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Prologue

Before the beginning, there was an end

Three chosen to die

 

Three coffins on a gray beach.

 

To live in the service of the Qi-An

The balance of all things

Three guardians of the memory of the first people

They who thought themselves masters of all the Terra

 

Simple boxes built from the wreckage piles.

The boards warped but still flecked with paint.

Three coffins at the edge of a cobalt sea.

 

Who went too far, and were lost

To the heaving earth

To the flood.

 

It has taken me two days to build them. Rusty nails pulled out with my teeth, hammered in with a rock now streaked with blister blood.

I don’t know why I bothered.

I could have sunk them in the waves, like Leech,

In the smoke, like Elissa,

In the silence, like Anna,

In time, like my parents,

In the ice, like . . .

 

Three who will wait

Until long after memory fades.

And should the time come again—

 

But it won’t.

This time, it is finally over.

This time, they are never coming back.

What’s lost is lost.

Once, in a temple, beneath a lie, I said I wanted to be true. I wanted to see truth.

I have been true.

But still I sit here, as gentle waves lick the coffin edges.

I have not set them afloat.

Because to do that, I’d have to see.

See the truth.

Of what is inside.

And I cannot face that alone.


PART I

 

[GAMMA LINK CONNECTION LOADING . . . 100%—welcome back to the Alliance Free Signal—buffering—from the survivors in Heliad-7 of what we now believe was an EdenCorp assault. They report that the Three of Atlantean myth were actually in Desenna and were seen escaping to the south. It is believed that EdenCorp is seeking the fabled Paintbrush of the Gods for their secretive Project Elysium. There are whispers, too, that some kind of exodus is about to take place from all the Edens, that the domes are failing, and that the Eden citizens will be traveling to somewhere called EdenHome. There is still no word as to where this may be, but we’ve heard ominous rumblings, because of the uranium stolen from Cheyenne Depot and the rumor of the Ascending Stars, that the rest of the planet may be in terrible danger. We have tried to bring these reports to the Northern Federation, but so far, no one will listen. And so, we ask all of you out there to stay vigilant, and, if you still believe in a god, pray that the Three will succeed.]
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“A JELLY BEAN CENTER!”

“Um . . .”

“Inside a cheese puff . . .” Lilly strained to hold the sail line as a gust smacked us sideways.

Above, the towering thunderhead loomed, blotting out the stars.

“Oh, right! And then dipped in chocolate!” I tugged my line while pressing the pedals in the floor of the craft. The swirling winds kept changing direction. I had to keep us aligned with them or we’d capsize.

“Yes! And called . . . ?”

“I know this! It’s . . .” The craft responded slowly. The blue light of the vortex engine was dim. We’d flown almost two thousand kilometers since escaping from Desenna, over three days and nights. We needed a lightning charge to make it the rest of the way to the Andes. We had thought we’d be getting one from Heliad-7, except that Victoria had actually been planning to shoot us down all along.

“Here’s a hint!” Lilly said through gritted teeth. “The song was: ‘Once you get in the mix!’”

Rain began to pelt us, fat monsoonal drops, drumming on the sails and becoming a deluge.

“I can’t think of it!” I called over the driving water. “I’m not sure I ever had one. They sound so gross!”

Above, lightning spidered across the roiling cloud bellies. We were close, now. A bolt was bound to sniff us out soon. The big danger was if three bolts, or ten, found us at the same time and blew us into a million pieces. I arced in tight figure eights, trying to keep us a moving target.

Lilly brushed strands of wet hair from her face. Her sweatshirt and tank top and jeans were soaked. “They were! But not really! You just put the whole thing in your mouth and it tasted sort of like bubble gum.”

“That’s still gross!”

We’d been playing this game throughout the journey. Lilly and I knew, since Desenna, that we’d actually grown up during nearly the same years, and so we liked to quiz each other on candies and TV shows. It was all foggy from our time in cryo, but that made the game more challenging, and it gave us something to think about other than what we’d seen and where we were headed. There was only so much wondering and worrying we could do in a day. Lilly remembered more than me, probably because her memories hadn’t been manipulated—

Elissa, Mom, cryo, Carey—

I shook my head, keeping the surge of painful thoughts away. There was so much, back there in the dark and fire. . . .

Elissa: my lost sister, rising out of her cryo tube.

Francine: not my mother, actually a technician in Paul’s lab, where they’d manipulated my thoughts and hidden the fact that I’d been in cryo for twenty-five years.

