powerless to stop it. Goddess, someone had just...!

She cried out again, this time in unbridled anger. Someone had performed one hell of a powerful Awakening Ritual in her city, and right now, thousands of people were feeling this same deep pain. This was going to be her job for the next day, week, month — hell, this was going to take years to put right. Goddess, the fallout was going to be a fucking mess! And down at the other end of the hallway...Denni stood just outside her own door, leaning up against the opposite wall and staring blankly at her with fear in her eyes.

Oh Goddess...Denni...

“Stay there,” she called out. “Ride it out. Wait until it’s over.”

Denni nodded and pushed herself flat against the wall, forcing herself to breathe slowly and evenly. Caren could barely move herself, caught as she was in this soulhealing, but she fought through it and guided herself along the hallway towards her, step by agonizing step. She definitely recognized the resonant energy signature now...an awakening ritual. She’d witnessed many in her time and been involved with them, but never one this extreme.

Her parents had been warning her of this within her lumisha dea. Of this, a forced awakening upon the city. On her people! Her fear returned to anger, even as the ritual coursed its way through her soul. No one had the right to enforce an awakening on anyone against their will, and someone had just broken that cardinal rule. She was pissed at herself for not catching this person sooner...this was her city, her watch. This was her job and her fate with the Mendaihu blood within her. She should have stopped this bastard before...

...before it hit her sister. This should not have happened. This should not have happened.

Be strong... she heard her mother say. For Denysia.

With a final shudder, the wave crested and calmed, leaving the two of them out of breath and utterly drained. Caren pushed herself forward and landed against the opposite wall. She reached out caught her sister’s hand and held it tight. Denni, can you hear me? she said in a quiet, even inner voice. She knew the girl could hear her...but she needed to know. Are you okay?

Denni shivered and nodded. She’d felt something but she wasn’t quite sure what. “I...I think so,” she said aloud. “...you?”

She pulled her sister into a tight embrace. Only then did she let down her guard, shuddering and tearing up. “I’m fine, honey...I’m fine...”

*
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ALEC POE ARRIVED SOMETIME after the lingering secondary shockwaves subsided and let himself into Caren’s apartment. Together, the three of them stood in front of the wide living room window, staring at the unnatural halo now surrounding the Mirades Tower. They stood there wordlessly for a good long while, trying to make sense of what had just happened. The sanguine glow bathed her face...it was warm, like fire, and just as radiant in its energy. Almost comforting, in its own strange way. The cloud had no defined edge, and she couldn’t tell exactly where it had originated, but it seemed to have kept itself within Main Street Sector, halfway up the Tower’s height. She stared at it both in fascination and horror...it looked like the sky had begun to bleed. Instincts kicked in: this had to be energy fallout...someone had released something dangerous.

She let out a slow breath. “One of All Sacred...”

“Something like that,” Poe said, and lit up a cigarette. The glow of the lighter caught his unshaven face at an angle, highlighting his strong jaw line and making his hazel-blue eyes sparkle. She nearly scolded him for smoking in her apartment, but the alien glow outside made her think otherwise. His own nerves must be shot right now; she didn’t like his smoking habit, but it was his one stress release. She dug up an old coffee mug from the breakfast nook across the room and handed it to him. He graciously nodded, flicked fresh ashes in, and smiled.

She looked at her hands; they were still trembling. Her whole body trembled. She couldn’t make herself stop...this was her fear. And the last thing Caren wanted was for Denni to see her this way. She couldn't let Denni down.

“What the hell happened out there?” she asked him.

His eyes remained on the Tower. “Mass Awakening Ritual, but I figure you’d guessed that already,” he said. “Farraway called me soon after it happened. Thought I'd offer you a ride to headquarters since you were on the way.” In reality, her apartment was in the exact opposite direction. But they were partners, and if he came to pick her up, personal safety was a concern. It was better for her to be in his car than alone on her motorbike. He gave her a look that meant there were more things he had to explain, but not in front of Denni. She understood and nodded.

“Swell,” she said behind a yawn, and turned to start gathering her uniform together. She wouldn't make too big a deal out of this either, at least not until they were on the road. “So, what do you think? Is it being contained, or is this cloud working its way somewhere? I mean, I'd like to know whether or not I should put my belongings in spatial storage.”

Poe grinned at the weak joke. “No, it's contained.” He looked out the window again. “Interestingly enough, it pretty much contained itself.”

She stopped in her tracks and stared at him. “Really? How does that work?”

“It contained itself two miles away from the Tower at all points.” He flicked ash into the coffee mug and made a circular gesture. “A perfect circle. Like it was deliberately stopped before it could expand any further. Or hit a barrier.”

She frowned. Not what she wanted to hear. “Casualties?” she asked quietly.

He shot a quick glance at Denni, weighing his words. “I, uh...I don’t know that yet.”

She grunted, pursing her lips in frustration, and headed into the bathroom to freshen up and change into her uniform. It only took a few minutes, but she deliberately took her time so she could think everything over. It was one thing to feel the aftershock of a major awakening ritual, but it was quite another for it to cause spiritual bleedover. It had been one hell of a strong energy blast, strong enough for the shockwave to hit her apartment nearly seven miles away, and as hard as it did. 

