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April 24th. Residence of Alec St. Clair, Director of NSA’s Dept 54. 

––––––––
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Failure. Never before in his notable career with the NSA had Alec St. Clair been in a position where he had to confront failure. Every mission that he personally planned and orchestrated had ended in success. He was the pride of his superiors. Arguably the best in the agency. He could do no wrong. Always receiving an approving nod for his efforts. Always coming out on top. That was..., until three days ago. He was un-prepared, never once giving a second thought that someday he would be reprimanded, but today it happened. To make matters worse, he was harshly berated for avoiding protocol and circumventing his superiors to conduct his mission. The reality is, he had deceived his superiors for personal gain and got caught. His personal gain, he believed, would prove to be in the best interest of the E.R.S.A. Foundation and would have been easy to establish if, the outcome of his unauthorized operation had ended differently.

Chancing treason against the Khu-Nondi regime, a lone Khu-Nondi soldier, named Phen, secretly informed St. Clair the location of, ‘The Book of Isis’. He even gave St. Clair the passcode needed to enter the hidden chamber, where the book was secretly being housed. He also supplied a set of plans to build a code transfer device. When St. Clair questioned why Phen had felt the need to divulge the information, he simply said, “I, as with many of my kind, do not share the same beliefs as those of our leader.”

Looking back, St. Clair agreed. It had been all so easy, and he began to think the Khu-Nondi, also known as the Customer, had used him. ‘But why and for what reason? They already had possession of the book. Why did they want someone to steal it? What are they after?’

At the moment, there were too many questions and not enough answers. St. Clair knew some answers would immediately surface, and some, usually the most important ones, would take time before they could be resolved.

Fourteen hours had passed since he had been summoned before the council to explain his actions, and he hadn’t thought up a viable answer for them. Now, almost midnight, he rested his fingers on the keyboard, attempting to formulate a plausible report. Normally, an expert writer, so fluid with his text, St. Clair had the natural born ability to form articulate paragraphs filled with smoothly worded sentences, all at the stroke of a hand. This time was different. From the moment he left the meeting, his mind was a total blank. Nothing. He needed to find the perfect words, a worthy and believable explanation that would put him back in the council’s good graces. It would all be a lie, of course. He couldn’t reveal the truth to the council, at least not yet. St. Clair knew exactly what he was doing and had secretly planned the mission shortly after he had received Phen’s tip. To keep the mission low key, St. Clair had used a small, relativity unknown crew. Their orders stated that they were conducting a training mission. He had purposely kept the members separated and fed each one only their part of the plan. It wasn’t until the mission had failed that he had to bring them together. 

His mind bounced back to when he had to sit uncomfortably before the council while being reprimanded. It was his first career reprimand and caused him great intestinal pain. Exhaling slowly, trying to ease his tension, St. Clair thought of his love of history, trying to force his mind away from his troubles. History surrounded his life. He often included famous quotes and passages extensively in the speeches he gave. He felt it benefited his dialogue to revisit the past and, ironically, he usually selected historical episodes which had failed. Then he would quickly add his version, what he believed would have made a successful resolution. To do so, he surmised, would help convince the undecided to ultimately approve his covert operations. He would not deviate from his format. His current report, he decided, would not omit his recent failure. In fact, he would divulge that a catastrophic event had indeed occurred, but that it was not a game ender. He would persuade the council at the next meeting that the mission was not truly completed, and that it was still ongoing. He would have to be convincing. The ‘Book of Isis’ was too valuable to lose for a second time.

Unwanted thoughts of failure kept swirling about. St. Clair could only shake his head in disgust. So simple was the task, but for some unforeseen and unidentified cause, the crew had botched the operation. Not knowing why the mission had failed bothered him more than the council’s reprimand. Another deliberation deeply on his mind was how swiftly his failure had been revealed to his superiors. Whoever had turned on him, would pay severely for their impulsive decision to snitch. So swift was their action, they must have informed the council members of the E.R.S.A. Foundation shortly after he himself was debriefed by his crew. The council wasted no time summoning him for a special meeting. It all happened a bit too quickly for his comfort.

As St. Clair closed his eyes, visions of council members appeared before him, and he could hear their agonizing words once more. 

* * *
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“Mr. St. Clair! Do you understand that your independent actions have not only placed your position within this organization in serious jeopardy, but you have also put the E.R.S.A. Foundation at great political risk?”

“I had to respond quickly.” St. Clair said in his defense. “The window of opportunity was extremely narrow. I had no choice but to act.”

“Doing so deceived the Customer,” one council member argued. “Who, I must remind you, has greatly elevated our technology beyond anything our best engineers could possibly dream up..., at least fifty years into the future. If your plan is ultimately unsuccessful and the truth becomes known, the Customer may eliminate us from the Alliance.”

St. Clair remained calm. “If the deceit is to be placed with anyone, it should be with the Customer. It was they, who kindly accepted our offer of help, then turned against us, thus keeping the book for themselves. I was merely trying to retrieve it. If the council will pardon my saying, it was not the Customer’s right to decide the fate of the book without first conferring with the Foundation. They took the first step to intervene, deciding what was in our..., best interest. Their deed, if you will, was an overt attempt to grab control, which clearly violates section one-tach-one-five-alfa of our agreement doctrine. Yes, the mission suffered a setback. But I promise, it will be corrected.”

“How can you be so confident? We understand your primary operative in this mission was seriously injured. What is your backup plan?”

* * *
[image: ]


St. Clair broke away from his recollection of the board meeting. The words, ‘Incoming message,’ flashed across the screen of his computer. He momentarily remembered his last promise to the council. ‘It will be corrected.’ Those words suddenly gave him a headache. The truth was, he had no backup plan. He deeply understood that he’d better come up with a solution quickly or suffer as the sacrificial lamb. St. Clair wasn’t about to throw away his personal mission or a thirty-seven-year career with the NSA on the mistake of one man. He would have a plan by morning.

St. Clair typed in his password. Confirmed, the encrypted text message deciphered. 

“He’s awake, but he’s in serious condition.”

At this moment, St. Clair couldn’t care less about William Styles (a.k.a. by his operative name, David Corbin) medical condition. It was he who had created this mess in the first place. His orders had been simple and precise. Get the book and get out of the chamber. Everyone and everything else was expendable.

“Has he said anything?” St. Clair typed.

“Before sliding back into unconsciousness, he mumbled words to the effect, he tried to save Edwards but he was attacked.”