Carey: shot for reasons we still didn’t understand, his life escaping him on the balcony of the sunken hotel, Lilly and I giving him to the waves. Carey who’d been my enemy, then maybe my friend, but definitely the only one who cared about me, about the truth, even remotely as much as Lilly.

Lilly: who was all I had left.

The grief over Elissa, over Carey, came and went like tides; same for my bitter anger at Francine and Paul, and also violent thoughts of vengeance. I didn’t share those with Lilly. It all combined to spin me in hopeless circles whenever we had a quiet moment. I let my guard down, either while flying through the dark or hiding from the sun.

Thinking about candy was much easier.

“Did it have the word mix in it?” I asked. “Oh, wait—” I felt a tingling on my arms, the hairs standing on end. I locked on Lilly’s sky-blue eyes. “I think we’ve got one!” I looked up, trying to see where the invisible column of electricity was forming. We hadn’t done this before. Would I even have time to dodge the bolt if it was too big, too strong—

But the sky exploded in white and it was on us before I could react. The bolt appeared fully formed between the mast and the clouds, a jagged wire of charge come to life. The craft vibrated and rocked. I held my breath, body clenched tight. It felt like, if I hadn’t been blinded, I would have been able to see spaces between all the boards, the craft nearly bursting apart. Electricity buzzed around us, and my slow-healing rad burns tingled. The one on my scalp still ached almost all the time.

I heard the hiss of energy down the mast, then the reassuring whine of the mercury vortex. I opened my eyes to see it swirling at its brightest blue intensity, its magnetic propulsion at full effect.

“Okay!” I finally breathed. “Let’s get out of here!” I repositioned my feet on the pedals, and maybe the relief of firing up the engine cleared my mind, because suddenly the name of the candy appeared. “Mixits!” I shouted, looking over—

Lilly was gone. The sail line she’d been holding flapped in the storm. “Lilly!” I grabbed the line and plunged the craft into a dive. I scanned the mists and water sheets and clouds, but there was only dark. Seconds, that was all we’d have before she’d hit the unseen ocean below. “LILLY!”

I pushed the pedals full to the floor, the newly charged vortex a miniature blue sun. Rain stung my face. The clouds whipped around me. The wind screamed.

I broke through and there was the oil-black sea, its debris-covered surface heaving with giant waves. Where was she? Was I too late? I leaned back, straining to level off, then banked in a wide circle. Could she have survived the fall? Even if she had, the water might have knocked her out. No, no, no, I couldn’t lose her, not now, not after all we’d been through, after everyone we’d lost and not just like this, so random and stupid like none of the pain and suffering and effort had meant anything—

A light caught my eye, growing above me, like lightning, but . . .

Not.

I craned my neck and saw something illuminating the low layer of clouds, something turquoise. It brightened, and melted through.

Lilly appeared, bathed in blue light.

Not falling . . .

Flying.

The sight of her nearly made me scream or cry or both. Never mind how she was doing what she was doing. She was okay. That was all that mattered. The feeling made it hard to breathe. I couldn’t even imagine surviving if she’d been gone.

A gust of wind knocked me sideways. I had to pay attention to flying or I’d end up in the water. I righted and made a slow circle, watching as Lilly lowered toward me. Her whole body was aglow, and when she got close enough, I could see that she was smiling in wonder.

“Are you okay?” I asked dumbly.

“Yeah!” she called. She spread her arms and did a somersault. It reminded me of the young girl I saw inside the Medium’s skull with Rana. We could play with gravity and space same as you might play with wind and water, Rana had said. That girl had held something this same blue color in her palms and risen off the ground.

But Lilly’s whole body was radiating, like that light was from inside her.

She swooped under the craft. I banked around and she darted up alongside. “Meet you back at the beach!” she shouted, laughing, and then arced up, out of sight in the rain and clouds.

I flew in the direction of shore, wiping sideways rain from my face. For a moment, there were only curtains of water and galloping fogbanks, and I wondered if I was even flying in the right direction, but then I saw the dark outline of a small abandoned town that had been half eaten by the sea. The fronts of the buildings along the water had all collapsed, leaving their rooms open to the air. Waves crashed against the rubble piles at their bases. Grasses and palm trees grew in the streets, on second floors. Vines wrapped through windows and over cockeyed streetlights.

Lilly landed just south of town, on a high cliff with a thick canopy of trees that would protect us from the searing sun and prying eyes, while we tried to rest before another long night of flying.

I put the craft down and when I stepped out, Lilly, no longer glowing, met me with a hard embrace, the cold of our soaked clothes quickly warming between us. “Nice work,” she said in my ear, and then we kissed. My body surged, a feeling that was the closest thing to joy I think I’d ever felt, a feeling I was amazingly getting used to over our days and nights together.