This was definitely going to be a bitch of a case. She continued preparing herself for her job with a determined sense of purpose, even at this time of night and with so little sleep. Despite her frustration and exhaustion, she would never permit herself to be on duty without her heart in it. She checked her utilities, adjusted her overcoat, and returned to the living room. She loved this city, despite everything she loathed about it. It was her community, her life. And she did this most of all for her sister.

Ah, Denni...Caren’s heart broke every damn time she had to do this. She pulled on her long overcoat and stepped back out into the living room. She gave Poe a look that meant he and his disgusting cigarette had better retreat before she threw him out. “Right,” she said quietly. “Just give me a minute here.”

Poe nodded and stepped out into the hallway, closing the apartment door behind him.

“You have to go,” Denni said flatly.

Damn it all, the attitude wasn’t helping. “Yeah, I do.”

Denni glanced at the window, the reddened sky reflected in her eyes. “Do what you have to do.”

She bristled. “Den, I —”

“Sis, it’s okay,” Denni said, facing her again with a forced smile. “I know the drill. I’ll be okay. I can take care of myself.”

Caren finally gave in, nodding. Denni was growing up. She was fifteen already and extremely self-reliant for her age. She’d stopped being the precocious five-year-old brat ages ago, and had matured considerably since their parents died. She could be just as angry, just as lost and frustrated as Caren herself, but she also knew how to make the best of a bad situation. She pulled her close and kissed the top of her head.

“Go back to bed, kid,” she whispered. “I’ll call in the morning.”

“'kay,” she murmured.

She pulled away, but could not let go of her, not just yet. “Be good.” 

Denni smirked at her. “Oh, please.” She pulled away and stumbled over to the couch. “When do you think you’ll be back?”

Way too damn late, by the looks of it. She refused to look to look out that damn window to hazard a guess. “I really don’t know...late morning, midafternoon, I hope. I’ll call if it’s going to be longer.”

Denni stretched and began sinking down onto the pillows. “’kay,” she said, stifling a yawn.

She watched her sister stretch out lazily, surprised and perhaps even a little worried. Perhaps she was merely exhausted by this rude awakening, but she couldn’t help but think there may have been more to it. She didn’t have time to think about it though, not with Poe waiting for her. “Take care, kid,” she said.

“You too,” she mumbled, slumber already beginning to take over. “Love you, Caren.”

“Love you too, honey.” She leaned over and gave Denni another peck. She smiled and took Caren's hand, squeezed it, and let go as they parted. She turned off the overhead light and shut the door quietly, and with a heavy heart and shaky breath she walked away, closing and locking the apartment behind her. Poe was at the elevator doors, staring at his feet and wringing his hands. She knew he hated to tear them apart like that. Any other time and Denni would have come first, no matter what, and he always stood by that. And she silently thanked him for it.

*
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THEY DROVE TOWARDS the Branden Hill headquarters of the Alien Relations Unit in silence. Caren was in no mood to talk anyway, and thankfully Poe chose not to say anything. She stared out the window as they drove through the district, annoyed by the lack of any new information from their director, or from anyone else for that matter. The ARU comm channels were a chaotic mess, street patrols yelling over each other as they tried to make sense of what had just gone on downtown.

They drove past the main campus of Spender College, and she wasn’t exactly surprised to see several pockets students milling all over the grounds. They moved warily or gathered in small protective circles, as if they’d all witnessed the awakening firsthand. It must be the same elsewhere in this neighborhood...Branden Hill was the academic center of the city, housing over a dozen colleges and schools large and small and the autumn semester had just started. The youngest would be the most affected by this ritual, and although the schools were well out of the range of the crimson mist, no one knew just how far the spiritual wash had reached, or how strong it had been. She could only hope those kids would be able to grasp what had happened and not lose themselves in the process.

They pulled into the circular driveway at the ARU complex minutes later. The underground garage was desolate and unnervingly quiet. Very few vehicles remained from the evening shift...Caren wondered where everyone had gone. Perhaps they’d been called to Main Street Sector to assist? Or they hadn’t been called in yet? They heard the rear exit opening and closing and a few footsteps heading down the stairwell to a lower level. A few ARU cruisers also drove by at a coasting speed, their occupants waving as they passed. They had to know about the cloud out there...but they’d shrugged it off as another busy night at the HQ. Perhaps she’d read them wrong?

“This doesn’t feel right,” Caren said, her voice small in the cavernous garage. “You’d think we’d be All Hands by now.”

The footsteps were heading their way. Nick Slater, part of Poe and Caren’s second unit, emerged from the stairway threshold and joined them, exhausted and sore from a long shift. His ARU uniform was sweat-stained and rumpled, and he held his overcoat over his shoulder. There were dark circles under his gray eyes, and his short black hair was a flustered mess. “Most of night shift is downtown covering initial triage, but it’s not being labeled an emergency as regular PD and the Fireflighter squads are running the show for the most part,” he said. “No one else was called in. We may be going this one alone, the four of us.”

