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Chapter 1


“Thank you, Servant Van Duyn for an illuminating presentation. Do any of the Brothers have questions?” A single hand raised, waiting to be acknowledged. “Servant Freeman, you may speak.” 
“Thank you, Consular. Brother Van Duyn, when will this government program be ready for deployment?”
“Our best estimates are four to six months.”
“If there are no further questions, our final presentation is from Servant Li.” Consular Rothschild paused to scan each of the twelve family heads. In the absence of questions, he continued. “You may proceed.”
Li despised the chairman. His adherence to this self-gratifying meeting protocol, Luciferian service, and banal presentations strained Kenseiko’s patience. Van Duyn’s secret mind-control black op offered little advance to what they already employed. He’s a fool! They’re both fools!
“Thank you, Consular!” Li looked at his two video screens showing the other twelve family heads. He wanted to see their expressions as he ran through the presentation.
“This is drone footage of a remote village in New Guinea taken six months ago. Population estimated at 124 inhabitants.” Unremarkable scenes of active villagers followed. Men, women, and children went about their routines. Evident poverty and rudimentary technology stood out as the only notable features.
“This is the same village one month ago.”
As the gasps and somewhat shocked faces of the others flashed across his screens, Li felt a sense of pleasure. The footage revealed only a single dark-skinned woman running from body to bloody body. There was no sound, but her silent screams of anguish didn’t require audio. Dogs licked at puddles of blood; chickens and crows sampled the carrion, ambivalent to the death surrounding them and evidently unaffected. Li gave the members a chance to absorb the scene before continuing.
“The pathogen is a modified Hendra virus, one of several agents causing viral hemorrhagic fevers or VHFs. Our engineering significantly enhanced the pathogenicity and eliminated the animal vector.” The drone zoomed onto a horse meandering about a feeding trough. “Typically, this type of VHF is spread by contact with horses. As you can see, this animal is unaffected. Our agent solely infects humans, including children and adults.”
Recorded images of pigs, cats, and rats complemented additional footage of the dogs and birds previously shown. Gruesome, bloody pictures of children, men, and women flashed—the same villagers viewed previously. Some, recognizable by the same bright clothing worn months earlier, now lay bloodied and lifeless.
Li continued his narration as the drone revealed three different corpses, all showing obviously pregnant women. The single living woman, face obscured by a rag, centered into the recording as the drone panned down and showed a small baby bump. “You are no doubt wondering about this single survivor.” He watched as the other family heads leaned in to study the woman.
The scene shifted to a larger village, perhaps a small city. There were cars, power lines, and evidence of more development. A small building nestled among several clustered shops came into focus. A sign written in a foreign language filled the screen. “For those of you who are not familiar with Hiri Motu, the sign reads ‘Health Clinic.’ Outreach workers from our clinic had traveled to the survivor’s village to do a pregnancy check and to administer a prenatal shot. The deceased pregnant villagers you previously viewed were too far along in their terms to be vaccinated. We must give our injection in the latter part of the first trimester.”
The drone footage returned to the woman. “The prenatal shot contains a truly elegant strand of DNA that incorporates into the fetal genome; it is combined with an antiserum to the VHF we deployed. Insertion into the fetus is within twenty-four hours. The antiserum gives temporary immunity to the modified Hendra virus. I won’t bore you with all the details, but as you can see,” the drone panned back, “the agent is 100 percent lethal unless antiserum neutralizes it. What you can’t see,” the drone zoomed in to the woman’s abdomen, bulged by the baby beneath her ragged clothes, “is the effect upon the fetus.”
Consular Rothschild interrupted. “A better human being.”
“I like to think so.” Li hid his annoyance at the chairman’s comment. “I have previously presented on Advanced Bionics’ successful genetic reprogramming efforts. This infant will have all the latest improvements. Noteworthy about this brief presentation is that it is our first trial combining these two different research efforts. It represents an important step forward in achieving the master plan.” The video darkened, leaving Li’s stoic face filling the screens for all the remaining family members to look at.
Rothschild spoke. “Servant Li, thank you for another excellent update. We are ever closer.” Applause followed. “Do any Brothers have questions?” He paused as two hands raised. “Servant DuPont, you first, then Servant Freeman.”
“Thank you, Consular, and thank you, Brother Li. How was the agent deployed?”
“We introduced the targeted biologic into the water supply, the village’s only well.”
DuPont followed up. “That is effective if there is a single source and no methods of filtering or decontamination. That would be a difficult method to use for most municipal water systems.”
“Agreed. That is why we are developing a microdroplet dispersion system that can seed the clouds.” Li smiled. “That method would be particularly lethal during monsoon season.” Impressed murmurs of agreement followed.
“Servant Freeman, your question?”
“Thank you, Brother Li, for your exemplary work. What about the vaccine that you administered? Have you concluded trials?”