It also couldn’t have been more different from the wells of sorrow I’d been sunk in at so many other times since we’d fled the death in Desenna. Dawn was always the worst. Lying in shadows trying to fall asleep after flying all night, with the faces of my lost family, of Carey, Seven, even little Colleen, waiting to greet me behind my eyes.

But between Lilly and me there was no more distance. No gills, no doubts, no differences even in our pasts. We were one against the world, and our kisses defied time. Holding each other now, our wet clothes stuck together, my hands rubbing her shoulders, her back, my lips exploring her chin, her neck, my body felt like it had a purpose so complete and obvious: no mystery, no technicians, no ancient DNA, just that I was meant to be here, now, like this, and our embrace seemed strong enough to keep the world at a distance.

“I love you, Lilly,” I said for the sixth time since I’d uttered it inside EdenSouth.

“I love you, Owen,” Lilly whispered back, her fifth time. Once I’d said it to her while she was sleeping.

And I felt so sure of it, so sure of us.

After a minute more of kissing, I said, “Mixits.”

Lilly’s smile glowed. “Ding!”

We arranged our blankets in the driest spot we could find. Rain hissed on the palm leaves. We lay down and tucked in and kissed more, and for a while I forgot all the dark and doubt and everything outside the warm space between us.

“So, what was that?” I asked a little while later. The rain had stopped, the leaves still dripping. Lonely birds called in the jungle behind us.

“Mmm,” Lilly said sleepily. “You mean the flying?”

“Yeah.” I squeezed her tighter. “I thought you were dead, I . . .” A shiver racked my body.

Lilly held me tighter. “The wind knocked me out of the craft, and I was falling and—I don’t know—it was almost like instinct. I started to sing, the melody that calls the Terra, and as I sang it I felt this . . . understanding, I guess. Like a connection to the air, to the ground, like I was part of all of it, not separate. And so then I just moved. With the wind, with gravity. It was such an amazing feeling.” Lilly sighed. “I think we’re seeing the world all wrong.”

“How so?”

“I mean, not you and me. Everyone. Like, we’re missing what it even means to be alive and part of something living. I felt connected to everything just now. Like we’re all one being.”

“That’s amazing,” I said, though in a way I felt jealous. When I wasn’t feeling love for Lilly, all I felt was a lonely chill of loss and death. It was hard for me to believe that I was connected to anything in the world, other than her.

“I think the Atlanteans knew it,” said Lilly. “I wonder if there’s a way to give it back to the world. If we all felt like this . . . things might be different.”

“Maybe we can,” I said, and I was glad to hear this from Lilly. She’d wondered, days ago as we flew over Gambler’s Falls, why we should save this world, with all its horrors. It was a feeling of pointlessness that I knew, like humanity wasn’t worth it. But I felt like Lilly was—like we were worth it, and now she sounded like her old self, on a mission, and it made me love her even more.

“Ooh,” said Lilly, “shooting star.”

I looked up. “Missed it.”

“Alien or trash?” Lilly asked.

“Mmmm . . .” We never knew. We just liked to guess together. “Three . . .” I counted down. “Two”—Seven never waited for one—“one . . .”

“Alien,” we both said at the same time, and because we’d guessed the same, we kissed and then laughed, knowing how silly a game it was and yet not caring at all.

“Time to sleep.” Lilly rolled over and I curled up behind her. “Another big day saving the world tomorrow.”

“Right.” I smiled. She sounded so content, finally getting to act on that fire she’d had in Eden. She’d yearned for this, to do something, to make a difference. I admired it, though I felt guilty inside that I’d never felt the same. Or maybe I had, too, before the cryo.

Soon I heard her breath slow. I tried closing my eyes, letting myself relax . . .

But there was Elissa.

Sinking in the ash . . . eyes popping open in her cryo tube . . . stumbling around the roof of the pyramid in Desenna, dead but alive.

I waited outside her classroom at the end of each school day.

I could see her now, in her favorite overalls, her hair in a braid.

Dad took us up to the high ledges that one night to see a meteor shower that we’d heard about on the Northern News Network. But the climb made his lungs bad. Elissa and I had to help him back down the carved rock steps, and Elissa started coughing, too.

In the dark night hours since Desenna, and during the lonely dawns, I’d pieced most of it back together. These memories, so many from the life I’d lived up until we’d gotten the black blood, a full life with a twenty-five-year pause between my near death from plague and when I arrived at Camp Eden. In between, my mind had been frozen in a trap of technicians and cryo dreams, just waiting to be sprung. Now, I was slowly putting each memory back into place.