She frowned at him. “Seriously? A ritual like that?”

Nick shook his head and shrugged; he wasn’t happy about the situation either. “Sheila and I just came from downtown, doing initial recon,” he continued. “The cloud is spiritual bleedover from an awakening ritual, that much we already know. Low levels are harmless. I’ve seen it before, down in South City, when the Shenaihu have their own rituals now and again. At this level, though? We’re damn lucky it wasn’t ground level. We’d have had a shitload of casualties.”

Poe lit up a cigarette, bemused. “Granted, it should be harmless, at least for us, anyway. Spiritual bleedover dissipates within the hour, so this should be gone by morning.” He heard the faint echo of squealing tires navigating a parking garage switchback and glanced over his shoulder. “Is that Sheila I hear?”

“Yeah...we’re clocked out and going home,” he said. “We gave Farraway our report, you two were copied. There are witnesses in there who swear they recognized an energy disturbance before the blast. Tuned to Mendaihu essence.”

Caren winced. “That can’t be right. They wouldn’t pull something like this. A proper awakening ritual, sure...but never something this catastrophic!”

“That’s what we’re all thinking...but that's what we're up against here. Either a renegade Mendaihu, or someone's decided to start something big. And dangerous.” 

He started to say something else, but the revving engine of a transport coming up behind them drowned him out. A white unmarked patrol unit pulled up alongside them, window sliding down and a mass of curly reddish-brown hair popping out. Sheila leaned out and waved, an icy smile on her lips and fire in her dark brown eyes. She was not exactly in the best of moods. “Welcome back, you two,” she said. “Farraway’s inside waiting. Nick fill you in?”

Caren nodded. “Hope you two know a back way to Glover Court. Traffic’s getting real sa’im rhade with all the detours.”

Sheila smiled at her and winked. “You know me, I find a way.” She waved at her partner and opened the passenger side door. “Let’s go, Nick. Time to get the hell out of here.”

Nick hurriedly said his goodbyes and climbed in. Poe hummed and took a drag from his cigarette, watching them pull away and snake around the last switchback. “Interesting,” he said once they were gone.

Caren caught the expression on his face — he was scowling. “Mendaihu?” she ventured.

Poe snuffed out the cigarette on the pavement. “Yeah.”

She did not say anything more about it. She had expected a renegade nuhm’ndah to be behind this, not the Mendaihu. She nudged him towards the entry elevator. “Come on, let’s get this over with. We won’t find answers down here.”

They took the main elevator up to the fourth floor, still unsettled by the quietness. Neither said anything, but it was just as well, because Caren’s mind was already running in several directions, full of unanswered questions. Never mind asking who was behind it...what was their motive? Why an awakening ritual, and why now? Who were they awakening, and why? Were they aware of the strength of ritual, and how many potential Mendaihu they may have affected? And why would a Mendaihu willingly perform a ritual of such magnitude? Was it to goad the Shenaihu into acting in kind? And if so, how would that unfold? She shook her head and forced herself to stop before she spiraled any further. The answers would come in due time.

“I’m getting a headache already,” Poe said, cutting the silence, apparently reading her thoughts as the elevator doors slid open. His brow was a deep scowl, his focus not on the desolate hallway but in an undefined middle space ahead. “I have a few...” he trailed off, tapping a forefinger against his lips. He shook the thought away and exited the elevator.

She knew better than to ask. He was probably fielding the same unanswerable questions. She’d gotten used to his unfinished sentences, understanding that it wasn’t so much distraction as it was his way of playing the thoughts out. He’d often start saying something, only to stop after a few words when he realized it wasn’t the direction he wanted to go in. It was a little unsettling and frustrating, but he’d say what was on his mind sooner or later.
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THEY FOUND CHIEF INSPECTOR Dylan Farraway’s office door slightly ajar and very little light spilling out. The Chief wasn’t one to dwell in darkness when things got heavy. He was a man who wanted the entire room illuminated with very little shadow. He paid attention to detail, and he wanted to make sure it was seen not just by him, but by anyone else who came in. The anteroom, however, had been shut down for the night. His assistant Ellie had gone home for the evening quite a few hours ago, and  he had not bothered to call someone else in.

“He’s been here all night...?” Caren said, her voice just above a whisper.

“Wouldn’t be the first time,” he said. He gestured at the light below Farraway’s inner office door — a sliver of dim light at the bottom. If he was in there, he was too blessed quiet about it. He prodded at Caren’s shoulder and pointed at the door. She lifted her hand to knock, but held it there for a second, opening it up and exposing her palm. At the tips of her fingers, she felt a weak yet distinct wave of personal energy coming from within, much of it centered near the area where the man’s desk would be. He was within, and he was fine.

She knocked quietly. “Sir?” she called. “It's Poe and Johnson.”

Farraway’s voice was unexpectedly calm. “Come on in.” 