‘This did not make sense.’ St. Clair mused. ‘Shawn Edwards and his girlfriend were unharmed and safely back home in the United States, and have been for four days. Who or what had attacked Styles? What did he need to be saved from?’

Racing his fingers across the keyboard, St. Clair typed. “Has he mentioned anything about the book?”

St Clair eagerly watched as the response crawled across the screen. “Little. His condition has worsened. We’re transporting him to the U.S. ASAP. The swelling over his face, neck, and chest has increased, causing difficulty with his breathing. We managed to make out that Corbin, at one point, had possession of the book but dropped it when he was attacked. He then said, ‘she, picked it up.’ Assuming, she, is the Williams girl.”

“She picked it up. Yes, of course she did. That’s why they’re safe and unharmed.” St. Clair whispered to himself, smiling broadly. “This may not be so difficult after all.”

Swiftly typing, St. Clair sent out new orders. “Locate the girl immediately upon your arrival. Obtain the book at all cost.” St. Clair did not wait for a response. He immediately signed off and fell back into his chair, breathing easily, grinning large. His backup plan was coming together. 
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April 25th. 18 months prior to the Merge Ceremony.

––––––––
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“Thadd...e...us.” The distant voice hissed out slowly. Almost too faint to hear, it was enough to awaken Dr. Thaddeus Kluge. Easing out of bed, slowly and deliberately, he listened intently. Eyeglasses on, robe firmly tightened at the waist, Thaddeus cautiously made for the door. Quietly turning the knob, he made an opening wide enough, allowing him to peer into the hall. Empty. Guardedly stepping away from the bedroom, he detected a presence. One of enormous power. Above, a ghostly image. Revealing itself briefly as it swiftly slithered ahead of him entering the darkened stairwell, Thaddeus caught enough of his visitor to know, the specter was powerful. 

Waving his hand before him, he cast a spell. ‘Shield my soul.’ At his level of sorcery, Thaddeus’ magic was instantaneous. He felt a tingling sensation at the same time his vision slightly blurred but the altered vision lasted for a mere second as a dome of protection enshrouded him.

Glowing yellow nightlights along the hall lit his path. The wooden floor creaked as he traveled, giving away his position. Three steps down the stairwell, he detected the voice again. The tone was feminine and floated throughout the air above, reverberating all around, adding difficulty in trying to detect its origin.

Softly and gently, the voice spoke in short sentences. Each word echoing, each word landing on top of one another, creating a distortion to the message. Still too challenging to understand, Thaddeus followed the voice downstairs. He sensed it was leading him. The voice turned sharply, changing direction as did Thaddeus.

“Who’s there?” Thaddeus called out. The voice responded, but was further away. Increasing his pace to keep up, Thaddeus saw he was being drawn to his library. The heavy wooden entry doors to the library came to life, bulging outwards then relaxing, inhaling the unknown. Cautiously, Thaddeus entered the library and closed the double doors behind him, leaning his back against them. He searched the room for an apparition. If there were one here, it would be a first in his home. He also had to give thought there could be an equal to himself, possibly setting a trap for his capture. Another wizard playing a game, trying to deceive him, but Thaddeus failed to see any movement or detect a living being. The voice spoke to him again. The words were directed to him from above, giving the impression that this is where the unknown wanted him to be. He held his breath, listening for more, but only heard muffled noises from the nearby city streets. 

Moving a few steps to his right, he switched on the overhead lights. Nonchalantly, Thaddeus began a detailed search of his surroundings. ‘Why,’ he wondered. ‘Why this room?’ The library was his sanctuary, his safe haven, and now something, friend or foe, has entered his sacred room.

Still not able to understand the mysterious calling, Thaddeus sensed urgency in the calling and at the same time, a desire to help. He continued searching, looking from one side of the room to the other. Again, nothing. Covering the entire back wall of the library, a world map of current day geographies. It served him well in many different ways. If needed, with one quick snap of a finger and thumb, Thaddeus could change the borders and boundaries of the map to any year he desired. It would then display a specific location or geographic country boundaries of a different time period, overwritten by history. He detected nothing on the map. 

Searching to his left, he followed the outline of the three cathedral windows accented with heavy blue curtains. Thaddeus failed to sense any elements of the entity hiding by the windows.

Moving further into the library, Thaddeus began combing the dimly lit areas. Wooden bookshelves built over the years stood from floor to ceiling, covering every available space along the walls. Additional shelves sat silently in rows, covering two-thirds of the floor space. Walking quietly between the bookshelves, Thaddeus was at a loss.

Every shelf was tightly packed with books, but oddly, not one book in this room was for entertainment value. Everyone was a reference document, a historical book, or journal scrolls written by explorers of the past and present. They spoke of lands that once existed with flourishing ancient communities that suddenly and without explanation vanished. The only trace evidence these tribes ever existed, were their ritual structures and living compounds. Some say aliens took them, but Thaddeus believed differently. Many books in the library held information about a magical item that he desired and would make every effort to capture. Lastly, known only to him, hidden within the confines of his library, were countless magical artifacts he had managed to locate over the last century. These artifacts were the ones he managed to keep out of the hands of the government.

“Come..., to me, Thaddeus. See..., me,” the voice sang out.

Thaddeus’ eyes shot upward to the ceiling. ‘She knows my name.’ 

“Come..., to me. See..., me.’ The voice slowly called to him. Thaddeus cracked a thin smile as a chill raced down his back. He recognized this voice and removed the spell of protection to preserve his energy. It was the voice of Isis. His long lost wife. He had been waiting for decades to hear from her. “Come, to me,” Isis spoke, inviting Thaddeus to enter into a Dream Vision. “See, me. I have knowledge you seek.”

Dream visions were a path to future sight, a wizard’s form of prophecy. They don’t always show defined or exact images or events but are commonly occupied with ambiguities and, at the same time, disclose distinct information. It is the wizard’s job to correctly interpret all that he or she sees.

A lazy wave of his hand and the heavy drapes unstrap themselves, allowing the heavy cloth to slide together, closing off any access to onlookers from the outside. Stepping over to a Victorian couch, Thaddeus placed a pillow at one end before easing himself into a prone position. Above him, he drew a line in the air with his index finger, creating a thin glow of golden light. He had opened a personal portal. Inserting his hand into the light, Thaddeus reached inside for an object. Having performed this act many times, he naturally withdrew the object from the void before closing the portal. 