Elissa always sat on the arm of the couch beside Dad for soccer games. That way she could jump off if there was a goal.

But even the good memories were like old puzzle pieces with frayed edges, and so when they were replaced, they didn’t quite fit right:

Mom liked to make cookies during the game, to give her something to do because the competition stressed her out. We rooted for New Murmansk, because we liked their maroon and green uniforms, and Vivechkin, their star forward. Mom wasn’t always happy, life would get her down . . . but she wouldn’t have left.

Paul had tinkered with my memories, given me a mother who’d abandoned me.

She would never have left.

Removed my sister with a surgeon’s precision, leaving only a strange cryo dream that had haunted me. Having Elissa back in my mind was a warm relief. . . .

We took that family trip in the winter one time, when the days were shorter and safer, to a set of hot springs a few hours north of Yellowstone that were gas free and safe to soak in. Elissa thought they smelled like eggs—

But it was never too long before the other memories would creep in.

Dead Elissa, her body lurching around the top of the pyramid in Desenna, lifeless and cold.

Mom and Dad. They’re . . . probably dead.

The agony was always there, lurking since Desenna, threatening at any point to rise like a wave and drag me down from the high of being with Lilly to the murky depths where I didn’t feel connected to anyone or anything. And when I sank beneath it, I felt more alone than a single star in the black above. Even the warmth from Lilly beside me wasn’t enough.

I pulled away from Lilly and quietly got up. I knew when my feelings went this way that sleep wasn’t coming.

I walked out past the craft and sat on the edge of the cliff, dangling my legs over the rough black rock. The stars were beginning to fade, the horizon a pale blue. The last few thunderstorms flickered to the north and south, floating far out over the ocean like giant jellyfish.

How was I ever going to get past this feeling? That there was just me, alone in the universe. And no matter how much Lilly felt like we had a mission or a purpose, I couldn’t help feeling like what did this Atlantean quest even matter? Who was it for? I would die, too, soon enough. Even if I somehow survived all this, then in thirty or forty years—maybe before that, if there was another pandemic. So what was the point? Why even bother? I had no family to go home to.

It was like Seven had said, these are just the anthills and we’re the ants and anybody who tells you otherwise is a liar. She’d felt meaningless because she was taken from her time. I’d tried to tell her that maybe this was her time. That maybe she was here now because of a design, a plan.

But I’d said all that before I’d known that I was like her. Taken out of time, used. I understood her so much more now, Leech, too, but what did it matter? They were both gone. Gone forever. How could there possibly be a point to all this random death?

The only answer I could find, that I kept coming back to like a beacon in the dark, was that I would do it for Lilly. That, and . . . what else was I supposed to do? Where else could we go? There was no third option, like Seven had wished for. Paul would hunt us down, wherever we went, and even if we escaped him, just ran off and hid somewhere, the world might be doomed if he found the Paintbrush of the Gods first.

We had to press on. I had to keep going, even if thoughts like these would haunt me forever.

Elissa liked ponies. All her life she wanted to see a live horse.

She never did.

She never will.

I sat there, watching the sky brighten and warm, watching the seagulls circle, and tried to be still as the storm swirled around me.

 

For a while.

Owen.

I’d been staring into the rainbow-oil shimmer of the sea. The horizon had grown white and the searing golden sun had just cleared the horizon.

I blinked, refocusing, and found her before me, shimmering in the air, my siren, who I now knew was the Terra. She appeared as she had before, with her waist-length black hair, the simple crimson dress with a copper and turquoise belt, the pendant of a great tiger around her neck. The new sun made her ancient lavender eyes glow.

“Hi,” I said, and then thought that was a dumb thing to say to a vision of a sort of before-the-gods god, but my brain was too fuzzy, and I added, “You look brighter.”

You are getting closer, she said, her burning gaze steady on me, but so is your enemy.

“Paul.” I looked over my shoulder, but Lilly still appeared to be asleep. “Did she call you?”

No, but I did hear her singing before and felt her awareness of Qi and An growing.

“Yeah,” I said, “she kinda flew.”

Yes. But it will not be enough.

The Terra’s words sent a chill through me. “What do you mean?”

You are nearing the lair of a Sentinel. You must find it. And then we can speak more in the white realm.

“A Sentinel. In the Andes?”

Yes. Time grows short, Owen. Before the beginning there is always an end.

“I’ve heard that.” I found myself growing frustrated. “I’m a little tired for riddles.”

The Terra almost seemed to frown at this. Her light flickered.

You must be wary of the Three.

