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EPILOGUE

For Autumn, Chloe, and Dean.

Test your thoughts, 

Trust your feet. 

And when in doubt, 

Read a book.

heavy is the heart

of those who bear the weight of

mind - whose hopes grow dim
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THE COELACANTH PROJECT

October 6, 2005

It is with great enthusiasm and reverence that I formally welcome you to the Coelacanth Project. Although the world will never know of your sacrifice, I hope you find peace in the essence of our mission. The Coelacanth Project is a private program dedicated to the prevention of nuclear war and other catastrophic events through the service of five biochemically unique individuals.

These individuals, who will ultimately become global sentinels for peace, are equipped with additional cellular receptors. These exclusive receptors enable their bodies to interact with the special metal aurichalcum in a solid, concentrated form and in a dissolved ionic state in seawater. This interaction permits a conduction of charge that elevates the atoms that comprise their bodies to a higher state of excitement. The subsequent release of this energy allows them to transport the electricity and themselves from one place to another via a connection of seawater and driven intent.      

As you well know, this power has vast potential for peacekeeping efforts in an era of growing global tension. However, we must also consider its capability for exploitation. I implore you to unite with your fellow Coelacanth associates and conserve the obscurity of our mission.

Your charges will be as follows:

Brant – Mr. Frederick Hutchinson and Ms. Nora Delacruz, henceforth known as Mr. Robert Smith and Mrs. Jennifer Smith.

Leonidas – Dr. Philip Kurr and Ms. Suzanne Sharpe, henceforth known as Mr. Michael Merrick and Mrs. Elizabeth Merrick.

Natalie A. – Mr. Benjamin Shepard and Dr. Madison Finch, henceforth known as Mr. John Morrigan and Mrs. Mary Morrigan.

Owen – Dr. Caleb Randolph and Ms. Avery Kinney, henceforth known as Mr. Thomas Johnson and Mrs. Margaret Johnson.

Tawney – Mr. Wyatt Barnett and Ms. Natasha Morin, henceforth known as Mr. Samuel Davis and Mrs. Patricia Davis.

Let us embark on this grand adventure together and secure a peaceful future for humanity.

I am forever indebted to your service and your sacrifice.

Christopher E. Reyes

Executive Director

Coelacanth Project  

CHYMIST
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CHAPTER 1
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NATALIE

Breathe. 

Black waves rose and spilled overhead. The frigid water engulfed her, stinging her skin and piercing her lungs. Weightless and blind, she stretched for the sky. She kicked, and kicked, and kicked, numb save for the agony in her chest. 

Hope isn’t a bird. Fireflies streaked her vision as she clung to consciousness. Hope is an anchor. 

Her pulse drummed in her ears as chains crept up from the depths. They snaked up her legs to clutch at her throat. Cradling her underwater with the patience of death, they allowed her to skim the surface, letting her feel for freedom yet never taste it. 

“Breathe.”

Natalie gasped. Blinking back to life, her lungs flooded with sweet, salty air. She stumbled away from the water’s edge and collapsed in the safety of the sand. The fear that fogged her mind dissipated as pieces of the world dropped back into focus. Vines crept up the aluminum walls of Morning Sun Marina. Crickets sang in the reeds. Water slapped the vacant docks. Behind her the cinder block cottage lurked dark and empty, and even from the beach she could hear the clock inside. 

Tick-tock. 

“You’re resisting.” A portly figure marched down the dock, moonlight reflecting off his salt and pepper stubble.  

“I can’t do it.”

“You already have.”

“Once!” Natalie argued. “Weeks ago. It’s harder than it looks.” 

“So’s ballet. Ask Tawney,” Uncle Chris loomed over her, declining any effort to help her up. “The art is making it look easy.”

Tick-tock. 

Natalie pushed her clammy fingertips against her forehead. Three months ago, she wouldn’t have even noticed the damned clock, but that was before. 

Before I cost my family their freedom. Before I tacked across oceans. Before I traveled back in time and lost─

“Again.” She forced herself to stand, adjusting the stone spark on her wrist out of habit. 

“You need a break.”

“No.”

“Time travel’s no cakewalk. You need sleep, kid.”

“Don’t call me that.”

“Listen─”

“Listen?” Natalie hissed. “Listen to what, Chris? The bombings on the news? Amir’s taunts in my nightmares? The utter absence of guidance in this mess you’ve given me?” She dropped her head back, desperate to see something stable, something stagnant, something as reliable as the permanence of stars. 

A lie, she scolded herself. They burn until they explode and die. Too powerful for their own good. Maybe that’s how I’ll go, too: the spark that implodes the world. 

“Your silence is suffocating.” Intended to be accusatory, her words crumbled to a plea. 

“Listen to what I’ve already told you.” Christopher advanced until she could see the wrinkles around his black eyes. “I’ve given you everything I have.”

“You mean this?” Natalie fished a roughly hammered key from her pocket. Ancient in every way save for the iridescent metal inlaid in the bit.

Christopher rubbed his leathered neck. “Doin’ this again, are we?”

“What does it open?” 

“I told you before: I’m not tellin’ ya.”

“Because you can’t or because you already have?”

“Precisely.”

A hundred questions battled for her tongue. Why did he arrange their adoption? Why had she and her friends been chosen for the Coelacanth Project at all? Who were their real parents? Were they even still alive? What was she missing? Natalie choked down every query. Christopher had given all the help he would. She couldn’t rely on him to fix her problems, not even the ones he created. 

It doesn’t work that way anymore.  

“I won’t have to keep bothering you if you tell me the truth.”

“Ah,” Christopher admired the open ocean. “Then only the birds would visit. How long do you have anyway?”

“Until dawn.”

“Be quick about it then.” Chris leaned against a pylon. “Tell me everythin’. How’s Angie?” 

Natalie forced herself to participate in the pleasantries. “She loves Tawney. And Enzi makes her feel braver, I think, like she’s more than eight inches tall.” 

“Hmm. And the boys?” 

“They’re fine.” Natalie didn’t trust herself to elaborate. Brant’s tactical course and Owen’s satellite search were not on the morning’s talking points. 