Appearing in his hand was a clear quartz crystal wand, five inches in length. The crystal is an extension of Thaddeus’ magical strength. He placed the crystal between both hands and called to the Dream Vision that was waiting for him. Quickly falling into a trance, his mind began to see specks of light shooting past his sight. Thaddeus knew the specks were images. Images he needed to see, but for now, because of their swift movement, they were unrecognizable. Cringing uncomfortably at the amount of activity, his mind races to keep up with the many strange visuals streaming by, such as an odd looking yellow plane, a disfigured man lying on a bed, and a cave with a shimmering pond. Finally, they begin to slow to a recognizable pace. The Dream Vision commences, and his mind makes the connection.

Resting, sleeping, dreaming, visions of crystal collisions. Explosion, bodies propelling, traveling to the unknown. Adrian is with me, we are not alone. New visions. Daylight is now dark, the moon is full, the trees, the ground, my new surroundings are strange and unfamiliar.

“Run!” Adrian warns. My body trembles. I share his urgency to escape. Running, fleeing, we must survive. Fear. Mariah approaches, bringing a dangerous familiar with her. Sight in the dark is easy for this one. Comfort. The book is still with me. Anger. I must do away with my beloved book or die. Ahead through the trees a man, not of my world, stands before me. He holds a flame up high. He sees me but does not move. He speaks, but his tongue is not my tongue. I approach. He displays fear. He wants to run, but I stop him. My hand covers his forehead, we can now speak. He nods and understands. He takes the book from my keeping and into his own, fleeing into the darkness, leaving the torch behind. 

Adrian pulls at my side, “This way quickly!” A second crystal collision. Another explosion, bodies propelling, traveling, we hit the ground hard. The day is bright. Adrian is again at my side, but does not move. There are many around us, but none of them are Mariah. Some know me, some are watching me, and one, a young man, I sense will want to kill me. I am weak and slow to move. We need to flee, but we cannot escape. The sun is hot, and the ground is dry. Over the horizon, a creature slithers through a mysterious ocean as it comes in my direction. It is Isis. Her sapphire eyes lock onto mine as she speaks, “A young woman has become ill and needs your help. You must venture out to find her if you care to save me. When you locate her, you will know her as Mary Ann Williams. She is in possession of me. Be warned, Thaddeus, an evil of great strength protects her. It lives within a boy. His evil is stronger than you. You will have to limit your powers to find the ones you seek. At the end, your savior will fly to you.”

* * *
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Thaddeus sprang from the couch. The Dream Vision was entirely too vivid and told him many things and showed him people he knew. Catching his breath, Thaddeus returned his crystal to the safety of the portal, then went straight to his desk. The information the Dream Vision showed him was over one hundred years in the waiting. He needed to speak to Adrien, his brother, to inform him of what he had just seen. 

Adrian picked up the phone on the third ring. “Hel-lo.” A weary voice answered.

“It’s Thaddeus. Sorry to disturb you at such an hour, but I have good news. What we’ve been waiting for has come to pass. Isis came to me and presented me with a Dream Vision. Our journey home has begun.”

“My God! What did she tell you?”

“We remain safe from Mariah, but there is a new danger. The serpent came to me and spoke of a great evil, but only revealed a few details.”

“Am I missing something? How is this promising?”

“She gave me a name. A name of a woman we need to find. This woman needs my help, but most importantly, she has somehow gained possession of the Book of Isis.”

“Her name! Give it to me,” Adrian said with much excitement. “I’ll begin a search on her immediately.”

“Mary Ann Williams. She is apparently ill. During the vision, I saw her lying in a hospital bed. I believe her to be somewhere in my vicinity.”

“That’ll make her easier to find.”

“And Adrian, there is something else. There were others in my dream. Some we know, and some we don’t. Those we know are very close to us. Those we don’t know will bring us trouble.”

“We’ll manage. We’ve gotten by for over a hundred years unscathed.”

“There is more. There are two we know, and they’re close to us.”

“Who?”

“Jack is one, and the other is Alex.”

“Jack, I understand but Alex? Maybe your chance meeting wasn’t by chance.”

“True, but in either case, they will need our protection.”

“Understood. I’ll begin making preparations.”
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Chapter 3
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New York City Monday, May 2nd, 6:11 A.M.

––––––––
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The pungent odor of sulfur and burnt paper still lingered in the moist air. Remnants of a Chinatown fireworks celebration shared by many the night before. While the residents in the surrounding buildings slept, sleep was no longer a necessity for Shawn Edwards. He couldn’t remember the last time he had slept, but still, he maintained the energy and alertness to keep going. Hiding from the pedestrian view below, Shawn sat on the third-floor fire escape landing, huddled amongst the litter from his recent meal. Kicking away some of the trash, Shawn saw daylight had begun to spawn. Facing east, he caught a glimpse of the rising sun through a droplet of morning dew barely clinging to a nearby weathered handrail. Through the water, the orange and yellow colors of the approaching sunrise intensified, adding to the droplet’s shimmering beauty. Without cause, the droplet released its hold. Watching through the metal grate beneath him, Shawn followed the tiny droplet’s travel until it impacted with the asphalt below. 

Sunlight crawled through the surrounding high rise buildings, forcing Shawn to shield his eyes from the unexpected brightness. Too painful to look at, he turned away and caught his reflection in a nearby window. Shawn knew what to expect. He had seen the revolting expressions from those he had come into contact with in the last couple of days. Shades of deep purple filled the flesh beneath his eyes, and intensely reddened veins had taken over any portion of his eyes that had once been white. On the run and unable to bathe for days, his face was stubbled and his hair was matted in clumps. His clothes, dirty and rumpled. Shawn didn’t like what he saw. Disgusted, he turned away from his reflected image. Bowing his head between his knees, he sighed. 

“Mary,” he said softly. Then rolled to one side to retrieve his wallet from his back pocket. He withdrew a small photograph of a beautiful young woman. Mary Ann Williams. His fiancée. Her hair, long, brown, and wavy. Her eyes, soft brown, always welcoming, and her smile, forever bright and cheerful. With his finger, Shawn caressed Mary’s face and imagined he was actually stroking her hair. A small smile began to widen as he viewed the photo. ‘You’re so beautiful,’ he thought and then uttered, “I’m so sorry.” His smiled faded. “It was all my fault,” he spoke to the photo. “But I swear to you Mary, I’ll fix this.” Shawn began to feel sorrow, but as soon as his sadness rose, it stopped. He wasn’t allowed to express feelings. He felt his emotions being washed away like a powerful drug administered to ease the pain. It was the doing of the Symbiont that lay inside him. Hesitantly, he placed the photo back into the wallet and stored the wallet back in his pocket. 