“Wary?”

The Three is a lie. It has always been.

“What’s that supposed to mean?” I asked, but I also remembered Paul’s words when he spoke to us in the canyon back in North Dakota: The Three is a myth, he’d said. And then he made it sound like I was somehow different. And I was; I’d been able to go inside Lilly’s skull even though I wasn’t the Medium.

“How can the Three be a lie?” I asked. “I mean, we were selected, and there are the skulls, the maps.”

The Three is very real. But the promise of the Three is a lie, because the Three will fail.

“Okay . . . but technically there isn’t even a Three anymore,” I said. “Paul killed Leech.”

That is irrelevant.

“How can it be irrelevant?”

You will see.

“Fine, but . . .” This cryptic talk reminded me of what Lilly had read in the temple beneath EdenSouth. The end of the inscription, the part that Seven couldn’t read, had said:

We must be wary of the Terra’s patience. For if we fail her too often, she may make plans of her own.

I’d been turning this over and over: Lilly was the Medium, the one who was supposed to communicate with the Terra, Leech had been the Mariner, and I was the Aeronaut, the pilot.

Except then I was the only one the Terra actually spoke to. “Am I part of your plan?” I asked. “Of some different plan than just the Three?”

The Terra looked over my shoulder. I heard Lilly stirring.

Find the Sentinel, and I will show you.

“Owen?” Lilly called groggily from behind me.

I turned to her. “Over here.”

When I looked back, the Terra was gone.

I blinked for a second. My brain was so tired. I wondered if she’d been a hallucination. Except her strange words echoed in my head.

The Three is a lie. The Three will fail.

What did she mean? How could she even know that?

I got up and returned to Lilly, crawling under the blanket beside her.

“You okay?” she asked softly.

“Yeah,” I lied. “Sun’s up. Keep sleeping.”

“Okay.”

I kissed her cheek and she rolled back over.

The thermal winds picked up, carrying the acrid scent of tar off the water. I put my hands behind my head and stared up into the palm leaves and diagonal slices of sunlight.

At some point, I must have fallen asleep, but for what seemed like hours, I just lay there, turning over the Terra’s words and nursing a deep, cold fear. After all this, could we really be doomed to fail?
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WITH THE RISE OF A WANING MOON HALFWAY through that night, we saw the first outline of the Andes in the distance. We’d left the ocean behind just after sunset, crossing jungle uplands that soon gave way to barren, dry hills. The monsoon wet was gone. We were back in the desert world. We passed dust-crusted towns, and cities as still as stone. At one point, we gave a wide berth to a trio of campfires with dancing shadows that were soaked in hellish screaming.

While Lilly flew, I sunk into my head and envisioned the maps, Leech’s Mariner knowledge, and we set our course for the high mountain marker. Leech had oriented to an earlier version of the earth, before the Paintbrush of the Gods had caused the land to shift. The Atlanteans had literally remade the planet but had destroyed themselves in the process. Paul had said that he could perfect their science. I wondered how that could be possible.

We’d been flying silent for a while, and I could feel all the dark thoughts starting to wake. Finally, I said, “Three layers of millet cookie . . . marshmallow in between two . . .”

“Ooh,” said Lilly, snapping out of a trance. “Um . . .” She thought while adjusting the sails.

“Strawberry cream between the others.”

“Oh! Me-O-Mys!”

“Yes.”

“I would kill for one of those right now. Or a whole box.”

“Me, too.”

Silence fell over us again. The appearance of the mountains meant we were getting close, close to something that felt dangerous, and with the Terra’s warning, all too uncertain.

It also meant the end of these days together, of Lilly and me, in between worlds.

“Look,” she said. I followed her finger and saw a bony spine running along a ridge below, a crumbled wall. “Inca?”

“Probably,” I said. The wall mimicked our course, arcing from one ridge to the next, almost as if the Inca had made this same journey.

“Do you think he’ll be there?” Lilly asked quietly, even though we were far too high for any stray person on the ground to hear us talking.

“I don’t know,” I replied, just as quietly.

I knew she meant Paul. He had Leech’s old maps, his sketchbook, and the radial sextant that had allowed Leech to plot the course to the Andes temple. They had Lilly’s Medium skull, too. But he didn’t have the maps in Leech’s head, like I did, the maps the Terra had given me when Leech died. So did he know the exact location? Maybe he’d figured out how to use the sextant. Or maybe Leech had also sketched the route in his journal. I wished I could ask him.

Crack!

I heard the echoes of Francine’s gunshot in the cryo facility again. Saw Leech spasming back . . . and later sinking in the waves . . . How could Paul have done that? Were we all that expendable?