She turned to Poe again, this time with concern. He frowned, just as confused, but motioned for her to open the door. Inside they found an exhausted Farraway standing behind his desk, leaning against the low back of his chair. He acknowledged them with reddened eyes and a weak smile, and slowly, painfully, pushed himself up straight. He was clearly exhausted. Behind him, through his window and through the foyer, everything was bathed in a desperately beautiful shade of deep red.

“Sir?” Caren ventured. “Is everything okay?”

His dark brows arched, as if the question were out of place. “Me? Sure, Caren. I'm fine. Just out of energy.” He studied the two of them for a few seconds. “Both of you are fine?”

She bristled. “Sir...?”

He waved the question away. “Never mind, forget I asked. Obviously, you two came in on little sleep, and you know why you were called in. As of this moment, all your open cases have been reassigned to other officers — this ritual has become your priority. Your only priority.” He paused briefly, letting out a slow breath to measure the words for his report.

“Let’s start with a timeline: Twenty minutes before one, we started getting heavy energy readings from sensitives in the Main Street Sector—some Shenaihu, but mostly Mendaihu. They thought little of it at the time, as it happens every now and again at a meditation service. There just happened to be a scheduled service in the eastern portion of McCleever District at that point in time that was running late.

“At about ten to one, a few Mendaihu contacted the ARU to report hearing an innerspeak voice announcing the start of a ritual. Again, they thought little of it, as most awakenings and cleansings are contained within a small area.

“And at exactly one o’clock, countless sensitives — including human, non-spiritual sensitives this time — had heard the word 'awaken'. That report’s been confirmed by numerous ARU officers as well.”

Caren shuddered. Had she heard it...?

“One,” Poe said, looking straight at Farraway.

Farraway scowled at him. “Excuse me?”

“The One of All Sacred. I heard the voice as well, sir. Whoever it was must have –”

He waved that away quickly. “Don't even entertain the thought, Poe. Coincidence. This sure as hell couldn't have been a Rebirth.”

“We can’t rule it out yet,” he countered.

Farraway dismissed the comment and continued, grabbing a hardback folder from the desk drawer. “At the moment, we’re still gathering the numbers on victims. Police and Fire are taking care of any damage and injuries, leaving us free to deal with our side of the investigation. This is what we have so far, including Kennedy and Slater’s report.” He dropped the folder on the desk in front of them. There were two vidmats within. “All sources pointing to a Mendaihu performing the ritual.”

Caren held back the same anger she’d felt earlier. “Why would they do this?”

Farraway pondered that for a moment, shrugging. “A rogue Mendaihu, or even a group of them, bent on soul awakening? I wouldn't know the reason. I've never known the Mendaihu to be paranoid. Protective, sure, but that’s not what we have here. If they did this, they had a damn good reason. Someone or something is threatening them.”

Poe was already shaking his head in dismissal. “See, that’s what’s bothering me. The Shenaihu wouldn’t willingly start a spiritual wa. Not this kind of war, one of this size. Why the hell would they want to threaten –”

“It wouldn't be the first time,” Caren interrupted. “They've always found one avenue or another to disrupt the balance. Hopefully not as intense as the last time, but I wouldn't rule it out.” It was a weak response, but it was too personal for her not to bring it up. “I concede, it's not like the Mendaihu to instigate. Either we've got a paranoid Mendaihu, or an amazingly prescient one.”

Farraway glanced between them, and for another long moment he said nothing. Caren and Poe had long understood his silences as deep concentration on the subject at hand, but they still carried the uneasiness of emotions on edge. “Do what you think best,” he said eventually. “I want the two of you to keep it shut, though, and shut tight. I don’t want anything distracting you or your team two. I’ve also assigned two Mendaihu agents who are coming in tomorrow.” He switched on one of the flat viewing sheets and turned it in their direction, and instantly the holos sparked to life. They had the long black hair, dark eyes and wide oval faces of the Shalei clan. Their records were full of accolades and commendations spanning years.

“Agents Akaina and Ashyntoya Shalei from the NewCanta chapter,” Farraway said. “They contacted me soon after the incident to offer their services. I accepted. They'll be in early tomorrow. And I'd like complete cooperation from all of you.”

Caren started to respond, but halted when she saw the coldness in Farraway’s eyes. He’d expected some kind of reaction out of her. Did he think this would dredge up unwanted emotions regarding her parents? “Of course, sir,” she said unevenly.

‘Yes, sir,” Poe answered with a nod.

“Good,” Farraway said, finally turning away. “In the meantime, I suggest you familiarize yourselves with the case, get into the mind of the Mendaihu. The research library is still open, and Fancher’s already brought up all you need. That is all.”

CHAPTER TWO

Shirai
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DEHNDARRA NÉ HRA NYHNDAH.

Shirai opened her eyes to a universe of spiraling dataflows within the Mirades Tower and felt the countless energies washing over and through her, sparking at her very essence. She let out a startled gasp at the unexpected the rippling and buzzing sensations. She’d been here at the Tower’s confluence and felt these same waves countless times in the past. She was used to experiencing self-awareness within the Tower’s internal and external constructs, used to the human senses of sight, sound, and touch, programmed into her own being, so this physical excitement should have come as no surprise. And yet...what was she feeling? Why had she not felt it until this very moment?