As the sun rose higher, he eyed the small wad of thick blonde hair he kept in his left hand since last Friday night. Extending out from the core of his palm, wiggling like a small earthworm, a tiny sensor emerged. There was a second one in his right hand. Both were extensions of the Symbiont. The left sensor, appearing alive, swayed back and forth, rubbing itself through the blonde strands. At no more than a one inch long, the thin white probe was actively gathering DNA information and sending the data to the Symbiont that dwelled beneath Shawn’s ribs. He curled his fingers tightly around the blonde hair. “Soon,” slithered the Symbiont. “We shall find her soon.” The Symbiont, a voice only in Shawn’s head, vocalized in short sentences. Their encounter, horrific and traumatic in the beginning, Shawn now accepted their unity. His life, its life had now become one. The strange new powers of the Symbiont were now his strange new powers, and they were quickly becoming auto-reflexive.

One of his newly acquired powers Shawn enjoyed the most was the burst of deadly energy he could emit at will. A mere thought focused on a target suggesting it was a threat, and a bolt of highly intensified plasma instantly jettisoned from the palm of his hand. He had played with this new ability so much over the last few days, his palms had blackened.

Shawn caught a spider making repairs to its web on the railing opposite where he sat. Just for fun, he considered the spider a threat. Immediately, a burst of energy released from the sensor in his right hand. A direct hit. The spider completely vaporized. Shawn smiled at his success.

Feeling a twinge in his chest, the Symbiont spoke again. “It is time. We need to leave.” Shawn nodded in agreement. Tossing away the clump of hair, he climbed down the fire escape. When he met the ground, Shawn drew the hood of his sweatshirt forward to cover his face and began walking toward the center of town.
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Chapter 4
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Monday May 2th, 6:39 A.M.

––––––––
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Materializing into the current time loop, Serena only needed to take a few steps before she arrived at Alex Stanos’ apartment. Raising a clenched fist, she kept an eye on the second hand of her watch. At exactly six-forty a.m., Serena began pounding on the wooden door with purpose, then abruptly stopped. Satisfied that her effort was effective, she flew away. 

Startled out of bed and halfway conscious, Alex stumbled into the living room, trying to clear her head, wondering what the hell was the looming urgency. When she opened the door, Alex was stunned, then angered to find there was no one on the other side. Pissed that someone would wake her up in such a manner, she glanced at the wall clock. “Damn it!” she cried, suddenly realizing her alarm hadn’t gone off, and she was now going to be late. 

Showering quickly, Alex rushed to organize herself, choosing a simple pantsuit, attempting to gain on lost time. She applied minimal makeup and would put the rest on at work. Brushing her wet hair into a ponytail, she held it in place with a scrunchie. Examining herself in the mirror, Alex sighed. She felt she was too bland to greet the world. To her right, she spotted a brooch she had worn occasionally. Puzzled as to how it got to be on top of the bureau instead of being hidden away in her jewelry box, Alex brushed off the concern and pinned the jeweled piece to her blouse. Wallet in purse, keys in hand, she raced away to the subway station.

Her day seemed to brighten as she made progress, moving closer to her usual timeline. The air was fresh, and the morning was cool and comfortable. The crowds on the streets of New York City were active and energetic. As always, aggressive taxis honked their horns desperately trying to navigate through the heavy traffic, but in reality, they gained little ground.

Making a stop at Louie’s Bakery was something of a habit Alex got into since she began working for Dr. Kluge. Even if she was late, Alex had to make time for hers and Dr. Kluge’s breakfast. 

Stepping up to the bakery’s curbside window, Alex called out her order. “Morning, Louie,” Alex said. “Can I get two onion and one everything bagel, and could you put in an extra cream cheese?” 

“Hey, Doll!” Louie hollered back. “How’s my favorite New Yorker wannabe?”

“Not too good. I’m running late this morning.”

“Okay, okay! I hear ya. Just give me a sec.” Louie’s rotund frame swiftly moved between glass enclosures snatching bagels from plastic bens with metal tongs, plopping them into a white paper bag. As requested, he threw in an extra packet of cream cheese. Returning to the window with Alex’s order, he asked, “So, what makes you late this morning?”

“Strangest thing, Louie. My alarm clock didn’t go off. I don’t understand it. The thing was fine last Friday. Must have broken over the weekend or something,” Alex continued while searching through her oversized purse for her wallet. “I’m lucky I woke up when I did. Well, it wasn’t luck, someone pounded on my door. Never saw who it was. I’m just hoping the rest of my day will go without a hitch.”

“I hope so too, Sweetie.”

“Well, we’ll see,” Alex said, pushing the money across the counter. Grabbing the bagels from the counter, she was gone. “See you tomorrow, Louie,” Alex blurted out as she took off to make the light. “Sorry for the rush.” She said over her shoulder. “Keep the change.”

Waving her goodbye, Louie shouted back. “You have a good one, Doll. See ya tomorrow.”

Alex hurriedly jumped into the crowd which had just stepped into the intersection of 2nd Ave and 106th Street before slowing her pace. Pedestrian traffic was unusually heavy, Alex noticed. Most likely brought on by the comfortable weather that had recently blanketed the East Coast. From Alex’s current location, she knew it was at least a ten minute walk to work. She checked her watch. Seven-forty. Alex was hopeful she would make it to the office before eight. Dr. Kluge normally arrived by then. 

* * *
[image: ]


The Symbiont guided Shawn straight to Alex. Tracking her down was too easy. Shawn was amazed at how the alien inside him was so technically advanced that it could easily decipher one human being from another at such a distance and, in such a large crowd. From across the street, Shawn watched as the woman he sought, stop at a bagel shop to pick up an order. He followed her with his eyes as she entered the crosswalk. When she reached the other side of the street to head north, Shawn began his pursuit. He crossed the street mid-block to avoid being detected. 

Shawn’s specialty before his encounter with the Symbiont, was archeology. He located and studied ancient findings. Tracking and hunting was the Symbiont’s job, and at the moment, the Symbiont controlled his distance. When the woman slowed or stopped to avoid running into an oncoming pedestrian, the Symbiont mirrored Alex’s movement to maintain an equal distance between them. The Symbiont would prevent Shawn from confronting the woman on the street. ‘Too many witnesses,’ it warned him. ‘Wait until she arrives at the office.’