“Leo?”

His name stung like a papercut that spanned Natalie’s entire being. She clenched her jaw against the pain and shook her head. The truth was Natalie hadn’t seen or heard from Leo since she lost him in that frigid sea forty-seven days prior.

And tomorrow will make forty-eight, and the next day forty-nine...

“And what about you?” 

Me? I don’t even know me. Natalie shuffled her feet in the sand. She missed the Eastern Shore more than she admitted. She longed to see it in the sun again, the marshes and seagrass, and the blue crabs roaming the beach. However, daylight threw into sharp relief truths she would rather leave buried. 

“I’m...hoping.”

Uncle Chris’s arms folded atop his round stomach. “For what, exactly?”

Leo. My parents. The truth of what I am. To remember what it means to be home. To spare the world the chaos we’ve caused. It all bubbled to a halt in her throat. She couldn’t say any of it, not out loud, not to him. 

“To breathe,” Natalie answered finally. 

On the horizon the clouds churned from charcoal blue to burgundy. Gulls scoured the beach and in the distance porpoise fins rippled the glass-calm water. 

“Hmm,” Christopher squinted at the rising sun with distaste. “Red sky in morning...”

“So superstitious.” Natalie nearly smiled. “I think there’s a joke in there somewhere.”

“Where’s Brant when you need him?” Christopher chuckled, the sound echoing his isolation. 

She drove her toes into the sand, digging for the strength to do what had to come next. “I have to go.”

Natalie leaned in to kiss the scruff of his beard, something she’d done a thousand times, only to stop just before they would have touched. After their escape from Nautilus’s Antarctic prison ended in a shootout, after she dragged him bleeding onto that beach, she still couldn’t bring herself to ever say goodbye. 

“See you,” she promised instead, turning sharply for the water before she lost her nerve. 

“Hey.”

She faced him, trotting backwards towards the covered fueling station. 

“Chin up, eyes open, kid,” Christopher thumbed towards the cabin. “I’ll be waitin’.”

With the awning obscuring the sky, Natalie rolled the spark against her wrist. She had only known her power a short time yet tacking already felt as natural as walking. She pictured the lighthouse: Ancora’s turning beacon, its two-toned spiral stripes, and the murky waters of the cape. 

Stepping to meet the oncoming wave, she tacked faster than she could blink. Where there should have been water, a blinding light embraced her, and a tingling raced up her skin. For an instant she was weightless. 

Then she was gone. 
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NATALIE

Unlike the marina, Ancora’s dock didn’t bow or splinter as Natalie scaled the sheltered ladder. The lighthouse beacon had already begun to fade against the baby blue sky and, cursing her tardiness, Natalie ran for it. The sight of the so-called sanctuary made the hairs on her neck stand on end. Every day she expected navy jumpsuits to overtake them; yet, every day they stayed. 

Far longer than we should have. 

Leaping over the ‘Closed for Renovations’ sign, Natalie tip-toed inside. The round room was vacant and, with so few possessions to have out of place, remarkably neat. A sterile kitchen opened to a sitting room where she passed a soot-soiled fireplace, ignoring the photographs on the mantle. Unfinished floors and exposed wooden rafters made Ancora III resemble a warehouse more than a home, but Natalie preferred it that way. 

The less comfortable we get the better. 

Paws descended a spiral staircase, followed by a white body and fluffy tail until a tall German Shepherd balanced nimbly on the narrow bottom step. He cocked his head.

“You’re supposed to wait for me in bed,” Natalie reminded him.  

Enzi bounded up ahead of her as Natalie climbed more carefully, hugging the center pole to prevent the metal from creaking. 

The first landing she reached was a maze of dirty clothes and thick foam mats. Somewhere in the tangle of bedsheets Tawney slept soundly and Angie, a matted ball of black fur, barely lifted her head as Natalie continued sneaking upwards.  

Despite having more in it, Owen’s floor was meticulously organized. Computer wires laid snaked in thick coils across the floor, while Owen snored on his desk, his glasses askew and a puddle of drool under his chin. Projections brightened his southern wall, flashing between satellite images of the earth and media feeds. Shattered storefronts in Spain and overturned cars in Germany echoed an unrest that clutched the globe. Every nation blamed the violence on another, turning borders into fissures and neighbors into enemies. 

Natalie paused beneath the next room. Willing her feet to be swift and silent, she scaled the stairs two at a time and Brant’s barren floor passed in a blur. Besides a creased photograph of his parents propped against the window, the only evidence of life was a transient shifting in the mound of bedsheets. 

Passing without incident, Natalie’s shoulders relaxed down her back. Book stacks carved a path to her bed and, though they were primarily academic titles (marine biology textbooks, self-defense basics, astrophysics, and psychology studies), a few novels had found their way into the mix. They made Ancora as close to a home as it could be. 

Two large maps plastered a flattened globe to her walls. She had replicated Uncle Chris’s notes from Ancora I to the best of her memory and added her own irritatingly limited knowledge to the pages. Nautilus shells and Coelacanth symbols branded various shorelines across the maps and sketched alone in the blue ink, as far north as the Atlantic Ocean allowed, was a faint triquetra. Natalie mindlessly tapped the looped symbol as she passed, not sparing the useless map a second thought.

Enzi sprawled across her mattress as she eased open the bottom drawer of her wardrobe. She rested Christopher’s key atop her worn copy of Jurassic Park and, digging deeper, she brushed against the bloodstained cover of Oh, the Places You’ll Go!. 

“Caught in the act, Morrigan.” Brant stood on the spiral staircase, his torso level with the floor, smirking with his chin on his palm. 

Enzi’s tail thumped excitedly, sending the covers rippling across the bed. Natalie kicked the drawer shut as Brant plopped down beside her. Wearing the same jeans and ripped shirt he had the night before, a red knit cap forced his brown curls flat against his forehead. 

“Visiting him again?”

“I don’t know what you mean.”

“Liar.” Brant sniffed her. “You smell like charcoal and sugar.”

“No, I don’t.”

Brant leaned closer until she could feel the heat of his breath on her neck. 