An external influence, she surmised. A virus injected into her coding? Highly improbable...her firewalls would have stopped any such foreign intrusion well before she’d have become aware of it. Her presence was as pure as it always had been. There was no corruption.

She found this new consciousness very intriguing. As the Tower’s resident artificial intelligence, she was well accustomed to strange goings-on, whether in the public or private datastreams, or in human life — real life to humans. She understood the actions and the thought processes of humans and Meraladians, and how to interpret and react to such things. She had been programmed to be impartial from the outset, able to come up with her own individual opinions and thoughts, but also able to understand when and how they would be needed. She’d been beta-tested, versioned, and upgraded to the point that she alone was the human race’s pinnacle of AI technology. She had even been given virtual prehensility to let her ‘grasp’ or manipulate physical objects within the Tower and its immediate area to a limited extent.

Something was new here.

She felt. 

She felt. 

With a shiver of unexpected joy and curiosity, she realized that was the answer: she had been given sensation! She could truly feel those energies flowing through the Tower, an unending tidal wave of information and electricity flowing through its mapped highways. She felt them not just as actions but could understand what they were doing and why. Something new had been added...no, that wasn’t it. Perhaps something had been turned on, or upgraded? She had suddenly become aware of her own presence in relation to the rest of the network, a sensation she had not felt in the past. She no longer sensed herself as just a part of it but separate from it.

Curiously, she thought of it as an awakening of sorts. Could this awareness be related to the awakening ritual she’d witnessed just minutes ago? That in itself had brought up troubling questions. As part of the security protocols of the Mirades Tower, her programming should have stopped edha Usarai before he’d even approached the elevators. Someone had overridden those protocols, but she could not confirm if he had been the one to do so. She could only confirm that it had been an external influence.

Her programming urged her to investigate.
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TWO HOURS LATER, SHE grew concerned. According to her research, edha Usarai’s awakening ritual had directly affected thousands within a two-mile radius and hundreds of thousands more in the rest of the city in the ensuing shockwave, with a dangerously high probability that it would continue to expand within the next forty-eight hours and affect even more. She had a Tower server run an algorithm to give a closer estimate of possible future incidents and would expect the answer within the next few hours. In the meantime, she would continue to research her main concern: the reasoning behind the mass awakening. She already knew who had performed it. The fact that he had chosen the same level as her main processors was not lost on her.

Had she been affected as well? Had an AI been granted a spiritual life? Was that possible at this time? And why had he chosen her? The answer brought her back to edha Usarai again...he had given her awareness for a reason. Furthermore, her spiritual awareness was not a newly created living thing; chances were high that an existing soul had been placed within her somehow...or possibly, that it had been placed there years ago, remaining dormant and unaware until this moment. This, of course, brought up a secondary question: whose soul? Meraladhza or Gharné? Mendaihuza or Shenaihuza? Again, the same question: who? Whom had she become? She would need to think about this more. Protocol meant she would need to report this to one of the many think tanks within the Tower that could research and theorize further, but that could pose more problems than answers. They would surely bring her offline, and she couldn’t have that, not at this time. Given the current situation, she would be needed for extra security and knowledge, and possible mediation. Her thought processes had not been affected by this ritual, only her sense of awareness.

Her initial research complete, she understood what she needed to accomplish. She would need to bypass all levels of security and inform the Provincial Governor. He was due to broadcast a briefing within the next few hours and it was imperative that he know this information. 

CHAPTER THREE

Provincial Governor Rieflin

––––––––
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IT WAS NEARING THREE in the morning by the time Provincial Governor Anton Rieflin stumbled upon a rare quiet spot in the hallway of his offices, and he stopped to rub the burning exhaustion out of his eyes. The night had turned into one unrelenting clusterfuck here at the Tower, but he couldn’t show weakness, not just yet. The hallways and foyers had been filled with nervous senators and councilors and aides who had been here since mid-evening, skittering like hungry mice from one office to the other. Far be it from him to know what the hell they were doing exactly, chasing back and forth like that. Business safety precautions? Governmental procedures? Covering their asses?  Weren’t they supposed to be at their desks, doing their damned jobs? 

Goddess...this renegade ritual had thrown everyone out of whack, and that troubled him more than the ritual itself. They’d followed procedure the best they could given its proximity, and he had to at least give his team credit for not doing anything stupid or catastrophic. They were blessed lucky that the ritual hadn’t affected anyone within the Tower’s walls.

In fact, it wasn’t until public reaction surfaced that it all started going south. The avalanche of calls, mails and flashvids crashed the comm servers twice within the first hour. And once their worries had been heard, tagged and logged, it was time for the corporate world to weigh in. He failed to see a connection between an awakening ritual and someone’s profit line, but as Governor he had to listen anyway. He was running out of steam...he’d need to decamp to his office or his quarters for some sleep pretty soon.