Slowing her pace, Alex coordinated her position, waiting in line to enter the revolving door at the Bradshaw Building. Allowed by the Symbiont, Shawn hurried to the building’s entrance. He watched through one of the many large glass windows covering the front of the building, observing his target as she crossed the foyer heading for the elevators. 

* * *
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From a second floor window across the street, Serena watched as Shawn made his move to begin his chase. Serena held back an overwhelming urge to race downstairs, confront Shawn and put an end to his life, but she was forbidden from doing so. Shawn’s part in this time loop was needed. It wasn’t Shawn that Serena loathed. It was what lived within him she despised. During the last time loop, the Symbiont was responsible for massive destruction, and he killed way too many innocent people. Her job was to minimize the death toll this time around, but she knew she could not protect everyone. Watching as Shawn had a lock on Alex, she withdrew her cell phone. Dialing a Boston number, she continued following Shawn’s movements until her call was answered. 

“I take it, it has begun?” The male voice asked, absent of any greetings.

“Yes.”

“Good. And Serena, make sure Alex lives this time.”

“Watch your tongue, Kaimel. What happened last time wasn’t my fault. When you replay time, time takes on a personality of its own, making changes when and where it, chooses. There was nothing I could have done.”

“What about Thaddeus?”

“All I can tell you is that he’s alive. Where his current location is, I haven’t the slightest idea. Another one of time’s personal decisions.”

“Damn it!”

“Settle, Kaimel. We’ll make this work.”

“Just be sure Alex survives the attack. We’re running out of actual time.”

“Don’t worry. I got it covered,” Serena snipped before disconnecting the call.

Serena waited until she could no longer see Shawn. From previous timelines, she knew he would head to the rear of the building before entering. Knowing what was about to happen, Serena headed to her next staging area to wait.

* * *
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The moment Alex passed through the entrance to the building, she became uneasy. She felt a crawling sensation along the nape of her neck. At first, she thought it was nerves or the awkwardness of being late. Brushing off the feeling, she hurriedly made for the East Wing elevator, as a crowd had already begun to pile in. Wedging into a spot at the front of the already packed car, Alex turned around to face the front. Her attention was immediately drawn to a man standing on the outside of the building, intently staring back at her. He stood solid in his stance, palms placed against the glass, his brow furrowed. Even at the distance between them, Alex saw his eyes were blood red and piercing. Failing to blink or sway, his sights were solidly locked onto her. ‘Danger!’ Alex’s inter-voice screamed. Her vision narrowed. Her stomach tightened. The world around her began to fade. ‘Danger!’ Her mind repeated. ‘Run!’ Alex was lost. Where could she go? On the surface, Alex had never seen this man before, but deep down inside, she knew he was evil. Fear hit hard and sank deep. Alex weakened. Her body trembled. She wanted to look away. To close her eyes. To make this man go away. Her mind was giving the command, but her body refused to respond. 

The intensity of Shawn’s stare was so powerful, Alex imagined his head had detached, becoming an entity all to its own, melting its way through the plate glass, penetrating with ease. She heard the elevator doors closing. The head was coming. Her peripheral vision caught the doors sliding to a close. The hideous face was on a collision course with her. On the inside, she screamed for the doors to speed up, begging for the connection between her and the face to cease. Time was crawling. The doors struggled to close. The illusion of Shawn’s head drifting through the air was gaining momentum, swiftly eating up the distance between them. Closer and closer it came. Drum beats pounded hard in her ears as her pulse thumped. A cold sweat swept over Alex. She shivered at the chill that ran through her body. The intensity of the stranger’s eyes continued to burn into hers. Alex was a second away from screaming out for help, but jumped as the elevator doors slammed shut. The connection was broken. Alex gulped for air at the same time she jerked back, colliding into the passenger behind her.

She made her apologies in a shaken voice.

“What floor, Miss?” said the man closest to the buttons.

Trying to compose herself, Alex failed to hear the rider’s request.

“Miss, what floor do you want?” This time he said it with a bit of agitation.

“Four..., fourteen, please.”

Closing her eyes tight, Alex asked herself, ‘What the hell just happened!’
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Chapter 5
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The Attack

––––––––
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Alex clasped her hands tightly in an attempt to stop them from shaking. Feeling embarrassed, she avoided making eye contact with any of the other passengers and instead, she fixated her sights on the brass indicator arrow above the doors, watching the shiny brass needle as it moved from one floor to the next. Alex’s nerves heightened each time the arrow stopped. She half expected to see the stranger on the other side when the doors opened. As passengers disembarked on the ride up, making room inside the car, Alex inched her way to the rear, believing she would be safer the further she was from the doors.

Alex couldn’t explain the fear she held. It was just a man, and all he did was stare at her. Men had looked at her before, but then, none had instilled such fear with instant eye contact. Alex thought deeply. Was it possible that she had seen this man before? That maybe, unknown to her, she had met him in the past? Nothing came to surface. Her body shivered when her mind brought forth his face. She shook away her vision, hoping her fear would vanish too. It did not.

When the elevator car continued, the arrow commenced to move, passing the next three floors before steadying onto the fourteenth floor. The car jerked slightly, mechanical locks unpinned, allowing the car doors to slide open. Alex, still shaken, hesitated to move. She experienced an eerie déjà vu.

Outside, beyond the doors, was a long, straight, darkened hall that ended at the emergency exit some two hundred feet away. Seeing that the hall itself was completely vacant, Alex noticed only the doors to the many offices lay between where she was and where she needed to be. 

A mechanism timed out and the elevator doors began to close. They suddenly jerked to a stop. “Ah, Miss. This is the fourteenth floor. Isn’t this your stop?” A tall man in a gray suit asked. Alex cautiously side-eyed the man and shyly nodded.

“Are you okay, Miss? Do you need help?”

“No. I’m fine, thank you,” Alex quietly replied, carefully stepping out. Behind her, the elevator doors closed with a clunk, and the one seemingly safe place had now vanished. 

Taking a deep breath, Alex chided herself for holding onto the apprehension that something bad had happened or was about to. Breathing deeply, she reasoned with herself. ‘The freak downstairs was probably some weird homeless guy and nothing more.’ She tried to convince herself that the stranger’s appearance mated with his intense stare, deeply penetrated her imagination, nothing more, and it was a non-issue.