Don’t tell yourself it's something when it's nothing, she chided herself. He’s just being...Brant. 

“Definitely Christopher,” he decided.  

“Don’t do this.” 

“Fine,” he conceded. “Whenever you’re ready to talk, I’m ready to listen.”

Natalie began to respond but the brush of his hand on her cheek stopped her. Okay, that is something. 

“My dad became a counselor to help people.” Brant said openly. “After Mom died...I guess it’s hard to lift others up when you’re drowning.”

You don’t know what I know. Natalie peered at the wardrobe where the papers outlining their adoption laid hidden. You don’t even know your last name. 

Brant leaned away and she breathed out in relief. “Make breakfast with me.”

She wanted to refuse, however her stomach spoke first. “Alright.” 

“So, we’re ignoring the buddy system now?” 

Natalie cringed as she followed him downstairs. The first thing they’d done in Ancora III was establish ground rules. 

Rule number one: No Christopher. 

Rule number two: Tack with a buddy. 

Though Natalie wasn’t great at sports metaphors, she was fairly certain she was 0 and 2.   

“I had a buddy.”

Brant’s eyebrows disappeared beneath his cap. “Christopher doesn’t count, Nat. He can’t protect you.”

“A penguin can’t fly. It’s still a bird.” 

“That’s irrelevant.”

“It’s entirely relevant; right, Owen?”

“Affirmative.” At the kitchen table, Owen gingerly massaged his neck.

“You don’t even know what we’re talking about!”

“Like that matters.” He yawned and Natalie took the seat next to him. Brant mixed up a bowl of batter as Tawney sauntered in.

“Well, well, well.” She bounced in the center of the circular room. “Everyone’s up for sprints!” 

Brant and Owen synchronized a groan. 

“Not everyone shares your love of self-torture.” Brant flicked batter at her. 

Tawney faked a jab to his ribcage. “Which is why none of you can out-sprint me.”

“I’ll run,” Owen gave in. 

“I bet you will,” Brant snickered. “Spritely leprechaun chasing that pot o’ gold.”

Natalie frowned. It was unsettling how little had changed in light of how much had changed. Not eager to mull over those thoughts, she joined them.  

“I’ll have waffles ready when you get back,” Brant said.

Tawney pointed a stubby finger at him. “No blueberries.” 

“Yeah, I know,” he grumbled under his breath. “I’m still bruised from last time.”

Natalie followed Tawney and Owen to the door until Enzi halted, struck by Brant’s proximity to the stove. His muzzle jerked from Natalie to Brant and back again. 

“Up to you.” Natalie waited. Enzi looked to Brant once more before padding outside with his tail down. “Good choice,” she patted him.  

Angie’s fluffy black figure dropped down the stairs like a slinky and Tawney snapped the door shut, locking her inside. 

“She can’t manage the heat.” 

“Neither can we.” Owen’s tone carried more than a hint of dread. “How far today?” 

“There and back.” Tawney nodded towards the tip of the cape. She took off, sending sand flying up around her ankles.

Already resenting the humidity clouding her lungs and sweat caking her neck, Natalie settled for a jog. Enzi blurred past her and Owen shouldered his glasses onto the bridge of his nose, barely keeping pace. 

The only thing Natalie enjoyed about running was the inability to worry about anything other than breathing. The struggle for oxygen overrode any question of where her parents were or whether Leo was alive. The cramp in her side forced out the fact classes at Oxford had started and, in a kinder universe, she would have been a college freshman. Running forced her to trade reflection for survival. 

But she could hardly keep it up forever. 

Conquering the cape without pause, Natalie collapsed back against the cool paint of the lighthouse. Her chest heaved as she beckoned to Owen who lagged far behind. She’d settled in to wait for him when a disturbance inside Ancora sent her stomach to the sand. Not even Angie’s piercing bark could mask the thud of fists on flesh. 

Rushing inside, she caught Tawney with a frying pan aimed for the figure pinned beneath her. Natalie whisked the weapon away on her downswing. 

“Hey!” Tawney jumped for it. “It’s his bloody fault!” 

At the table, a hot waffle steamed on Tawney’s plate and a single blueberry oozed in its center. 

“There goes...your record.” Owen gulped down air in the doorway. 

Brant scrambled to his feet and snatched a chalkboard from the counter. “This Ancora has gone,” he erased a messily scribbled number seven, “zero days without incident.”

“You know what, Brant?” Tawney scowled. “You really are an ass.”

The rest of the morning was a blur. Breakfast’s conversation dissolved into white noise and, though Natalie did her best to participate, she awaited any opportunity to leave the table. She hated breakfast. She hated dinner. She hated anything that forced her to sit beside Leo’s empty chair. 

She still felt him there. She knew which of Brant’s jokes would make him laugh and that he’d slip Enzi bits of waffle under the table. If they did leave, if they made the safe choice to keep moving and find another Ancora, she feared the chair would remain empty. It would no longer belong to Leo, but to his ghost. 

“It’s settled then!” Tawney leapt up. 

“Hmm?” Natalie’s troubled thoughts stumbled their way back into the kitchen.

“It doesn’t count,” Owen said. “She didn’t know what she was agreeing to.”

“Don’t care! She agreed; therefore, we are going.” Tawney skipped up the stairs. “Get dressed!” 

“What’s happening?” Natalie sat up straight. “Where are we going?”

“Should we keep it a surprise?” Brant asked shrewdly.

“No!” 

“Tawney’s found a festival.” Owen tried to calm her as he cleared her plate. “It’s a few states south.”

“A festival.” She wetted her lips. “That’s risky.”

“Honestly, Nat, I don’t see how it’s any riskier than squatting here like sitting ducks for weeks on end,” Owen spoke rationally. “The distraction might do us some good.”

“Or get us killed.” 

“Loosen up!” Brant insisted. “We don’t have to stay long.” 

Natalie sulked as they prepped to leave. She begrudgingly shoved her bolt, Chef’s bolt, into her backpack before Tawney herded her out the door and down the dock. 