“Trials are ongoing, but we are confident in the results.”
The chairman resumed. “As there are no further questions, I remind you that our next meeting will be together in fellowship under the Hill. I ask Servant Li to bind us in prayer.”
“Thank you, Consular Rothschild. Prior to the blessing, I almost forgot…next meeting I am planning a surprise.”
“All rise.” The thirteen men stood, raised their left hands, and placed them over their hearts.
Li spoke. “We, the chosen, pledge to serve the light Lucifer has brought to us…”
“To illuminate,” they said in unison and touched their foreheads.
Li continued. “May he guide us…”––they each touched their left shoulders––“and bless us…”––they touched their right shoulders––“until his light shines upon all.” All thirteen rested their hands back upon their hearts.
In unison they recited, “May the light shine upon us in glory.”
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Chapter 2


“Are you listening to this?” Bryson sat on the clay floor. Sunlight shone through the hogan’s central opening. 
Serena eased down from her tortuous asana and sat next to him. Sweat glistened on her toned body. “I usually block everything out when I’m focused on my yoga. What’s up?”
He raised the volume. “There are food riots in Sudan. Listen. It’s bad, and they’re saying it’s getting worse.”
Scenes flashed. “It’s horrible, Bry! People are starving.” Anger replaced the calm from moments before as graphic pictures of violence highlighted the magnitude of suffering.
The CNN foreign correspondent continued his report; images of police in full riot gear, Molotov cocktails, demonstrators clashing with authorities flashed in rapid succession. “The government has declared a state of emergency and is appealing to the United Nations for assistance. A 7 p.m. curfew has been announced.”
They looked at each with grim realization. Serena voiced what they both were thinking. “It’s just the beginning.”
“It’s one of the tactics Uncle Pete mentioned as possibilities. I think you’re right; it is just the beginning. People fight and kill one another, and the population shrinks. A militarized government has free reign to do anything it pleases. Scary!”
“What are we going to do, Bry? I’m so fed up with waiting to hear about the next disaster.” As frustration mounted, her sound-sight accentuated. Bursts of red predominated.
Bryson felt it. “Calm down, PTG.” Gentle neck massages loosened the tension.
Serena composed herself. “I’m a Candelaria. What good is all the Circle training if I don’t know what to do with it? I’m supposed to be a Lightbringer, to combat falsehood with truth. At the rate I’m going, there won’t be anyone left to save.”
Since they had returned from Peru two months ago, Bryson witnessed a growing pessimism. “We’ve had this discussion a dozen times, Serena. I know you’re frustrated, but negativity solves nothing. Speaking of circles, that’s what we’re doing—going round and round and getting nowhere. BB’s supposed to arrive in Chicago next week. We should drive out there. It will be good for you, for both of us.”
“You’re right. At least it’s something. Who knows, maybe Gurumarra has been communicating with Ooljee. I desperately need guidance, Bry.”
“I’m looking forward to meeting Beangagarrie. It will be good to see Claus and Uncle Pete too.” He stood up.
But the CNN reporter’s closing comments neutralized Bryson’s attempts to calm Serena. “Official estimates are twelve thousand dead. Unofficial counts place that number at five to six times official estimates and growing daily… This is Jonathan Skiles for CNN.”
They looked at each other, sharing the same unspoken thoughts: How many more dead? How much more bloodshed? How many more lives lost?
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Chapter 3


At times, Serena grew dark and sullen. She complained about centuries of mind control and manipulation, lies and distortions, the rich and powerful exploiting the masses. Bryson let her rant. After purging, during moments when calm returned to his travel companion, Serena showed excitement about reconnecting with BB and taking steps toward combatting the Illuminati agenda of establishing a New World Order. 
They both had strange dreams. Bryson relived his dream hallucinations from when he was in a coma following his snakebite. Serena dreamt about dark caves with unnamed, dark creatures. Bryson tried his best to keep an upbeat attitude. They got all talked out and drove long stretches in silence. The endless flat landscapes in the heartland provided no scenic distractions; the miles ground on.
NPR updated them on the crisis in Sudan and other world events. The Sudanese government had shut down internet access. Isolated reports from humanitarian relief workers put the death toll at over 230,000… Climate scientists projected the warmest year on record to date… The World Health Organization had discovered a new strain of Viral Hemorrhagic Fever…
At a rest stop near Topeka, they broke to freshen up. A disheveled man sat on a curb with a sign and a plastic drink cup containing a few bills and coins. “DISABLED VET. HUNGRY. CAN YOU HELP?”
Bryson reached for his wallet and winced as Serena gripped his arm.
“No!” She tightened her grip.
“What do you mean, ‘No’? What’s wrong with you?”
“He’s lying. I see the deceit. Don’t ask me how. I just know it.”
“What, he’s not hungry?”
“He’s not a vet, and he’s not disabled.”