The Three will fail. . . .

And I had another worry, one that had been gnawing at me along with everything else. “I hope we’re not just leading him right to it again,” I said. That feeling was back, like we were being toyed with. Where were Paul and his fleet of hover copters right now? There could only be two reasons why they hadn’t come after us since Desenna: because they were ahead of us or trailing us, and either way I felt all too certain that they were lying in wait again.

“What else can we do?” Lilly wondered aloud.

“Keep bearing toward that orange star,” I said, pointing to the south and west.

“Betelgeuse,” said Lilly.

“Yeah.”

“Orion’s shoulder,” Lilly added. “A red supergiant. Like, a hundred times the size of the sun. Wouldn’t that be amazing? To see something like that.”

“Yeah.”

“After those Mars missions back when we were kids, I always thought for sure we’d get to go into space, travel to the stars, find new planets to colonize and all that sci-fi stuff. I would have given anything to do that.”

“I know,” I agreed, except that before I was an Aeronaut, even just the height of a tall staircase freaked me out, never mind the idea of flying up and out of the atmosphere.

The mention of stars reminded me of something less romantic. I got up and moved to the mast. I’d tied a small piece of rope near the top.

Victoria’s finger dangled from the end.

Looking at it reminded me of the sound. The sound that Mica’s sacrificial knife had made, like tearing soaked cloth. The resistance I’d felt as the knife met bone . . .

I’d been drying the finger out each night while we flew, and then wrapping it tight while we slept, to keep bugs off it. The skin had shriveled now and turned a dead gray. It felt hard and rubbery, and had long since stopped leaking blood.

I reached into Dr. Maria’s backpack and pulled out the white-handled knife that Leech had given me. There were flecks of dried blood by its hilt, from Eden soldiers back in the Rockies, and I tried not to think about how this trip was feeling all too similar to that one. . . .

I turned the blade away and pressed it into the skin of the finger. There was a moment of resistance, then a slice of the dried tissue curled free. I held the finger against the edge of the craft and kept whittling, removing grayish layers of skin and muscle, letting the flakes be carried away by the wind. Each stroke of the knife made a papery tearing sound.

“That is beyond gross,” Lilly commented.

“Yeah,” I said through gritted teeth. The knife began to hit bone, and I worked more carefully, exposing the hard fibrous curves.

Soon I began to see the bar code.

Victoria had been a selectee. One of the very elite inside the Eden domes who’d been chosen for Project Elysium. For the trip to EdenHome, which Paul said was nearly prepared. They only needed the Paintbrush of the Gods to begin. But the location of EdenHome was secret. Victoria hadn’t known, as she’d defected from Paul’s plans years ago.

And there was still the other mystery, the one that had led the first people we’d met outside EdenWest to try to kill us: Harvey, Lucinda, and Ripley had wanted passage on the Ascending Stars. They were a rumor in Heliad-7, of lights going up into space, of the gods leaving. Lilly and I figured it must have had something to do with leaving the Edens. Maybe the Ascending Stars were some sort of special aircraft that Project Elysium had built. Or satellites or drones to deploy weapons built from the uranium we knew Paul had stolen. Maybe he was building defenses against anyone who would try to stop them. I still didn’t know what it added up to. The only thing we were sure of was that Paul needed the Paintbrush to succeed. So we had to find it first.

And maybe we’d need this bar code. To access some place we’d need to get into to stop Paul or, if we failed, maybe even to sneak into EdenHome. It was more likely that if we failed, we’d die; but, though I hadn’t thought about it at the time, I realized now that one of the reasons I’d taken Victoria’s finger was as a backup plan.

It had to do with one of the first things I’d thought about Lilly. Back when we’d had gills, I’d imagined us finding clean ocean together, living on a beach, a little paradise.

Even though we were Atlanteans with a mission, sometimes I wanted that vision with Lilly, to just be in love with her there. Sometimes I wanted that far more than I even wanted to save the world, even though it seemed impossible that one could exist without the other. And so I’d found myself thinking: if we weren’t able to stop Paul, maybe we could use the bar code to sneak into Project Elysium and be a part of EdenHome. Sometimes it was more than just a thought and almost a wish. We’d be together, and really, how terrible would that be?

Except that it would betray all the people—friends, family, and allies—who had suffered and died for our mission, a list so long now that it took the two of us to remember it. From Anna to Dr. Maria, Leech, and even Seven, to those whose fates we didn’t know for sure, like Evan and the CITs, Robard and the other Nomads, our parents, brothers, and sisters . . .