“It’ll be great,” she said dreamily. “Kettle corn, fair rides with questionable stability, live music!”

“Nautilus bolt-frying our brains out,” Natalie muttered. 

“The radio ad said it’ll be the biggest party on the east coast!” Tawney ignored her. “And we haven’t been to Florida in ages.”

“Florida?” Natalie gaped. “We’re going all the way to Florida for this?”

Brant shrugged. “Florida, France; it’s all the same if we’re tacking.”

“Twenty bucks if you can find France on a map,” Owen challenged. 

Natalie lifted her chin, “It’s still risky.”

“If you’re not careful, they’re going to change the phrase from ‘Negative Nancy’ to ‘Negative Natalie,’” Tawney pouted. 

“My legacy.” Natalie bit down her irritation. “You all want to do this then?”

Reaching the covered end of the dock, Brant and Owen both nodded. 

“It’s time to blow off some steam,” Brant explained. 

Or at least tried to explain. She still didn’t get it. How could they go chasing festivals when their parents were still captured and Leo missing in action? Yet as excitement radiated off her friends, Natalie knew Leo would be on their side. He would have told her to make it memorable, to find a spot of happiness in the chaos. 

“Okay,” she caved.

“Lead on, Macduff!” Brant high-fived Tawney. 

“It’s ‘lay on, Macduff,’” Natalie corrected dryly. 

Brant scowled, confused. “Why would I lay on him?”

“No, you don’t...nevermind,” Natalie sighed.   

“Stay, pups,” Tawney petted each dog in turn before taking Natalie’s wrist and dragging her into the sea.
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NATALIE

The spell of tingling weightlessness was not nearly long enough to ease Natalie’s nerves. Stifling humidity engulfed her before gravity did. When solid ground rose underfoot, she found herself in a boat repair center. It reeked of oil and cleaning chemicals, and propellers hung from metal poles overhead. A single, storm-beaten ship occupied the concrete-bottom slip she climbed out of. 

Tawney’s squeal echoed off the aluminum walls, briefly drowning out the tinkling of carnival games. She burst out of the boat shop so fast Natalie had to run to catch up. 

“Tawney!” 

Her wild head of curls disappeared in the flood of festivities on the boardwalk. Bright tents lined the beach, exhibiting oversized stuffed animals and bags of cotton candy that would dwarf a small child. The sweet scent of funnel cakes and fresh popcorn accented the delighted screams of ride enthusiasts. Natalie jumped up and down, trying to spot her friend in the carnival jungle. 

“Kettle corn?” Tawney offered at her side. 

“Don’t do that!” Natalie barked. “We can’t lose each other here.”

Tawney threw popcorn at her. “Good luck misplacing that walking torch,” she nodded at Owen’s hair. “I can spot him from the other side of the party.”

“Nat’s right.” Owen stole a handful of Tawney’s snack. “At least use the buddy system.”

“Fine.” Tawney pulled him after her. “Keep up, buddy.”

“Wait!” Already out of sight, Natalie chewed her cheek.

“Shall we?” Brant formally offered his arm. 

“Don’t suppose I have much of a choice.”

“That’s not true.” He led them through the festivities. “It’s not Tawney’s fault you were too lost in your own world to notice what’s happening here on Earth.”

Unable to argue his point, Natalie changed the subject. “How’d she even find out about this?”

“Radio ad.” Brant booped every nose in a line of stuffed sea turtles. “They’ve been selling tickets for weeks.”

“Tickets? Did we buy tickets?”

Brant smiled. 

“This is a bad idea.” Natalie tightened her grip on him.

“We completely by-passed the ticket booth,” he gestured around them. “We’re another couple in the crowd.”

Despite his assurances, it took nearly an hour for her uneasiness to fade and another two before she could actually enjoy herself. She even devoured an entire bag of cotton candy despite the fact that the intense August heat melted most of it to sticky goo. Catching sight of Tawney and Owen, Brant cut through a line to hijack their ride on the Ferris wheel. 

“Well, well,” Tawney draped her legs over Owen’s lap as their cart rose in the air. A cheap golden crown adorned her head and edible jewels glittered on her fingers. “She does remember how to smile!” 

“Yeah, yeah, I hear you.” Natalie suspected her friends had been right: they needed a break. Up high, the air was cooler, and the world was smaller. Natalie leaned into the breeze. She couldn’t remember the last time she had simply enjoyed being on the ocean, watching the birds and squinting against the sunlight on the water. It felt good. 

“We should do this every week,” Tawney suggested. 

“I’m not sure enough carnivals exist to satisfy you.” Brant reached for her crown, making their cart sway. 

“Are you kidding? We have an entire world of carnivals to conquer.” Tawney kept him at bay with her foot. “And they’re all only an ocean away.” 

“I wouldn’t mind seeing the Netherlands,” Natalie admitted. “Oh, or Italy.”

Tawney plucked off her crown and put it on Natalie’s head. “Not or,” she corrected. “And. We can have it all.”

“Well, what’s next?” Owen scanned the festival as they neared the peak of the wheel. “Ring toss? Or we could walk out to...”

“There!” Brant rocked the entire carriage pointing to the other end of the carnival. “By the stage! They’re giving out prizes or something.”

“Nice!” Tawney reached for the sky. “Give me the freebies.”

“It’s all free to you lately,” Natalie nudged her. 

When their cart returned to solid ground, Brant beelined down the boardwalk. Natalie trailed behind, watching kids play larger-than-life chess with their parents. She became so captivated by a family of four sharing what might be the biggest sundae she’d ever seen that she failed to notice Owen stop short. She collided into him, catching herself on a stranger next to her. She turned to apologize when the performance on stage finally registered. 

“Peace will be made in our time because of you!” 

The ground swayed. A cheer rose nearly as loud as the blood pounding in Natalie’s ears. 

“Probably a coincidence,” Brant muttered. 

Question everything. Christopher’s warning rang with the enthusiasm of the crowd.  

“For years we’ve cultivated peace in the shelter of our union. Now, with you joining our society, with your continued donations and unyielding commitment to our vision, Nautilus will give peace to the world!”