Since arriving in New York, Alex had seen many homeless individuals roaming the streets. Some were okay, and some, it was best to steer clear of as you walked by. The guy downstairs was one of those individuals you definitely made a wide arc around. Continuing to do her best to brush off the ordeal, Alex made for her office. 

The East Wing was the longer of the two wings of the Bradshaw building and had offices occupying both sides of the hall. Dr. Kluge’s office was a little further than midway down the hall, facing east toward 105th Street. Most of the lighting at this time of the morning came from many single bulb swag lamps. Each hanging by a single black wire. The lights were originally installed when the building was constructed in 1958. They were brown on the outside and smoky white on the inside and did little to dispel the murkiness of the dark décor, even on the brightest days. Additional lighting would come later in the day via sunlight from the adjacent offices, whose windows faced the west and weren’t too obstructed by another building. This early in the morning, the hall remained dark and somewhat foreboding. 

Not all the offices on this floor were occupied. Alex was normally the first to arrive at seven thirty, followed by the Goldstein’s who arrived anywhere between eight and eight-thirty. Everyone else seemed to arrive around nine. 

The Goldsteins were a team of brothers. Roger was a private investigator and Allen a Forensic CPA. An odd couple, Alex had mused when she first met them, but she later learned the Goldstein’s investigations focused on improper accounting and company fraud. As a team, they had a great insight into detecting cooked financial records. The first time she had ridden the elevator with the Goldsteins, Alex guessed they were connected to law enforcement. She had noticed through their open jackets that both men wore concealed weapons via shoulder harness. Later, Allen explained that occasionally he handled large sums of money and or jewels, thus the need for protection. 

Arriving at her office just before eight, Alex, feeling a bit at ease, welcomed the familiar black and gold leaf advertisement painted across the opaque door window. In large italic letters it read, “Dr. Kluge, Parapsychologist, 1420 East Wing.”

Withdrawing a keychain from her purse, Alex inserted a key into the lock. The door, already unlocked, nudged open. “Christ! Oh, Lord!” Alex whispered in frustration. “This can’t be happening. My day can’t continue to go this badly.” Cocking her head to one side, she peeked through the opening. Backing away, Alex glanced up and down the hall. Taking another deep breath, she told herself to think logically. ‘No. Don’t panic. ‘Everything that has happened can be explained and is purely coincidental.’ Carefully, Alex gently pushed on the door, allowing her to see more of the room. She could see most of the reception area and her desk. Nothing appeared to be out of place. To play it safe, she called out to Dr. Kluge in hopes it was he, who had come in early and had unlocked the door. “Dr. Kluge? Are you in there?” No answer. She repeated her call, but this time a little louder. Again, no answer. Alex crept into the office, slowly pushing the door. With every step, she carefully searched her surroundings. She looked to the right, to the left, and even looked up. Everything was where it should be. Believing she was safe, Alex stepped in and closed the door behind her. Dropping her keys, the bagels, and her purse on her desk, Alex searched the room one more time. 

The reception area was sparsely but adequately furnished with two Victorian chairs sitting on either side of an end table that housed many magazines and a large ceramic lamp. Opposite the chairs was a coordinating Victorian settee, and between them and the chairs was a small oval white oak coffee table. At the other end of the room was Alex’s large, imposing desk. Three Van Gogh paintings, all oil reproductions, hung on the surrounding walls. Dr. Kluge on many occasions mentioned how much he enjoyed the systematic chaos of Van Gogh’s brushwork. Two more reproductions hung in his office. 

Behind Alex’s desk was the bathroom. The door was wide open. This, too, was out of the ordinary. She always kept the bathroom door closed. Alex inspected the bathroom from where she stood and was happy to see it was empty. She concluded that Dr. Kluge must have come in over the weekend and had forgotten to lock the door when he left. ‘Never mind,’ she told herself. He would be in soon, and she would discuss her uncharacteristic morning with him then. She was confident he would have a good laugh at her expense. 

Hearing a noise in the hall, Alex went to the door and opened it. She saw that it was Marlene, the Goldstein’s secretary, and Allen Goldstein exiting the elevator. Alex gave a courtesy wave and a ‘Good morning’ greeting. Marlene and Allen happily returned the salutations. Feeling relieved and reassured, Alex retreated inside. Beginning her regular morning routine, she brewed a pot of coffee, set the radio to easy listening music, and checked the appointment list. Nothing until noon. She had plenty of time before the first patient arrived. She then collected the patient files Dr. Kluge would need for the day. Files in hand, she headed for his office. Turning the knob, she pushed. The door stopped so abruptly that Alex nearly ran into it. “What the...,” Alex shoved on the door again. She managed only a slightly wider opening. Setting the files on the nearby chair, she peered into Dr. Kluge’s office. Alex gasped and swallowed hard. The file cabinets along the far wall had been toppled. The contents of the drawers had been thrown about, and the leather chairs used by the patients were ripped apart. 

“Oh my, God!” Shocked at the chaos, Alex called out. This time with urgency. “Dr. Kluge, are you in here?” No reply. Alex shoved the door, pushing away a large potted palm that had fallen across the backside. She felt compelled to go inside in search of her employer. Downtown noises were louder than usual, and a strong breeze flowed across the room. One of the two windows behind the desk had been shattered, and the blinds were twisted like the lines on a road map. Stunned as she surveyed the carnage, the nerves along the nape of her neck were tingling. ‘This is not good,’ she quipped. ‘I need to get out of here and get help.’ Alex wanted to leave, but her concern for Dr. Kluge overpowered her need for her own safety. She crept in far enough that she could see everything except behind the desk. Stepping over scattered debris and a shattered phone, she reached the far side of the desk and peered over the edge. No one. As she was righting herself, her attention was drawn to a gooey looking substance covering the wall behind the desk. She had no idea what it was, but the splatter of the substance looked and smelled terrible.

“What the...?” Seeing enough of the gunk, Alex scanned the entire office from where she stood. Panic deeply rooted in. Her déjà vu returned. ‘I’ve seen this before and something bad is going to happen!’ Reversing her tracks, Alex went for the phone on her desk. Grabbing the receiver, she punched 911. Nothing. It was dead. “Damn it!” She grunted. Frightened, she ran for the door. Two steps before she reached the handle, it flew open, and the stranger she locked eyes with downstairs rushed in.