But even though I hated the thought of letting them down, of those lives and sacrifices wasted, hadn’t I also suffered and lost? Sure, we’d be turning our back on the rest of the world, but it wasn’t like the world had been that kind to us. After all that I’d had to go through, was I really expected to risk my life just for some mission that I’d never even chosen?

Maybe I had chosen it, though. Sure, it started because of my genes, but since then, over and over, when I could have just run, could have just ignored what I was, I hadn’t. Or I could have stayed in EdenWest or in Desenna . . . except all those places were traps. Paul would have strapped me to his machines, Francine would have captured me, Victoria would have had me killed. I’d had a choice, but by doing what was right for the mission, I had also been trying to survive.

And so, sometimes I wondered: What would happen if there came a moment when I had to choose between those two things: survival or the mission? Or worse, between the mission and Lilly? I felt like I knew the answer, like it was obvious, but what kind of hero did that make me?

I finished cleaning the finger, then cut free the single bone that was striped with the black lines of bar code. I wrapped a thin strip of leather around it, and then tied that to a loop of twine. I knotted it around my neck.

“Like it?” I said to Lilly.

“Very savage,” she said.

I smiled, but the word stung. Savage. I knew what she meant, but . . . it reminded me of bodies strung on walls, piles of corpses in dry riverbeds. Savage was like ruthless, selfish. . . .

I relieved Lilly and focused on flying instead. As we shifted positions and she handed me the sail lines, we kissed, and it was a momentary island of safety, and yet—

The Three will fail.

“What is it?” Lilly asked.

I realized I’d sort of paused in the middle of the moment. “Nothing.”

I’d told her about the Terra’s visit and about her instructions to find the Sentinel, but I hadn’t told Lilly the part about the lie. We had enough to worry about, and I didn’t want her to know that I was doubting our mission or for her to doubt it, too. But I couldn’t shake the Terra’s comments.

It helped to have the sail lines in my hands. The feel of wind and movement brushed the thoughts back. We rose steadily, the ground beneath us becoming more rocky and precarious. An hour later the peaks had risen around us, and we began to wind our way up deepening valleys, following each branch into the moonlit mountains. The air became cold and thin, and the winds less predictable.

The stars begin to glimmer like glass beads. The Milky Way gained depth, feathery folds, and I breathed faster to get oxygen.

“We have to stay hydrated,” said Lilly. She dug into the canvas bags of supplies at the front of the craft. Luckily, whoever had been tasked with stocking us for our journey back in Desenna hadn’t known that Victoria was planning to kill us all along, because we were flush with water, mango, millet crackers, tapir jerky.

Lilly passed me one of the filmy plastic water bottles a hundred times recycled. The mineral-tasting sips reminded me of the cenote, of the cool and the trees and the sun of Desenna, where, for a moment, I’d had family. It also reminded me of Seven’s lips, of her urgent kisses. . . .

But then I pictured her leaking blood and falling from my sight.

“You okay?” said Lilly.

I shook my head. It seemed like every thought I had eventually led to some dark corner. “Sure.”

I tacked back and forth up the barren valleys. Craggy peaks reached to the stars around us. The winds whipped, and after I spiraled up alongside a sheer face, we came out above the entire range, as if we were above the earth itself, close enough to fly to the moon.

“How much farther, do you think?” Lilly asked, wrapping a blanket around my shoulders, another around herself. The temperature was dropping fast here in the high altitudes, and though, like Lilly, I was wearing the jeans and sweatshirt that Heliad-7 had provided us, I was glad for the extra layer.

I checked the maps in my head. “A couple hours. By midnight maybe? Especially if the winds stay calm—”

A shriek of sound like clashing metal tore through the air around us. Lilly grabbed for her ears. The sound whined and then twisted into a static hum. And suddenly there was a tinny voice speaking:

“I DO, I KNOW, I KNOW HOW THE WORLD WILL END.”

The voice was a half whisper, a man or a teen, hoarse with frazzled edges.

And it was coming from the vortex engine.

“I KNOW ABOUT THE ANCIENT ONES, THE THREE, AND HOW THEY WILL ASCEND LIKE STARS AND LEAVE US. I KNOW ALL THEIR PLANS. ALL THEIR DEVIOUS PLANS. ALL ABOUT PROJECT ELYSIUM . . .”

He spoke like he was trying not to let someone nearby hear him.

“What is that?” Lilly asked, cautiously taking her hands off her ears.