“What is this?” Tawney’s hand found Natalie’s and she clung to it. 

“You’ve brought us to a Nautilus recruitment fair,” Owen blanched. 

“Why? Why would anyone want to be one of them?” Tawney started to yell. “Don’t they know what Nautilus does?”

“No,” Owen surveyed the audience. “I suspect they don’t.”

We have to get out. Natalie was certain she had said the words aloud, yet she didn’t hear them. 

“Peace is not given!” the speaker roared. “It is taken! See the violence we endure! Witness the innocent drawn into war!” 

A screen materialized behind the speaker; a shimmering projection Natalie recognized as a hologram. Eight figures knelt in a glass cell, their wrists bound, and clothes torn. People moved about freely behind them, blurred except for the sharp outline of their weapons. The hostages avoided the camera, averting their faces over their shoulders or towards the ground. For Natalie it made no difference. She had known them her entire life. Bound, bloodied, bruised, it didn’t matter. 

She would know her parents anywhere.  

Natalie snagged Tawney’s shirt and dug her heels into the sand to hold her friend back from the stage. Tawney bit and scratched like a wild animal until Natalie eventually gave in, letting Brant and Owen handle her. 

Tawney’s mother filled the screen, her cut lip curled in a snarl not unlike her daughter’s. The camera focused on each hostage in turn as the narrator’s statement fell on deaf ears. The names they gave were invented. The story they told was fiction. Nautilus was using their parents to make headlines, to show Americans held captive by the reckless evil of the world. She didn’t catch who they blamed out loud. She knew it didn’t matter; Nautilus would keep the truth far off-screen. 

Natalie’s own mother and father came into view and she smiled in spite of herself. They were alive. Alive. Her mom struggled to turn away and Natalie’s relief evaporated when someone slapped her. 

“See the violence that plagues our world? We must stand! We must bring peace!” Elated shouts reverberated against Natalie’s skin and bodies rocked her as the crowd cheered. 

“Nautilus KILLS PEOPLE!” Tawney screamed until Brant covered her mouth. 

“Nautilus is using them.” Owen squatted with his elbows on his knees. “It’s manipulation. It’s propaganda.”

Natalie stared at the ground, uncertain how the pavement could appear so solid and feel so unstable. The Florida sun beat down on her, its heat making the beach blur. There wasn’t enough air. She couldn’t stand it. Dark clouds dotted her vision and she stumbled backwards, desperate to escape. She pushed through the crowd, not caring who she shoved aside in her haste. She nearly had the space to run when someone blocked her path. 

“Woah, woah!” A broad grin snapped into focus. “Don’t forget your invitation!” 

“Invitation?” Natalie parroted. 

Flipping back stray strands of blue hair, their host passed her a pamphlet. She read the text four or five times before processing what it meant.

“Now then,” he continued cheerily. “Have you already made your donations?”

“No.” Natalie’s head spun too fast to formulate a lie. “I’m sorry, is this...is this invitation...”

“You─” 

Owen cut Tawney off with a quick move of his foot. She fell flat on the cement and glared up with such fire that he squeaked out a swift apology before helping her up.

“It’s for the Adoption.” The man’s jovial mood slipped, and his navy-lined eyes narrowed. “Aren’t you here to join?” 

“To join Nautilus?” Owen’s voice cracked.

“I’m sorry.” He flipped his hair back again. “How’d you get in here? Our guest list was strictly enforced.” He motioned to take back the pamphlet until Natalie slapped on a smile.

“Sorry,” she said emphatically. “That footage was so,” she looked back to the stage, “enlightening. To be honest, we’d heard rumors about...about Nautilus. After that display, well, we can’t wait for peace to come to us.” She clutched at the paper. “We have to go get it.”

“I’m afraid the Adoption is reserved for inductees who have already confirmed their recruitment with a donation.”

“Will this do?” Brant produced an envelope bursting with cash, one of many found stashed in the lightroom of Ancora III. No doubt Christopher’s work.

Fanning the heap of hundreds, the Nautilus member lifted one shoulder. “Our entry fees are quite substantial. Ordinarily, this might have covered one or two of you. However,” he passed Tawney, Brant, and Owen their own invitations, “it seems fate knew you needed to find your peace with us today.”

He might as well have driven a knife between Natalie’s ribs. She sucked in sharply through her teeth. 

“Retrieve your welcome package there,” he turned their attention to a silver tent. “Arrive in uniform tomorrow and don’t be late!” He strode away, distributing invitations as he went. 

Natalie trembled, unsure if it was the relief of seeing her parents alive, the rage of their treatment by the Ward’s hand, or the terror of finally finding Nautilus again. Perhaps it was some sickening combination of the three. 

“What are you playing at?” Tawney shoved her. “Nautilus is torturing our parents and you’re snuggling up with their peons!” 

“Look around!” Natalie urged. “The Ward’s using their own hostages as a ruse! These people are brainwashed by propaganda and perception.” 

“I don’t like this,” Owen flicked the invitation. “Our parents on international news? We’re being baited. The Ward wants us to come to them. They’ll know we’re coming.”

“Our narcissistic hunter,” Tawney mumbled. 

Brant tousled her hair. “Big word.” 

“The first on your list of social ineptitudes,” she retorted.

Natalie ignored them, studying the silver foil shell inlaid in the invitation. “But Nautilus isn’t expecting us to come as one of them. The plan was never to meet them in an outright fight anyway. We wouldn’t stand a chance. We needed to find a way inside. Now we have one.”

“This wasn’t exactly what I’d had in mind,” Owen read the pamphlet again. “Though I’ll admit, it could work.”

Tawney clenched her fists. “It’s more fun to punch your way through.” 

Chin up, eyes open.

“It’s perfect,” Natalie blurted. 

“Nat─”

“If we can get inside their,” Natalie fumbled for Nautilus’s phrasing, “Adoption, we can find information on our parents. We can stop that.” She pointed to the hologram.

“Nat─”

“This is it.” She shook the invitation as certainty set in. “We get in, we get answers, we get out.”

“We get it, Nat!” Tawney spun her towards the tent. “I better get credit for this disaster.” 