Now was not that time, he realized bleakly, as soon as he saw Jack Priestley walking down the hallway towards him. His first instinct had always been to run off in the opposite direction whenever he saw the man, yet protocol and his own stubborn will reacted otherwise. One did not brush off a representative of the Crimson-Null Foundation, not without repercussions.

Anton had to stoop a bit to face the man. While he himself was an exceptionally tall and lanky man nearing seven feet, Jack just cleared five feet and appeared sick and frail, though that was merely an effect of his genes; on the contrary, he was extremely shrewd and quick-witted and could pace you without breaking a sweat. He was an offworlder from Hallera that he’d known for quite a few years. The sickly pallor came from the previous generations of his family living within Hallera, the Meraladian-made satellite world not far from Mannaki. By nature, they were not agoraphobic but just the same did not often venture outside. Jack looked as if he hadn't seen a sun in decades.

He was actually quite amiable at the best of times, but he was the last person Anton wanted to run into right now. If this man was here at the Tower, it meant that this ritual had affected more than just the city and its inhabitants and businesses...it meant that it might soon become a CNF concern. The Foundation was essentially his bosses’ bosses — the financial and political overseers of Earth and curators of its relationship with the other joint Meraladian-Earthworlder planets in the union. And if they wanted to get involved in this, there may be more dangerous implications to this ritual than previously thought.

“Jack,” he said, with all the pleasantry he could muster at that moment, which honestly wasn’t much. “I admit I wasn't expecting you here so soon.”

Jack nodded with a smile equally lacking in emotion and offered no explanation for his arrival. “This little event took the CNF quite by surprise, Governor.”

Anton nodded slowly. “Took us all by surprise, Jack. No doubt about that.”

“I intend to find out who is behind it, sir,” he said in a quiet but forceful voice. That was Jack, no pretense at all. “I've set up here on the thirty-ninth floor. When you have the chance, I would like to discuss the situation and what your plans, if any, may be.”

Anton hid his annoyance. If any? “I’ll do so as soon as I can,” he said. “In fact, I’ll be holding a special session of the Provincial Governor’s Council later today, either late morning or early afternoon, depending on when this all calms down and when the others get in or sign on. It’ll be in the same place we usually meet, in the Andiri Room. You’ll be there?”

Jack frowned as he nodded. “Yes...yes, I’ll be there, sir. Thank you.”

Anton glanced down the hall momentarily. Now was a good time to escape. “Listen — I’m going to be hiding in my office for the next few hours to get some work done. Give me a call later this morning and we’ll go over everything we have so far, get this all straightened out. Sound good to you?”

Jack nodded. “It’s a plan, sir. I’m already listed in the directory if you need me.”
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HOURS LATER, ANTON stood at the window and watched the dawn trace the long shadow of the Mirades Tower across Bridgetown. The buildings and complexes below stood majestically and silently, bathed in the orange-yellow of an autumnal sunrise, waiting for the new day to begin. An orange BMPD helicopter buzzed the Tower at a close but safe distance, following its usual path of morning rounds. It acknowledged the building’s aviation control beacon with the repetitive single click of its undercarriage light, a sign of no emergency.

No emergency, Anton thought skeptically. He craned his neck and looked up as far as he could into the blue, cloudless sky. The crimson fog, whatever it had been, had dissipated as the night wore on and now there was no sign it had ever been there in the first place. He’d barely seen it himself, unable to see much of anything between the murk of night and the shine of light from the Tower’s antenna array. Perhaps a slight discoloration of the air, which he’d first dismissed as a hallucination from overexhaustion. Tower reports had said it lasted for about two and a half hours and by four in the morning it had completely vanished.

Believing the threat to be over for the time being, he’d holed himself up in his private office and caught a half hour’s rest on his couch. It wasn’t much, no more than a catnap, but it was enough for him to rest his eyes and calm his nerves. He’d scheduled a meeting of his provincial council to commence as soon as all members had arrived or logged in, and by five that morning they’d gathered in the Andiri Room on the eighty-first floor. About half of the members and secondaries, Jack Priestley included, had arrived in house with the others joining via vidmat. He hadn’t planned on making any progress with this initial meeting; this was more about intelligence gathering and getting everyone on the same page. A lot of unsubstantiated rumors had been shuffled back and forth throughout the evening, and he needed to weed out all the false leads as early as possible before he could make any further decisions.

He’d been informed early on that the ritual was performed by a Mendaihu working alone, and there were several names already floating around as possible suspects. Finding the man was the job of the Alien Relations Unit at this point. Like everyone else, he knew that performing an awakening ritual was an extremely sensitive endeavor. It had to be contained within a finite space and controlled at all times. To recklessly awaken an untold number of people without even performing a closure at the end was not only dangerous but potentially lethal to those affected. The man was damn lucky that he was able to complete the ritual and keep it from getting out of hand.

And now Anton had to deal with the aftershock.