“PLEASE HELP ME,” the voice whispered, edged in static. “I CAN TELL YOU HOW TO GET THERE. I CAN FREE YOU FROM THE BLOOD, SO MUCH BLOOD TO COME. I’VE FELT IT ALL . . . BUT WHAT DO I FEEL? WHAT IS REAL?”

“We’re picking up a message,” I said, “or a recording. The vortex is like a big magnet, reacting with the electromagnetic field of the earth. That’s how it creates the antigravity field.”

“BU—Y—” the message clipped. “YOU JUST HAVE TO GET ME OUT OF HERE. I’VE DIED TOO MANY TIMES, FELT THE LIFE DRAIN OUT OF MY LOVED ONES  . . . WE ARE SO MANY BUT SO ALONE!”

“Magnets are what powered my dad’s guitar amplifier,” said Lilly. “Sometimes it would pick up a transmission or a stream.”

“BUT IF YOU GET ME OUT,” the voice went on, “I CAN GET YOU THERE, TOO, I SWEAR—” Rips of static or maybe a crashing sound in the background. “YOU JUST HAVE TO GET ME OUT, GET ME OUT OF VISTA— WAIT . . .” More crashing. “NO, GET BACK! GET OFF—”

There was a final screech and the transmission cut out.

“It must have been close by,” I said, gazing warily around the barren mountains. “Not sure where, though.”

“There’s something.” Lilly pointed off starboard. “That’s a light, isn’t it? On that plateau?”

I peered at the outlines of peaks and ledges. Something blinked far off. “We should check it out,” I said, turning the craft toward it. “Whatever it is, there might be information we could use.”

“He said Vista,” said Lilly. “That sounds familiar. Have you heard of it?”

“If I have, I might not remember it,” I said.

“I don’t think it’s something I know about from Eden. More like, from pre-cryo.”

I tried to think back, but the fog was particularly thick at the moment.

As we neared the light, I could make out a structure, small and square and sticking out of the side of a barren slope. The light flashed through windows on either side of a door. Up a gentle rise from it five large radar dishes stood on a long plateau.

“It’s maybe a radar telescope,” I said. “Or used to be.” There was a long flat strip extending along the plateau, like a runway.

“I’m having that feeling again . . . ,” said Lilly. “Like this is a bad idea but also like we’re going to check it out anyway.”

I shrugged. “I still feel like we’re flying blind. It might be a lucky break.”

“Yeah,” said Lilly, “but it might be the terribly-horribly-bad-and-we-end-up-dead kind of luck.”

I slowed and hovered a few hundred meters away. “We could just keep going.”

“Hold on.” Lilly closed her eyes and pressed her palms together in front of her. She breathed in deeply.

“What are you doing?”

“Sshh,” she said, then whispered, “I’m feeling the presence around us, feeling for other life-forms in it.”

“You can do that?”

Lilly shrugged, eyes still closed. “I think I can.”

After a minute, she opened them. “Weird. There’s no one in there. Not as far as I can tell. Could it be a recording?”

“Or maybe the telescopes are boosting a signal from somewhere else.” I lowered us toward the structure. “Let’s at least take a look.” I tried to smile at Lilly. “It’s what we do, right?”

Lilly’s smile was forced as well. “Don’t drink the horchata,” she said.

“Agreed.” I landed and put the knife in my belt. We gripped each other’s hands, and stepped out of the craft.
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WE FOLLOWED A WINDING DIRT PATH, FAINTLY outlined by moonlight, up to the door. A metal sign in the center read:

 

Welcome to

VISTA

An Exclusive Post-Terrestrial Sentient Holotech Community

Powered by GenSoft and Quarkle

 

“What is this doing up here?” I wondered.

“Well, no danger of flooding,” said Lilly. “I remember Quarkle. Weren’t they one of the big holotech companies?”

“Sounds kinda familiar.” I tried the steel door handle, but it was locked. “Do we knock?”

There was a pleasant ding of a bell from inside, and a click from the door. I tried the handle again and it opened.

As soon as we were through the door, lights flicked on. We were in a small room. Leather couches lined the walls to either side. A cabinet of glassware and dusty liquor bottles against one wall, an ornate deep-red carpet over the middle of the hardwood floor. In another corner was an area of kids’ toys, neatly stacked. Ahead of us stood a desk beside a massive steel door that looked like a bank vault.

The walls were adorned with pictures of people, all healthy adults, some with children, smiling out in the sun, playing golf, or dancing in a club. Another showed two people wearing slim jet packs and arcing through the sky, hand in hand. Someone riding on the back of a dolphin, another with his arm around an old guy with wild white hair.

“Is that Einstein?” Lilly asked.

“I think so.” These were activities
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