Alex instantly knew she was in trouble. She tried using her forward momentum to bull her way past Shawn and make it into the hall to scream for help.

Aided by the Symbiont, Alex was no match for Shawn’s strength. His reflexes were superior as he quickly grabbed Alex by the throat, cutting off her speech, easily muscling her back inside the office. Losing her balance, Alex fell backward, landing hard on the floor. Standing over her, Shawn put his foot down on her hand. The pressure wasn’t intense, but enough to keep her down. “Wait!” he commanded. His voice raspy and stern. “The choice is yours. I don’t want to hurt you, but I will if I have to. Do we have an understanding?” Alex remained silent. “I need your help,” the stranger spoke. “You give me what I want, and I will be on my way.”

Fear traded places with anger. Alex stared with fury at Shawn. Trembling from the sudden rush of adrenaline, she fought to remain calm. “What is it you want? If it’s money, my purse is on the desk.”

Removing his foot from Alex’s hand, he sneered. “I don’t want your money. What I need..., is to know where I can find the good doctor.”

“He’s late. He hasn’t come in yet!” Alex said, attempting to sit up.

“Look! I’m in no mood for games! I can see he’s not here,” Shawn snarled. “I chased him down most of Friday night, but he somehow got away. He had to have told you where he went!”

“What? Why? I mean, I have no idea what you’re talking about!” 

“I’m not a stupid man...,”

Alex heard the chime of the elevator doors opening and inhaled as quickly and as deeply as she could before releasing a bloodcurdling scream for help. Shawn leaped down on top of her. Straddling her, he seized her throat in a death grip with both hands, cutting off her airway. His momentum was so quick, he slammed Alex’s head hard against the floor causing her ears to ring.

“I’m hurting! Can’t you see that?” he hollered, spraying spit into her face. “I’m hurting real bad! I need..., what Dr. Kluge stole, so I can end this! I know he has it ‘cause he left you a note.”

Alex was struggling to survive. She heard his words but was confused. She had no idea what this madman was talking about.

“Something went wrong!” His voice lowering. Shawn’s wild, bloodshot eyes drifted from one side to the other. “It was horrible,” he continued. “It should never have happened!”

Alex’s eyes watered from Shawn’s powerful grip. Her carotid arteries hammered away at their obstruction. She could neither inhale nor exhale, and she felt her life draining.

He slowly drifted his eyes to meet hers. “Do you have a safe in this office? Kluge said he left something for you in the safe. Some files.”

No longer having the strength to struggle, Alex could barely nod. She shifted her eyes to the right.

“Let go of the lady! Now!” A commanding voice shouted from the doorway, “Or you’re a dead man!” Roger, the eldest of the Goldstein brothers, aimed his gun directly at Shawn. Alex heard the click of metal as Roger cocked the hammer back. “I said, Let the lady go! Now!” Shawn responded to the command. Releasing his right hand from Alex’s throat, he twisted around and quickly pointed it at Roger. Roger saw the black of Shawn’s palm. Thinking he was confronting a lunatic with a weapon, he fired. The bullet tore into Shawn’s chest under his right arm, propelling him away from Alex. Gasping for air, Alex tried to roll in the opposite direction but lack the strength. 

Lying on his back, clasping the bullet wound with his left hand, Shawn slowly raised his right hand in the air as if to tell Roger, ‘no more’. Seeing no weapon, Roger was bewildered. All he saw was a blackened palm. Lowering his gun but keeping it ready, Roger stepped into the office. Shawn seized the opportunity to strike. The sensor in his right hand stuck out straight and solid. An enormous bolt of plasma crackled sharply from the sensor, exploding into Roger’s chest. The intensity of the blast incinerated Roger’s clothing and hurled him out of the office, slamming him hard against the wall across the hall. Roger stood for only a second, gazing back with lifeless eyes before his body fell limp and slid down the wall to the floor. 

His threat defeated, Shawn turned his sights on Alex. “Damn it! I didn’t want to kill that man!” he shouted in disbelief. “It wasn’t me. I couldn’t help it, I...”  Shawn cringed.  Grimacing in agony, he clutched the center of his chest. The Symbiont was active within him and quickly working to repair the damage caused by the bullet.

“This..., is..., the wrong..., I..., can’t..., control,” Shawn stuttered, struggling to breathe.

Alex heard footsteps running down the hall. Someone was screaming Roger’s name. Shawn eyed the open door, still gasping to breathe. “I have to go before the others return. I will..., come back for you..., later. I know..., how to find you.” Shawn said, with a painfully contorted face. He then stood up and ran into Dr. Kluge’s office. 

Panicked and hyperventilating, Alex attempted to get up. Her legs and hands were numb. She was commanding them to move, but they failed to respond. Feeling her throat swelling, she knew there was damage in her neck and the swelling was forcing her airway to close. Alex gasped and gulped for air, scarcely getting any lung action. She fell back down. Lying on the floor, inside, she knew she was dying and silently cried. 

Everything suddenly changed. All noise ceased. The screaming in the hall, the sounds coming in from the busted office window, abruptly stopped. The surrounding air was still. Alex thought she was experiencing the moment of her death. Through blurred vision, in the corner of her right eye, Alex caught something drifting down from above. It was small at first, then morphed into a woman. The woman swooped down with the grace of a spirit, gently landing by Alex’s side. 

“Don’t be afraid,” Serena said. “I’m here to help you. You will be sore for a while, but you will survive.”

Alex hardly heard a word the woman said. She was so focused on the brightest green eyes she had ever seen. Strains of long brown hair fell over the women’s shoulders framing her perfect facial features that were complemented by a creamy smooth complexion. 

Kneeling down, Serena gently placed her hands on either side of Alex’s neck. A vibration emanated from Serena’s palms into Alex’s throat. Almost immediately, Alex could take in air. Inhaling, exhaling. Life was returning. Alex’s vision was improving, and she was aware of a blue glow between herself and Serena. Breathing was close to normal. The pounding in her head was easing. 

Releasing her hands from Alex, Sabrina leaned back. She then reached over and removed the amethyst brooch from Alex’s blouse. “The pin must have punctured you. You’re bleeding just a bit. I’ll place this in the bathroom for you.”

When Serena exited the bathroom, she completely bypassed Alex and headed straight for the hall. A second later, the world around Alex returned, coming alive with confusion and chaos. 