The man looked on, his eyes hollow in defeat.
“So, what? The guy’s down on his luck, and twenty bucks isn’t going to break the bank.” He withdrew two twenties and put them in the cup. “Hey, buddy, I hope this helps.” As Bryson bent forward, body odor assaulted his nose.
The nameless man wiped a tear with a grimy shirt sleeve. “Thank you… Thank you!”
“What’s wrong with you, Serena? Are you so focused on the big picture that you forget about the little guy? One small, good deed at a time, and we build a better world.” Her stubby nails had broken his skin. He rubbed his arm leaving a smear of blood.
“It’s just…just that there are lies everywhere, Bry. I can’t take it anymore. Everyone’s lying, everything screams lies at me.” She sobbed. “At the hogan, I’m protected. It’s like I’m in a cocoon. But out here, in the real world, I see it all so clearly. It’s all around me, and it’s all a fat, gigantic lie.”
Bryson turned toward her and locked eyes. “Don’t you also see that he’s a victim, just like everyone else? If lying is what you need to do to survive, that’s what it comes down to. We’re all dancing to the piper’s tune, but most people don’t even know it.”
“You’re right, Bry. I don’t know what came over me.” She fetched a bill from her belt wallet, jumped over to the panhandler, and put it in his cup. “Sorry!”
They bought a few snacks and exited. By then, the man had left his spot on the curb. Serena hugged Bryson. “Thanks for reminding me. I feel better.”

      [image: ]Damiaan Van Duyn looked out his office window at the expansive view of Manhattan and rubbed his hands. So many people. Too many! I should call Li and congratulate him.
Half a world away, Dr. Li’s private phone rang. “Kenseiko, I am calling to congratulate you…actually, both of us.”
“Damiaan? It’s 2:30 in the morning in Singapore.”
“Right… Sorry, but this is worth waking up to. We sold our first order of the 24-K11s. The Sudanese Government has purchased five hundred units. I thought you would like to know. All the families should celebrate. I hope your soldiers are ready.”
“I am aware. You may remember that your system helps to outfit the soldiers that we supply. Sudan is paying handsomely. The depot in the Himalayas will furnish, and we’ll restock. You should ship the 24-K11s hardware there. I planned to call you later to coordinate.”
“I see you already have the good news. Sorry to disturb you, Kenseiko. I’m sure the outfitted soldiers will be more than up to the task. Live in the light, Brother.”
The connection clicked. Li sounded annoyed. He is a difficult man who thinks the world revolves around him. Damiaan watched the ant-sized traffic hurrying along the streets and sidewalks. It will all be so much easier when we cull their numbers. They are clueless, a herd of mindless sheep.
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Chapter 4


Serena raced to greet him. Standing a head taller than anyone else, the Australian geneticist was hard to miss. Their hug at the baggage claim carousel lasted a full minute. “How was the flight?” 
“Long!” BB’s musical laugh followed. “Ah, Galinawa, much has happened in your journey since we last embraced. And look at you—you look like a fierce Tasmanian devil.” He rubbed her head. “And your hair has grown back thick and full, like a wombat. Can this be the same girl?” He turned. “This, no doubt, is Bryson Reynolds.” BB extended his hand. Even Bryson’s height did not match the Australian’s.
“It’s a pleasure to finally meet you, Dr. Brindabella. Serena has told us so much about you and your adventures over land and sea.” Clasped hands pulled forward to a hug. “Thank you for taking such good care of her!”
“Same to you, Bryson. It’s a group effort.” He looked serious for a moment. “We need to get something straight right off, mate. We can’t be on the same team unless you call me BB.” His enormous teeth flashed in the biggest smile Bryson had ever seen; another deep laugh rumbled.
“Righto.”
Serena missed that genuine smile and sweet, baritone laughter. She gave BB another hug. “And this is Claus. He’s another member of the team.”
The two men shook hands, and Claus lifted both suitcases. “The car is right this way. I’m hoping that once you’re settled, you can introduce me to a proper shout. I’m meaning the authentic real-deal Australian kind of serious drinking. First round is on me.”
There was so much to catch up on. Bryson and Claus listened from the front seats as Serena and BB relived some of the excitement of the past few months. He showed Serena a note from DJ reminding her of her pledge to do a walkabout with him in the Aussie outback. He promised to cook up some nice witchetty worms. Serena laughed recalling her wilderness escapades together with DJ. In no time, they arrived at the Reynolds’ estate.
Peter’s staff prepared a wonderful meal. By unanimous consent, tonight precluded talk of business. BB entertained them all with many stories about Gurumarra, the Wanderer. With food, wine, and friendship, external threats of world domination and resistance seemed remote. That all changed the following morning.
Much like any high-level corporate meeting, Peter Reynolds set and followed an agenda. “All your previously requested items required to set up a covert cutting-edge genetics lab are at the secure site. BB, you only need to get there and organize the equipment. When you are ready, Claus will take you there.”