Tawney buckled the back of Natalie’s knee and she moved with the momentum, terrified she’d lose her courage if she stopped. Beneath the silver tarp a clutch of older women cooed at their approach. 

“Such young blood! Come, come, let’s see your invitation.” 

A bundle of fabric wrapped in silver ribbon dropped into Natalie’s arms. The last time she’d worn Nautilus blue she’d shattered her family. Now the uniform felt heavier than she remembered, as though every fold of cloth was woven thick with hope. She tucked the invitation on top, sealing her decision. 

3 Dove Drive, St. Augustine, Florida

10 am Tomorrow

May You Find Peace

Tawney kicked up a cloud of sand. “Welcome back to Seashell Sisterhood.”
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LEONIDAS

Painless.

It was a strange concept and, admittedly, not as smooth a transition as he had hoped. Every step harbored the trepidation of dragon fire in his gut, while every drawn breath remained wary and shallow. Yet Leo forced himself to walk far and breathe deep the Scottish air because no one, not even pain, would hold him there forever. 

He survived a bullet to the belly. Escaping Scotland should be child’s play. 

Pale sunlight soaked the hillside, painting the white cottage gold as its muted warmth stretched across the hills. Green fields dotted with clouds of grazing sheep softened the rocky isle and footworn paths wound through high grasses to a spit of sand where the North Sea drenched the cliffs. 

Leo never missed a sunrise, mainly because he hadn’t had a full night’s sleep in weeks. Scotland lived up to its iconic legend: every day the hills sang their siren song, inviting him to rest forever in the cradle of their sanctuary. So, every dawn greeted him among the sheep, providing an illusory escape from the truth. 

War was coming. And he remained trapped with his hosts in their beautiful prison.

Trust meticulously manufactured over decades of diplomacy had dissolved in a matter of weeks. Bombings in France and Russia pushed Europe to a precipice. World leaders waited to see who would move first, while many stubbornly sealed their borders: no one in, no one out. And no matter how impossible it seemed, Leo couldn’t help feeling he and his friends were to blame.

Tacking could change war as we know it. 

Still, Scotland’s secluded cliffs and stormy seas promised to keep all that misery at bay. It was a hard offer to refuse, which gave Leo all the more incentive to leave. 

Reaching the squat cottage, Leo muscled his way up the trellis of vines to the balcony. The effort left him slick with sweat, trembling against the rail. He reminded himself to be grateful. Afterall, weak was better than dead. 

A prompt tap on the door inspired him to straighten. 

“Yeah, come in.” Leo entered the peasant-style bedroom, stretching tall to slap the rafters that spanned the ceiling. 

Painless.

A wisp of a woman floated in, her bare feet silent on the worn wood floor and her cloak blood red against porcelain skin.

“Good morning, Leonidas.” Ice blue eyes pierced him. “Did you sleep well?”

Cordial. Careful. After six demandingly intimate weeks, this was still their dance.  

“Never better.”

“I brought salve for your scar.” She tossed her curtain of silver hair over one shoulder. Her presence was otherworldly, like reaching out and touching the moon. 

“Thanks, Lache.” 

“Thank Atro and Clo,” she insisted. “I would have left you to bleed on our beach.” Her words were short and sharp as butcher’s knives. 

They were also lies. 

“No hard feelings.” Leo lifted his shirt, exposing the line of pink flesh branded across his abdomen. “If you washed up on my beach with nothing except a Nautilus uniform and your name, I would have drowned you myself.” 

Though I doubt you would have been incompetent enough to lose your only ticket out. Leo rubbed his bare wrist. How he’d managed to lose his spark he still had no idea. In fact, with his memories slurred through a cocktail of blood loss and oxygen deprivation, what he knew of his arrival was only what Lache and her so-called sisters had been willing to share with him. 

Leo shivered as Lache worked the minty salve against his tender skin. A devoted soccer player, Leo was no outlander to injury. But this was no broken wrist or sprained ankle. He had been torn apart and sewn back together and for what seemed like a lifetime, pain had been his closest companion. His shepherd through surgery and director of his nightmares, pain remained steadfast by his side through four weeks of grueling physical therapy. 

Who knew you used your abdominal muscles to open a pickle jar? Or pick a sock up off the floor? Or pet the excitable therapy dog that frequented the hospital?

Pain did. Pain always knew. Pain was always there, eager to remind him he no longer belonged to himself. Even the memories of his friends left a bitter taste in his mouth. Most were fuzzy and blurred, tarnished by time, though one remained almost tangible. 

Natalie. 

He could picture her brows pinched in thought and hear her hesitant laugh. He could still smell the coconut in her hair and taste her lips. She was so real, but when he reached out to feel her there was only pain, and it tricked him every time. He was the mouse that would take the shock to get the cheese. He would succumb just for a glimpse of her. 

In short, his recovery had been hell and Lache never let him suffer through it alone. Now her diligence had finally paid off. 

Deep breath in. Deep breath out.

Painless. 

“You are still intent on leaving us?” Her tone was cold. The contrast in dialogue and body language made her a paradoxical being most hours of the day. At the very least, she ensured he was rarely bored.   

“You know I am.”  

“To find your Nautilus friends.” 

“No.” Leo took a breath. They had been through this a million times. “I’m not Nautilus.”

Lache squinted up at him. “And your parents?”

“Yes, my parents. I imagine you’d want to save yours if they’d been captured trying to rescue you.”

“Unlikely.” Lache’s smooth features remained expressionless. “I am an orphan.”

Leo froze. More information hung in those four words than he had squeezed out of her all summer.

Her shadows, Atro and Clo, hovered in the doorway. Clo’s silver pixie hair stuck out wildly as she bit her nails to hide her smile. Atro pulled Clo against her. Swirling, fractal scars glowed against the other sister’s charcoal skin. From what Leo could see, they wrapped around her bald scalp and extended to the back of her hands. As their complexion made the markings less obvious, it had taken days for him to notice Lache and Clo wore identical scars. 

Identical scars to the one on Natalie’s wrist. Which enlightened Leo to exactly what had made them.