Activity was filling the hall. A man cried out. Allen Goldstein kneeled by his brother. “Somebody! Call an ambulance!” he screamed. His brother’s chest cavity had been completely ripped apart. Burnt entrails flowed out onto Roger’s lap. Bile began rising in Allen’s throat. He had to look away. Filled with rage, Allen wanted the son of a bitch responsible for attacking his brother. 

On his feet, his gun drawn, Allen took a defensive position against the doorframe outside Dr. Kluge’s office. He looked back across the hall, disbelieving his brother’s wounds. His eyes welled with tears. Allen shook his head and grunted to gain control of his emotions. He quickly peered into the reception area. The only person Allen saw was Alex lying on the floor, trying to get up. He crouched low by the door. “Psst.”

Surprised by Allen’s whisper, Alex let loose a horsed scream. Her arms gave way, and she fell to the floor, trembling with terror. Rushing in, Allen knelt down next to her, holding his gun straight out to the unknown enemy.

Alex managed to point a weak and trembling finger toward Dr. Kluge’s office.

“He’s in there?” Allen whispered.

She nodded.

“Go to my office. Stay with Marlene.” Cautiously, Allen crept up to Dr. Kluge’s office, before disappearing inside.

Hearing the excitement, Marlene ran down the hall to Roger’s crumpled and mutilated body, sitting in a pool of blood. Her scream faded as she fainted.

Startled by Marlene’s screaming, Alex turned to her and caught sight of Roger’s mutilated body. Parts of him were still smoldering. His eyes were closed and his head slumped to one side. When Alex saw Roger’s entrails, she had to look away. She choked back a dry heave. It was a mistake to see Roger.

Struggling, Alex managed to get up on her knees using her desk for support. Allen returned with a blank look on his face, the gun dangling by his side. Dazed, he picked up the phone. 

“It’s..., dead,” Alex croaked.

Stunned, Allen muttered, “He’s gone. He jumped out of the window.” Dropping the receiver.

Still weak, Alex let herself ease back down to the carpet. She saw that the phone cord had somehow been pulled free from the wall jack. With a shaky hand, she managed to re-insert the plug. Finding the strength to climb into her chair, she reached for the rolodex. With difficulty, Alex flipped through the index cards until she reached the “R’s.” Pulling one card free, she dialed the number.

“Hello.” The voice cheerfully said.

Alex hesitated for a second. She coughed twice to clear her throat. “I..., need to..., speak with..., Mr. Ryley?”

“Speaking.” The voice now sounded concerned.

Alex was going into shock. The act of talking was arduous. 

“Who is this?”

“Mr..., Mr. Ryley, my name is..., Alex,” Alex continued to struggle. “Dr. Kluge said..., that you and..., he are good friends. Is..., this true?”

“Y...Yes..., it is. What’s going on?”

“Then...,” Alex started sobbing uncontrollably, “you’d..., better get over to his office quick..., ‘cause something terrible has happened.”
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Chapter 6
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Lieutenant Van Buren 

––––––––
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Sitting motionless, hands clasped together over her lap, Alex’s vision was far off into the distance, never settling anywhere. Her body and mine were numb to everything around her. There was nothing between her and the far away nebulous her mind had chosen. A click, albeit a small one, caused Alex to blink. Drifting to the sound, Alex saw movement in the hall. Her mind reeling in from her faraway place to the here and now as she became aware of a whispered voice. A single S.W.A.T. member, dressed in black body armor, rifle out in front, eased ever closer as he canvassed the area. “We have one down midway of the hall,” he said, speaking calmly into his shoulder mic. “High probability a fatality. Looks pretty bad.”

The elevator chime rang, more radio static and additional voices. Her stoic moment was disturbed by Allen Goldstein hollering out, “He’s gone. You’re clear. Your perps gone! He ran into that office with the door open and jumped out of the window.”

The one S.W.A.T. member moving in from the direction of the emergency exit entered the threshold to the office. Keeping an eye on the door leading into the inner office. He barely paused as he bypassed Alex. Whispering, he said. “You okay, lady?”

Alex never got a chance to respond. Four other S.W.A.T. members charged the room, aligning themselves one by one with the fifth member. All five formed a line entering Dr. Kluge’s office. Alex heard a lot of commotion coming from the S.W.A.T. team that ended with a final word. “Clear.”

As the S.W.A.T. members meandered out, all of them went to Roger’s lifeless body, completely ignoring Alex.

Disoriented from reality, time ceased to be a measuring instrument for Alex. Her senses failed to detect if one minute had passed or if thirty minutes had faded by. She couldn’t really tell.

The elevator chime was continuous with the arrival of additional law enforcement and emergency personnel. Voices were loud and roaring. People Alex had never seen before , were coming and going. Most had claimed they were building security, management, or associated with the police. Almost everyone wanted to ask her the same questions. ‘What happened? – Who did this? – Why did this happen? – Do you know the dead guy in the hall?’

None seem to realize Alex was one of the victims, and even she wasn’t sure what happened. Why it happened, and she certainly didn’t know who her assailant was, but she did know Roger Goldstein. She questioned herself why she wasn’t crying over the loss of her friend. She knew he was gone, never to be seen again, but at this moment, she remained devoid of emotions.

As the unwanted visitors who kept approaching her desk asking the same questions as the previous onlookers, her answer to all of them was the same. A blank stare.

To her, they were an annoyance. They were individually attacking her. Not one of them offered a splinter of help or asked if she was good.

When the cops arrived, Alex was pleased to see they immediately took to removing the onlookers. Her relief was short lived when another type of annoyance arrived to take their place. A pudgy man of medium height, sporting an overgrowth of unkempt gray hair that crowned his bald head. He wore a charcoal gray suit that needed serious dry cleaning and a faded teal tie. His jacket was too small, and Alex was doubtful whether the man could connect the two sides. His tie swung freely, side to side, from a lack of a tie clip. Alex followed him with her eyes as he hurriedly waddled in her direction. Never introducing himself, he immediately threw twenty plus questions at her at a rate so fast, she thought he was in a hurry to be somewhere else.

“What’s your name? What’d you see? Do you know who assaulted you? Do you know why he attacked you? What kind of weapon did he use? What’d he look like?”

To Alex, these were reporter questions, and she wasn’t going to have any of it. Speaking remained arduous, but Alex managed. “Who..., the hell..., are you?”

Taken aback by Alex’s bluntness, the pudgy man withdrew his wallet, flashed his badge, followed by, “I’m Detective Van Buren
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