“I’m ready to start today. My assistant, Tarni, will arrive next week to help. That corresponds to a break in the academic calendar. Kenseiko Li, despite his tentacles throughout the world of genetics research, should have no way to trace my assistant or this new laboratory.”
Peter expressed his pleasure. “Excellent.” He looked tired. “I shall be away all of next week. Unexpected requirements for some military procurements have me working and traveling for Baxter Consolidated. As I’m sure you’re all aware, some of this is Illuminati business.”
“What are they planning, Uncle?”
“I don’t know, Bryson. Whatever it is, I venture it’s big. The family heads have been conferring. There’s something brewing with DARPA and the US Government, but the lid on information is drawn tight. If I begin asking questions, you can be sure that will draw scrutiny. Best I can say is, the sooner we get started the better.”
“What’s the plan?” Serena’s quiet voice asked the obvious. She had the restlessness of a caged animal, anxious and ready to be set loose upon some prey.
The details were sketchy, but Peter spelled it out. “Beangagarrie and his assistant will pick up where his research left off years ago.”
BB held up a stack of floppy discs. “I assume someone here can organize this into a more readily searchable database. These have all my published research and unpublished notes.”
Bryson raised his hand. “I’ll handle that. I’ve already reviewed your published work, at least what I could find, and I already have some questions. I’m happy to help you however I can. I’m a quick learner.”
“Boss, I’ve been giving this a little thought,” Claus said. “You know, we make some of the hardware used in many private and commercial jets. I think we can upgrade the software that supports our components and manage to track the family heads as they travel. It will be limited, but it’s a start toward keeping an eye on their whereabouts. Bryson, I’m relying on you to write some code.”
“I’m on it, Claus. Just get me the source code, programming language, chip designs, and hardware specs. I’m sure I can hack something.”
BB added, “Tarni is also trained in virology. We may need additional supplies. I’ll know next week.”
Peter answered, “Yes, whatever you need. I’ve set up different accounts to expense things; Claus can show you how to access the system. The file is labeled ‘Christmas Party;’ I’ve budgeted 1.5 million dollars, more if you need it. It requires an encrypted password to gain entry. Again, Claus will take you through it.”
Claus let out a soft whistle. “That’s gonna be some holiday party, boss.”
“I’ve covered our short-range plans. So, is that a wrap for now?”
“Not really,” Serena said. Her throat tingled. “Where do I fit in? Sounds as if everyone on this team is on a project except me. What’s my job, get coffee?”
Peter ignored the sarcasm. “I thought you knew.” He looked at Bryson with a puzzled expression. “I thought you and my nephew had already figured this out.”
Now it was Serena’s turn to look puzzled. “Not so. I may be a light bearer, but I’m totally in the dark.” She glared at Bryson. “No one’s discussed anything with me.”
Peter began to speak, but Bryson interrupted. “PTG, you’re going to Egypt.”
“I am?”
“Yes, it’s the only thing that makes sense. You need to be trained in how to use your voice, and I’m not talking about singing lessons. You’re the secret weapon, Candelaria warrior woman. Problem is, your secret is even secret to you. That’s gotta change. That means Egypt.”
Peter, BB, Claus, and Bryson all looked at her expectantly, waiting for her answer.
“Who’s coming with me?”
No one spoke. “How am I going to get there?”
Bryson replied, “I’m working on that; I’m still working on that.”
“Well then, that’s settled—Egypt it is.” She stood up. “Who wants coffee?”
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Chapter 5


Kenseiko Li flew on his private jet from Singapore to Kathmandu, then by helicopter to the remote mountain cave complex. He had made this trip many times. Li enjoyed every visit to the several hive sites, but this one in the Himalayas remained as his personal favorite. It had produced the most successful large-scale projects. Genetic manipulation and hybridization had some peculiarities. He couldn’t say for sure, perhaps the altitude, Earth’s geomagnetics, or lack of EM interference led to better results. For this initial order, he wanted to showcase the best of the best. The Himalayan Clone Twelves, HC-12s for short, were the cream of the crop from experiments Li had started twenty years earlier. These soldiers were the first generation of elite combatants engineered from a mix of genes into human chimeras. 
Combined with the 24-K11 hardware, they formed a superior fighting unit. Strong, agile, intelligent, and resourceful, the engineered humans could outperform any elite soldiers from any country, including Russia, China, and the United States. With further manipulation using epigenetic techniques, Li had nearly eliminated their response to pain and significantly enhanced their endurance and reflexes. Some militaries used drugs to achieve these results, but the drugs wore off; his improvements were built in.