“He has changed his mind?” Clo asked hopefully.  

Lache shook her head. Together, the three girls forged an eerie sight. Each tall and thin, with irises so brilliantly blue they were nearly white. 

Atro retrieved a filing box from beneath the bed. Leo did his best to appear indifferent as she arranged the magazine clippings and computer printouts across his mattress. He figured they must think him insane. Perhaps he was. 

“I like lighthouses.” Leo crossed his arms, annoyed with the weakness nearly two months of bed rest had inflicted on his body. His muscles were heavy and sluggish, and every menial task proved a test of his stamina.  

“It is incredible,” Atro cocked her bald head, “the effect physical trauma has on the mind.” She studied him as though he were a particularly tricky calculus problem, inching closer and closer to her subject matter. Lack of personal space was another quality the girls had in common. Atro leaned in until they were sharing the same sunbeam, the light turning her silver scars gold.

“Why leave us when you have no idea where to go?” Lache questioned. 

Leo swallowed his frustration. They knew he could not remember Christopher’s lighthouse. The details were muddled by pain and cold and unconsciousness, until the image of Ancora III had faded. Hope his memory would return was what pulled him through his recovery. He wasn’t about to give up now.

“I will find them,” he swore. “Even if I have to scour every shoreline on the planet. I can’t stay here.”

“Perhaps you would consider a third option.” 

Leo hesitated, considering the cost of hearing them out. “I’m listening.” 

“You say Nautilus has taken your parents. As you have undoubtedly guessed, we too have suffered from the Ward’s hunger for power.” Lache pursed her thin lips. “We offer an opportunity to strike back.”

Intrigued, Leo asked, “What exactly did you have in mind?”

“We cannot return to Nautilus without being recognized.” She chose her words with care. “However, with our help, you could blend in. You could return not as a prisoner,” Lache opened her palms, “but as a spy. We can give you an opportunity to find your parents in exchange for your help.”

“What is it you want, Lache?” Leo wished she would speak plainly instead of spinning webs out of words. 

Unable to contain herself, Clo bounded forward and took both of Leo’s hands in her own. “We want to kill Nautilus,” she giggled. “Every member we can find.”
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LEONIDAS

Leo nearly choked. “You’re insane.”  

“I thought you wanted to find your parents. And your friends?” Lache challenged. “Are you not willing to kill for them?”

“Of course, I am.” The truth of his words sent a chill down his spine. He would do whatever it took to save his family. The likelihood of killing a Nautilus thug or two along the way had crossed his mind, but all of them? That was more than undermining a wicked organization or coordinating a rescue mission. “That’s genocide.” 

“It is necessary,” Lache responded plainly. 

“It isn’t.”

“Nautilus is a plague, Leonidas. They conceal an army behind their promise of prosperity.” Lache pulled up the sleeve of her cloak, exposing the matrix of white scars crisscrossing her skin like light refracted on the bottom of a pool. “They mask violence with an illusion of peace. You are foolish if you believe Nautilus deserves anything less than death.” 

Leo tried not to move or make a sound or even breathe. It had been nothing short of unsettling living with his rescuers for nearly two months and learning no more than their names. He was desperate to keep Lache talking. The three bolt-scarred teens had screamed ‘on-the-run’ from the beginning. Now he was certain.

Lache leaned closer until he could smell the lingering notes of orange tea on her breath. “Perhaps most importantly, they know where your friends are." 

Fear tugged at Leo’s stomach. “You can’t know that.”

“I guarantee it,” Lache seethed. “Nautilus destroyed us, and they will destroy your friends, in time.”

“So, you were prisoners, too?” Leo struggled to focus on the rough clues she threw at him rather than the possibility Nautilus had already won. 

“We were the Moirai,” Clo blurted before anyone could stop her.

The Moirai? For the thousandth time that summer, Leo wished Natalie was with him. She would have known what that meant. 

“And, what? They just...let you go?” he asked in disbelief. 

Silence answered him. 

“How has Nautilus not found you here?” 

The girls exchanged a loaded glance before Atro deflected his question. “Are you in?”  

No matter what Nautilus had done, annihilation seemed extreme. Those people were still people.

At what point do we become like them, pointing to purpose as justification for violence?

“Going back, they would recognize us instantly, but you,” Lache tapped Leo’s chest. “You could tear them down from the inside out and when the Helix falls, its secrets fall with it.”

“Secrets?” 

“The Helix is Nautilus’s center. Everything is stored there,” Clo rocked onto her toes. “Including prisoner records.”

So that was their offer: a massacre in exchange for his family. Assuming he could even pull off such a thing. 

“What you’re describing,” he shook his head, “it’s nothing short of suicide.”

“I am not afraid of death,” Lache assured him. 

Well, snaps to you, Leo huffed. Still, he was more than tempted. He couldn’t walk away from a chance to find out if Nautilus still had his parents or knew where his friends were hiding. Rubbing his palm against the scar on his side, he mulled over his options. 

“What if we can stop them without devolving to mass murder? What about taking out the Ward?” 

Expressionless, Lache blinked at him. 

“Hear me out,” he begged. “All of Nautilus acts on the Ward’s orders, yeah? Take them out and the organization will die on its own.” He chose his words strategically, taking care not to commit to murder. 

If I get the Ward out of the picture, the so-called ‘Moirai’ would never have to know one way or the other. 

“You said you wanted my help,” he pressed. “This is how you get it. We’ll take Nautilus down as cleanly as possible.” While getting what I need to find my mom and dad, and maybe Natalie, too.

Lache looked to Clo and Atro before replying. “You will never reach the Ward,” she insisted. “Though another could take their place. There was a man in charge of us, a Legate. Everything done to the Moirai was on his command.”

From the scars that laced their bodies, he couldn’t bring himself to argue. “Okay,” he said. “Who is it?”

“Legate Amir Amani.”

Leo froze. 

“You know this man,” Atro realized. 

“Yeah.” He wasn’t sure if his scar had truly begun to throb or if he imagined it. “We’ve met.” 