Mendaihu, he thought with a shudder, as he turned away from the window and back to his desk. Why did the ritual have to be performed by a Mendaihu? Not that he would have liked it to be a Shenaihu instead, or anyone else for that matter...but to show such recklessness and irresponsibility, especially given the timing! This was a dangerous time to be provoking imbalance between the Mendaihu and the Shenaihu...it had been a quarter century since the last uprising, and this man’s actions could have dire consequences. The last time there had been an uprising between the two spiritual factions, there had been bloodshed. He’d been just a junior senator at the time, those twenty-five years ago, and just the same, he did not want to relive those memories. He would keep this from becoming an all-out spiritual war. He would rather outlaw these spiritual differences altogether, impossible as that was.

Mendaihu. The One of All Sacred help us all.

He stepped back out of the small conference room, finding it no less comforting than his office, and into his front offices. His secretary Mina had completely ignored him as she had been trained unless it was a pressing matter, or he sought her attention. She was a jacker just like most of the upper governmental office clerks, working better without the idle chitchat of their employers. Jackers juiced nanotech into their nervous system by way of a neural implant to connect with the virtual world, able to swim the ether while conversing with the real world at the same time. Mina, however, had never been much of a conversationalist to begin with. She had an immense library of knowledge in her head...but just preferred not to talk. She was quite possibly the most unassuming person he had ever employed. It made him wonder who she really was, behind that introvert façade. He knew she was Gharné, an Earthworlder human...she lived alone near Branden Hill Park, dedicated to her job...and that was about it. But who was she? Was she truly the quiet, lifeless person he’d hired? Was she Mendaihu or Shenaihu? And belatedly, he thought...could she have been affected last night by the ritual?

The distractions helped clear his head somewhat. He stopped at Mina’s desk and asked if she had any updates since the meeting’s end. She was surprisingly forthcoming. “Nandahya Mirades sent you a packet with the latest information she could gather,” she said. “She’s also given you a list of anyone who may have been involved with the ritual. General Phillips needs to know if and/or when his troops may be needed for security purposes. Jack Priestley is as usual requesting follow-up every thirty minutes. Your speechwriters have finished the latest draft, which I’ve uploaded to your workspace. That’s just in the last hour, sir.”

He groaned at the news and rubbed at his temples. “Damned if I know the answers,” he said, more to himself than to his secretary. He bristled, having been reminded about that speech...he’d have to break the news to the province, whether or not he had all the information. “How long before the news conference?”

“Approximately forty-five minutes, sir,” his secretary said. “Additionally, I’ve been informed that the speechwriting team is finalizing the schedule for State of the Province speech. I’ve taken the liberty of uploading the latest State speech to your tablet as well, in case you need to edit.”

“Thank you, Mina.” He was glad that his request for pushing the State Speech out a few days had been accepted...everyone had agreed there clearly was not enough proven information to present to the public. For now, he felt confident about this news conference...all he needed to do was let Bridgetown know that it was under control. Tired but satisfied, he retreated to his office.

He’d just taken a few steps when his assistant cleared her throat. “Sir...” Mina said, her voice cracking slightly. “I’ve...just gotten a ping from Tower Central.”

He paused, frowning at her. “Central?” he said unevenly. “I just spoke with them. What do they need now?”

“Shirai would like a moment of your time,” she said quietly, avoiding eye contact.  “She's...eh, she’s already waiting in your office.”

Shirai...? What did the Tower AI want with him? She rarely came over to his part of the building, only entering the government offices when requested. She considered herself an integral part of the business world, especially for the major firms with home offices here in the Tower, but she was only an observer when it came to politics. For her to show up in his office this morning, unasked, meant there was more...much more to this ritual, than anyone had expected.

“Uh...thank you, Mina,” he said with all the calm he could muster. “That will be all.” He slipped through his inner office door and locked it behind him, something he rarely did. He noticed a slight tremor in his hands as he approached his desk and balled them into fists to hide it. As promised, he found his hardback vidmat placed dead center on his desk with the speech document open. He was too nervous to pick it up, however, and moved it aside. He delayed the moment by scanning the rest of his office for anything out of place, or a visual presence of the AI, physical or otherwise.

“Shirai?” he said into the air, his voice pitifully small.

“I am Shirai, sir,” she said, her voice unexpectedly centralized to the area right in front of him. “Thank you for taking the time to talk, Governor.”

He cleared his throat and started again. “I wasn't sure if you were still here. I don't think I've ever had the pleasure of meeting you.”

“I am Shirai,” she repeated, and slipped into the brief preprogrammed introduction she shared with all her interactive users; her voice was mature and conversational. “Artificial intelligence unit and protocol security system for the Mirades Tower. Reimos Mirades of EdenTree’s Biotech Division created me twenty-five years ago. My original programming assignment was to monitor server overflow, but I have expanded my knowledge and reach to include net security and intelligence trafficking. I am often called for economic and political mediation.

“I have limited emulated conscience to maintain impartiality.”

Anton exhaled, unaware he’d been holding his breath. Genuinely impressed, he lowered himself into his chair and looked up into the air to pinpoint the voice's origin. “I assume you have a holo identity on this side of the Tower?”