Li almost couldn’t wait to see them in action. The Sudanese Government doesn’t realize what they are purchasing, but soon the world will find out. Only Li really understood why these soldiers were so effective. The genetic enhancements were only half the reason. The biometric sensors on the weapons they carried, whether knives or guns, paired to the headsets’ display and processor, giving the combatants superior information and response times. The weapons Li programed to the soldiers didn’t require triggers; they were neurally activated. The headsets linked the soldiers together as a cohesive group in constant communication at the level of the brain—a thinking, reacting, fighting collective. Superior parts operating as a superior unit—nothing in history matched this achievement in coordination.
A quote from Genghis Khan bubbled to his consciousness as Li hobbled into the hive complex. “There is no good in anything until it is finished.” Now I finish what I started fifty years ago. This is just one piece of something much, much larger. When I am done overseeing the programming, I’ll check on another piece. A hint of a smile crossed his features.
“Dr. Li, per your instructions, I have the first group of HC-12s seated in the programming booths.”
“Thank you, Dr. Zhāng. You’ve made no changes to the protocols since the last time I was here?”
“No, sir, only the implantation specs requested by the Sudanese on control panel Delta. There are no other changes.”
“Are you as anxious as I am to see how our efforts are rewarded?”
“Yes, Dr. Li. I am both curious and confidant to see how they perform.”
“Good, let’s proceed.”
Twenty separate programming stations consisted of black booths and comfortable armchairs. Once the doors closed, light and sound were blocked. Each soldier wore the programming goggles and a headset with the optogenic inputs centered over their eyes. The soldiers’ lids were retracted. A clever automatic dropper administered a surface anesthetic and lubricant. This phase of the programming took about ninety minutes. Audio suggestions could be implanted during this phase. For this unit, specifications listed on control panel D would be incorporated. Sudan could always request a new set of guidelines be optogenically downloaded in the future. Of course, this would be at additional cost.
Ninety minutes later, the goggles and headsets were replaced by the 24-K11 military gear; the biogenetic tactile sensors linking weapons to the ocular display in the headpieces were activated. This required only thirty minutes. Every two hours, the group of twenty cycled; thus, the entire effort to prepare five hundred soldiers required a little over two days.
Li supervised the first two cycles and observed the first forty soldiers in simulated combat drills. Satisfied, he left the remainder to Dr. Zhāng.
Biologically, the HC-12s were nineteen years old; although, they were fully mature. Li entered a lower cave level and faced six identical females. Though three years younger than the soldiers, they had already crossed the threshold of maturity. Compact, well-developed lean musculature, neither attractive nor unattractive—they appeared as healthy young Asian women who could blend in almost anywhere in the world. These six were the other reason for his visit, something of a more personal nature.
He rarely smiled, but an almost paternal grin broke Kenseiko’s stoicism. “My little Ninjas: N1, 2, 3, 4, 5, 6.” He tapped each one as he counted down the line. They stood there motionless. “Who wants to go first?” As a group, they each stepped forward. He closed his eyes walking back and forth several times before stopping in front of N4. “Come, come with bàba.”
The Ninja chimeras had a disproportionate amount of Kenseiko Li’s own DNA. He believed that with Dr. Zhāng and the scientists here in Tibet, he had engineered a hybrid-clone with superior intelligence—a superhuman. Now he wanted to test his creations, his progeny.
N4 followed him to a different programming station with two booths. A moment after they arrived, a technician brought a Himalayan Clone Twelve. Li selected the software, prepared both subjects himself, then downloaded identical instructions. Ninety minutes later, the three were outdoors in a training ring. The overcast daylight did not bother Kenseiko at all. An idea occurred to him, and a different expression broke out, a twisted grin of sorts. Another technician arrived with a laptop and satellite hookup.
“Brother Damiaan…”
“Kenseiko? It’s 3:15 a.m. Where are you? Why are you calling me?”
“I’m at the hive in the Himalayas. I wanted to show you some of the fully functional soldiers in action. Get to a computer and dial this secure IP address.” He rattled a series of numbers.
Moments later, a robed Damiaan Van Duyn appeared on the laptop screen. Li replayed the training results he had recorded earlier.
“Very impressive! It’s very impressive, Kenseiko, but I think you could have waited a few hours to show me. I’m sure you are still programming other units. You won’t finish for at least another day.”
“That’s true, Brother. I woke you for a different reason. I want to make a wager with you.”
“A wager, what are you talking about, Kenseiko?”
Li panned around to the training arena. The two hybrids stood facing one another, each studying their opponent.
“This is my supersoldier.” He zoomed on the female, then panned over to the male. “This is one of my other supersoldiers. I designed them both. They are both superior humans. I give the physical edge to the HC-12, but the intelligence edge to my little Ninja. In hand-to-hand combat, who do you think will win?”
“You’re joking, right? Brains over brawn? It isn’t a fair fight, Kenseiko.”
“They both have received the same set of programming instructions—fight to the death. One winner, one loser. I’ll wager ten million US dollars that the girl wins.”