“You still will not agree?” Lache adjusted her robe, trapping her silver hair against her body. 

“Give me a minute,” he worked through the play, searching for weaknesses. The Moirai were clearly calling the shots, forcing him on defense. He agreed that, of anyone, Amani should pay for his cruelty. Leo just didn’t want to be the one to kill him. So where could he turn the advantage? How could he decline their demands and still garner passage into Nautilus’s halls?

“Show him,” Atro suggested. 

Lache dug in her robes and Leo’s adrenaline kicked up a notch. What did she have sealed away in there? A gun? Poison? A shrunken head? But when her hand emerged there was nothing threatening clutched in it. Instead, a polished five-sided stone hung by leather straps. Leo’s anticipation flamed into anger.

“My spark.” His entire body trembled with rage. He had been trapped on that green island for weeks thinking he’d lost it, that he’d be scouring the planet for his friends on foot, but his rescuers had stranded him there in the first place. “That doesn’t belong to you.”

“Relax, Leonidas. It disgusts me to merely hold this cursed stone,” Lache held the spark as far away as she could from her body without allowing Leo to grab for it. “Agree to our terms and it is yours once again.”

No, Leo’s pride rallied. He had been bed-ridden for months, doomed to exist at the grace of others. He’d endured the humiliation of being spoon-fed, bandaged, and medicated by strangers’ hands, utterly unable to help himself, and now Lache demanded he compromise for his freedom? He would not. 

“Why now?” Leo growled to keep from screaming. “You’ve had it for months. What’s changed?”

“You convinced me.” Atro slid the stack of lighthouse clippings across the bed. “You do not know your way home. Your spark will not change that.”

Leo clenched and unclenched his fists. Every word she said was the truth. Their pretending he had a choice at all was mere pity. 

“Do you even know what it is?” he asked through gritted teeth. 

Clo bounced forward only to have Atro yank her back. 

“We both know that does not matter.” Atro tucked Clo behind her so only her spiked pixie points poked out over Atro’s shoulder. “It does not matter how we came to have your spark or how you washed up on our beach. What matters is what you do next.”

“You can leave this place right now,” Lache offered. “You can search for your friends by boat, hoping to one day land on the same beach at the same time. Or,” she held the spark up to him, “you can help us. And we will all get what we want.” 

Leo glared at them. He did not like being backed into a corner, tricked into playing a game before he knew the rules. But Lache was right.

“Okay.”

Not following, Clo produced a rare frown. 

“Okay?” Lache probed. 

“I’ll do it. Get me inside the Helix, help me find out where my parents are, or my friends, and I’ll kill Amir Amani.” Hardly believing his own words, he reached for the spark. “Hand it over.” 

Lache tucked it close to her chest. “Soon.”

“Soon?” Leo breathed in sharply through his nose. “You said if I helped you it’s mine.”

“And it will be.” Lache pinched the stone by its leather straps as though holding a mouse by its tail. “When it is time.” 

For the first time since he met her, Atro smiled. “Let us get started.”

Leo begrudgingly followed his caretakers downstairs where the cottage was sparsely furnished and breezy with every window open. 

They didn’t nurse me back to health to save me. They intended to use me all along. Moirai. The word stuck in his mind. As curious as he was, he hardly spared a thought about their past. Still fuming about his spark and the weakness of his memory, Leo forced himself to focus on the task ahead. The Moirai would arrange his passage into Nautilus’s information center, and he would take care of Amir in return. It was simple. 

His father would have said it was business.  

The plan Lache, Clo, and Atro laid out came in the form of blueprints concealed in linen closets and diagrams tucked under coffee tables. He studied roughly drawn layouts of the Nautilus compound like field plays until he could replicate them. The bullet hole in his uniform was sewn, and the sand and blood caked into it scrubbed away. They made him recite his tightly woven background story until he could do it in his sleep.

At night, when the cottage fell silent save for the distant sighs of the sea, Leo snooped through cubbies and cabinets for his spark. His fruitless search took him into the girls’ room. He eased open the nightstand drawer and nearly jumped out of his skin when Clo’s cold fingers clasped around his wrist. She didn’t make a sound, content to fix him with her glacial stare until Leo retreated silently the way he had come.  

The morning met Lache admiring their table of notes on everything from Nautilus etiquette to the location of compounds across the globe. Photographs of senior members, or ‘Legates,’ formed a pyramid with the imageless Ward at its point. One of the images drew Leo forward and Atro snatched the glossy paper from his grasp.

“Amir Amani,” Clo pouted. “They say he was a Captain before the Ward made him Legate and supervisor of the Moirai─”

Atro hissed. Clo waved her away.

“How do you know all of this?” Leo gestured to the table so full of schematics it appeared as though they were about to rob a bank. Which, Leo figured, would probably be easier.

“We lived there.” Clo earned another one of Lache’s frigid looks. 

“This is not any Nautilus institution.” Lache referenced the drawing of a cylindrical building with eleven floors, the majority of which stretched underground. “This is the heart of it: the Helix.”

Leo pictured Uncle Chris’s reaction to what he was agreeing to. He’s going to blow a gasket when he finds out.  

Every waking moment they practiced Nautilus’s routine. How to greet a superior, how to stand with respect, and understanding why Curtanas and Doves never shared a meal. Ever. 

To Leo’s amazement, he found the process rejuvenating. Chained down by his injuries for weeks on end, it felt good to have purpose again. However, the more he learned, the harder it became to swallow his questions. 

What part of the facility housed the Moirai? Did they ever leave the compound? How long were they prisoners? Why did Nautilus call it ‘The Helix’? Why were so many floors below ground? And there was one question in particular that ate at him constantly. Finally, as Clo nimbly braided the top half of his hair the morning he was to leave, Leo secured a moment alone with her to ask.

“How’d you escape?” 

Clo hesitated for a shadow of a second before resuming her work. In the mirror, her reflection was agitated. Her sisters would return any moment, and if anyone was going to answer his questions it was Clo.

“I only ask,” Leo coaxed, “because I was Nautilus’s prisoner, too. They locked me in a cell hundreds of miles
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