“Of course.”

Shirai blinked into existence in front of him, casually leaning over the back of a guest chair. She appeared to be in her early twenties, slightly younger than he’d expected. She had long, shoulder-length black hair that responded correctly to any head movement she made, and wore business casual, a sky-blue button-down blouse with a black skirt and leggings. He noticed belatedly that she was wearing a necklace with a small pendant shaped like two intersecting circles.

“I...I'm impressed,” he stuttered. “By the level of detail, I mean. Forgive me for staring.”

Shirai's smile glittered. “I find it a compliment, sir. Not many care to see me in my true holo form.”

Anton nodded amicably. “What is it you'd like to discuss?”

Angelic, Shirai swept around the chair and sat. He couldn't be sure, but he could have sworn that the seat cushion gave in slightly to the nonexistent weight. He relaxed in his own chair, leaning to one side and propping his chin up with a fist.

“Governor,” she started, her voice dropped low. “I took the time to read over the speech before you came in. Crimson-Null Foundation guidelines state I am fully authorized to do so.”

Anton nodded. “I expect no less. Are there any points I may have missed?”

Shirai looked straight at him with raised eyebrows. “Sir...” she stumbled, as much as an artificially intelligent holo could in reaction to emotional concern. “Sir, I feel I should inform you that what you are about to say to the press, the city and the rest of the province, is sorely lacking in credibility.”

The room went cold as he stared at her. “Would you like to elaborate?”

Shirai waved to calm him down. “Don't get me wrong, sir. Factually, it is true and correct. I've checked and referenced everything thoroughly. It's the motivation that bothers me. There are glaring omissions. They do not diminish the speech in any way, but I'm at a loss as to why they are not included at all. Clearly this has echoes of another uprising between the Mendaihu and the Shenaihu, yet that has been neatly avoided. I am hoping the Foundation has not decided to gloss this over.”

He slowly and nervously sat up in his chair. “Shirai...I—”

She eyed him, bemused. “No need to respond, sir. I gather from your reaction that my deduction is correct. But surely, they remember what happened twenty-five years ago. An event like this could surely trigger another event.”

Anton did his best to cover up both his shock and embarrassment as he scrambled for an answer. “Oh, that we remember well, Shirai. But it's the enlightened citizens who remember it most; they were the most affected. Not the other eighty per cent of the population.”

“Precisely,” she said. “Your speech apparently is not aimed towards the Mendaihu or the Shenaihu at all. I am sorry, sir, but I must suggest you revise immediately.”

“Shirai...” he dropped his eyes. “I'm afraid the CNF won't allow me.”

She pursed her lips and nodded. She did not need explanation. “I understand. Given the situation, I am sure many are already aware.”

He frowned at her. “What is that supposed to mean?”

“Sir, with respect, you don't need me to answer that.”

Anger flared within him, but faded equally as fast. He stared at her, thinking about her remark. In all honesty, he was starting to get a good idea as to why this ritual had been performed, taking place on the Tower as it did. Her reaction only managed to back that up. “Point taken, Shirai,” he said. “But I refuse to go out and make a speech to an entire province when I don't have the all the details. Unless I hear from the ARU, the Embodiment theory stays out. Honestly, I'm almost certain you’re right, but I can't base fact on mere human certainty alone.”

That seemed to placate her. “I understand, sir. As long as you were aware of the situation.”

Unexpectedly, the speech vidmat beeped and awakened from sleep mode, and a new dialogue frame had opened. Had he just inadvertently awakened it? He glanced down and watched the words go by...no, this wasn’t his speech, this was a new document uploading to his vidmat. He waved at it to minimize the frame and glared at Shirai.

“What is this?” he asked. He held his pose, frowning at the screen. “You have no authorization to access private decks and vidmats without permission.”

“Not for private homespaces or secure servers, sir. I've linked directly, only to the vidmat before you, and created a generic document which I have not saved to the server. I believe you may need this information in the immediate future, sir. If you choose to save it or discard it, that’s completely up to you.”

He reopened the frame and scrolled back to the start of the document.  He scanned the text, only to stop at the end of the first paragraph:

We must face this Awakening Ritual head-on. We should not merely focus on who performed it, whether they be Mendaihu or Shenaihu...nor should we only focus on apprehending them, for it will do nothing to calm its intended purpose. We must focus on the true motive behind it. This was a Holy Ritual of Spiritual Awakening, performed by one of the strongest adepts in the province, and I have already measured its reach, which is already well past the initial shockwave. This was a mass awakening on a global scale, and mirrors the same ritual and aftereffects of twenty-five years ago. Which can only mean one thing: this ritual was meant to awaken the Ninth Embodiment of the One of All Sacred.

Goddess, he thought, a chill running down his back. “This is your work?”

“This is evidence, sir,” she said soberly. “Expect a resurgence.”

Anton was struck dumb for a long moment, his eyes wandering up to hers, then back down to the vidmat. He let out a nervous chuckle. If this is true...! It was
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