“Are you sure the high altitude hasn’t oxygen starved your brain? It’s your money, Kenseiko. I don’t mind taking it from you.”
“Begin.”
The two combatants bowed first to Dr. Li, then to one another.
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Chapter 6


At least she had focus for the near term. On the surface, going to Egypt looked straightforward, but getting there and coordinating with the Black Serpent Sisters required finesse. Serena had to admit the plan Claus and Bryson devised, and Peter Reynolds approved, was nothing less than brilliant. One thing for sure about Claus, the man had a talent for strategy and tactics. 
Claus jokingly called it the Martian Plan. “You’ll be traveling as Alice Mars. She works for Baxter Consolidated as part of the flight crew for cargo transports. We deliver equipment and components worldwide and have a scheduled delivery for an Egyptian operational and training base located at Ras el Tin; that’s near Alexandria.”
“How will I impersonate her?”
“We got that covered, PTG. Alice is going out on pregnancy leave. Uncle Peter has instructed HR to collect all passports for personnel traveling abroad on company business so that a location chip can be attached. This way, if a passport is lost or stolen, the company may be able to find it with minimal disruption. It’s not a bad idea and totally plausible. Her passport is stamped from plenty of overseas trips, so you should pass through without any trouble. She won’t be needing it for at least eight weeks.”
“Sounds good. What does the Martian girl look like—green skin, elongated skull, antennae?”
“Hey, that’s pretty funny, Serena. In truth, we don’t have to photoshop the image at all. She’s a little taller than you, and you’ll need to wear blue contacts. Otherwise, you could be sisters. Here, see for yourself.” Claus held out a US passport.
Serena studied her new identity’s image. Apart from the blonde hair, blue eyes, and a few years in age, the resemblance was passable.
“You should get familiar with some of the locations Alice has been to in case you get asked. I’ve hand selected the crew you’ll be traveling with. They’re trustworthy and won’t get nosey. Do you have any questions?” Claus took back the passport.
“What about my return? What’s my cover story?” She was beginning to think this was an espionage novel or movie with her impersonation as Alice Mars casted as a covert operative.
Bryson said, “Easy, once you’ve coordinated with Moon 2, the story is that you are staying in Egypt to visit the pyramids with friends. So, you’ll be splitting off from the military cargo transport crew. We’ll book a commercial return flight for you in Alice’s name, and you’ll have the ticket with you.”
“It looks like you two have figured it all out. What could go wrong?”
Bryson and Claus looked at each other and both said, “There’s a lot that can go wrong.”

      [image: ]The two hybrids cautiously circled and evaluated. Then an explosion erupted—lunge, parry, kick, advance, retreat. N4 leaped over the HC-12; he somersaulted, reversed, and charged. As Li watched, the hybrids put on a clinic of martial-art techniques. Another leap by N4 to evade a flurry of arms and legs. For a moment, he seemed to have her, but their combined center of gravity shifted with her twist, and then both tumbled. He rose to his feet first; she jumped high to evade. As the soldier watched her movement through the air, the Ninja’s foot shot forward, crushing her opponent’s trachea. He staggered backward to the ground, wheezing gasps that sounded like an asthmatic struggling for air.
Without hesitation, he forcibly thrust his thumb below his collapsed windpipe, opening a crude hole while sucking a lungful of air and blood. The N4’s eyebrows raised in surprise, then she coolly placed her foot over the crude tracheostomy. He writhed, twisted, clawed, and struggled to remove her foot to no avail. Moments later, she stepped off the still body and bowed gracefully to Dr. Li.
“Looks like I win, Brother Damiaan.”
“I want one. How much for the Ninja model?”
“Sorry, private stock, not for sale.” He motioned to the young female. “Come closer and explain your strategy to me and my Snake Brother.”
There was nothing emotional in her explanation. No apparent gloating or evident sense of pride in overcoming a physically stronger adversary.
“Prior to beginning our battle, I reasoned we both were conditioned to block pain. With a normal assailant,” she pointed to her groin, “a strike to the genitals might be effective in disabling a foe, but not likely with this attacker. So, my strategy was to deliver a death blow to the soldier’s greatest weakness—his neck. A well-placed hit over the trachea had a high probability of success. I have the same vulnerability, but his height made attack to my neck more difficult. After our initial testing of one another, my aerial maneuvers were primarily to observe how he tracked my movements and exposed himself. When the opportunity came, I made my strike.” She rubbed over her windpipe. “This area has little protection with the chin up; the blow did not require much force, only that it be properly delivered.”
“Did you hear that, Damiaan? I think the 24-K11 headgear needs protection extending down to the anterior neck. Is that something you can pass on to your designers?”
“I’ll notify our military engineers. I think you should show this one-on-one battle to the unit before they deploy. A weakness has been exposed thanks to your little girl-soldier. We’ll discuss this again after I’ve reviewed the match a few times. I don’t like wagering with you, Kenseiko. Where should I send the money?”
“Keep your money. Her victory is all the reward I need. Live in the light, Brother.”
The screen went blank. As Genghis Khan stated: “It is not sufficient that I succeed; all others must fail.”
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Chapter 7


Although infrequent, when sleep eluded him, he gravitated to the trophy room. Almost inaudible footsteps on the plush Persian went unnoticed as he pondered his unease. 
“Your Lordship.” One of the manservants held an intricate silver platter with a decanter, snifter, and several glass vials. “I took the liberty of delivering something to help settle you.”
His head nodded.
“Cognac from your private reserve and an assortment of tinctures.”
He watched as the servant unstoppered the Hungarian crystal, poured the libation, and placed it upon a gold coaster inlaid in ivory with the Rothschild family crest. White gloves hid the manservant’s missing distal portions of several digits, the mistakes of youth. Despite this, the platter moved from fingertips to desktop without the small glass vials shifting even slightly.
Edward selected one of the hematinics, removed the top, added it to the amber liquid, and palmed the snifter with gentle swirls. The red tincture spiraled and disappeared, but he could smell the shift in the Cognac’s aroma.
“Will that be all, your Lordship? Shall I summon one of the young ladies, or perhaps one of the boys?”
“No. You may take your leave.”
With silent footsteps, the manservant exited, and Edward moved about the room, idly sipping while admiring some of his prized possessions. It settled him, helped him to decipher his underlying disquiet.
He picked up a medal from the World Council of Economic Justice, smiled in recall of receiving the distinctive award, and placed it reverently back in its display. It’s Li. He’s getting into my head.
Another sip. “Camauro and Mitre of Pope Gregory IX”—Edward felt especially proud of acquiring this from the Vatican collection. He almost removed the conical headpiece to place upon his head. Time to order a new Inquisition? His upper lip curled to smile. I should be pleased at how our plans are proceeding. The virus, the soldiers… His lips turned downward. Li has his fingers on everything. He’s insolent, arrogant. He needs to be taught a lesson.
He retrieved St. Edward’s Staff—the original, not the copy included among the British Crown Jewels. Glory days for the monarchy and for our Brotherhood. Soon…soon I shall help shepherd a new order. He held the staff in one hand and his glass in another as the stroll continued past his collection of Renaissance art: Caravaggio, Brunelleschi, Jan van Eyck. He felt better as he swirled and drained the last of his cognac.
Edward stopped in front of a pedestal with an empty display case, marked only by an engraved gold faceplate: “Candelaria Necklace.” Anger swelled, lips snarled, nostrils flared. Witch! Li never mentioned the witch. What is he hiding? Does he have the girl? Does he have the necklace? What is the surprise he promised for next meeting? Conniving dog-muncher! Edward almost brought the staff down upon the case; instead, he threw the snifter and watched it bounce along the carpet without shattering.
A leather armchair beckoned. He sat and bathed in the soft glow of a salt lamp. Snarling first at Li’s insolence and evasiveness, then at something else. What? What is it? Li… He looked so energized in his Asian boy face. That’s it! He rejuvenated! He’s been to The Womb, and he did it without my authorization. First a sneer, then a smug look of satisfaction, the kind that follows finally figuring out some emotional niggle. Shrem, you old würm.
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Chapter 8


Bryson kept his thoughts to himself after watching Serena go off alone. He told himself it had to be this way. He should have explained it to her, but he didn’t. Maybe he wasn’t sure himself. In his heart, he felt he was holding Serena back. As long as they were together, she relied on him to figure things out. He was the brains, the genius, and she deferred to him. But he couldn’t do this for her. In Egypt, he would just be a distraction, someone holding her back. Who could he even talk to about this? Neither Claus nor his uncle would understand. He took a chance. 
“BB, I know you’re super busy setting up the lab, and you know I want to help you as much as I can…but I’m hoping you can help me with some advice.”
“Sure, always time for a mate who’s askin’. What’s on your mind, son?”
“I’m conflicted. I feel as though I pushed Serena into going to Egypt. It would be okay if I went with her, but I feel as though I would only be an obstacle. Still, it’s dangerous there, especially with what’s been happening in Sudan.”
Beangagarrie motioned to the lab bench, and the two sat. “Why did you push her? I point out that it didn’t look to me as though she required much prodding.”
“It’s confusing. We’re both still processing everything that’s happened in the past few months—the Illuminati, this war between serpents, Candelaria destiny, my father, her great aunt. When I step back, it’s overwhelming for me; I can’t imagine how it is for her.”
“I have observed her moods vacillate. At times she is… What’s that word you Americans like? Snarky. I believe that’s the word.”
“Well, she’s always been a little snarky, especially if she needs coffee. But it’s more like she’s preoccupied by the need to do something; she just doesn’t know what to do.”
“So, that’s why you pushed her to go to Egypt?”
“Yes, but it’s also that I don’t want to get in her way.”
“In her way… How so?
“I’m holding her back.”
The scientist thought about Bryson’s answer before responding slowly. “It’s because you love her.”
“That obvious?” He grinned.
“I am not so old that I do not remember what love looks like.” BB shut his eyes for a moment, appearing lost in a memory.
“It’s true; I do love her and care about her, about her safety.”
“Naturally. And when you love someone, you both want to allow them the chance to develop fully as a person and to protect them. Here is your conflict, Bryson. When you love someone, you must set them free, free to be all that they are. At the same time, you want to keep the people you love safe.” Unexpectedly, tears welled. “I could not keep my love safe. We both paid dearly for that.” He recovered. “But these are old matters now past.”
“I’m sorry, BB. Serena told me about your wife.”
“Serena is a special person, and she is in danger, much less because of this trip and much more because of who she is. Be assured, Bryson, there is much more you can do for her here than in Egypt. She will be fine.” He stood. “Break time over.”
“How can you be certain?”
“Trust. No dramas, mate. Things will work out.”
Bryson smiled. “Yeah, I’ve told myself that same answer. I haven’t quite convinced myself yet.”
“Have you seen her in action? Convincing enough for me. Pity the bloke that stands in her way. She’ll be okay; stop worrying. It distracts from the important work we need to do.”
Fist bumps ended their conversation.

      [image: ]The flight uniform for Baxter had her name stitched in the upper right. At least it doesn’t scratch like that Kevlar Moon insisted I wear. Serena looked forward to reconnecting with the instructress and hearing the latest about Pyramid Communications’ efforts to expose the lies and conspiracies being propagated by the controlling cabal. The long and uncomfortable flight to Alexandria acted as a marker. I’m now leaving the normal world to head back down the rabbit hole. It gave her time to think.
Bryson had been acting weird lately; at least that’s the way it seemed to her. Keep in touch; text me at least once a day; be careful. What’s wrong with him? I can take care of myself. On the other hand, she missed him. She didn’t like feeling so alone and on her own. Serena tried to sort it all out. Normally, it was easy for her to get to the bottom of things and see the underlying truth. But her emotions got in the way. She heard the aircraft wheels move to landing position. Heads up, girlfriend. I’m not in Kansas anymore, and Bry’s not here to watch my back.
Nothing prepared her for stepping foot onto an Egyptian military base. An ant colony of armed personnel, Ras el Tin buzzed with check points, escorts, and activities. A palpable heightened-awareness and anxiety throbbed. Everything here is coiled like an over-wound spring getting ready to snap. She put a piece of gum in her mouth to look casual.
A corporal interrogated her. “Why are you not returning with the rest of your crew?”
“I have a lot of unused vacation. I’m meeting friends to visit the pyramids.” She had done her homework, knew Egypt had a well-developed tourist industry. “Have you been to the Valley of Kings? We’re trying to decide if we should go there.”
The corporal remained stone-faced as he examined her papers, including passport and return-flight documents. He asked some questions about countries stamped on her passport. “How did you like your trip to South Africa? I’ve never been there; is it nice?”
Trick question. “I wasn’t there long enough to do anything fun.” Every time Serena told a lie, she cringed inside. She ignored the pricking pain in her throat. Chewing gum helped.
He meticulously unpacked and went through every item in her bag. He studied her snake cuff bracelet. “Interesting piece of jewelry. Where did you get it?”
“At a bazaar in Istanbul during a layover.” She snapped her gum and swallowed to relieve the discomfort in her throat.
Satisfied, the corporal finally passed her through. “Enjoy your stay in Egypt, Ms. Mars. Yes, you should go to the Valley of Kings.”
She made her way to a nonrestricted part of the base where civilians were permitted. Per instructions, she took a taxi to a street address in Alexandria, paid the driver, and waited until he left. She dialed a secure number on a burner phone, entered an alphanumeric code, and waited.
A moment later, the phone rang. A male voice said, “I’ll be right there.”
She took a deep breath. Everything will be fine. I can take care of myself.
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Chapter 9


Once a month, Kenseiko Li did an inspection/tour of the main research lab. This small division of Advanced Bionics , known as the “Imaginarium,” housed the newest and best developments the company pioneered. Antiaging, viral insertions, and advanced gene splicing and combining all started at the Imaginarium. All the hive sites incorporated enhancements developed in this division.
Dr. Yuri Koslov, a prodigy from Kazakhstan, updated the director.
“We are behind in our progress on the new vaccine––the one to deliver some additional messenger RNA. I am sorry to report this delay, Dr. Li. We are working to correct it.”
“What is the reason for the delay?”
“The molecular cloning reagents we use supplied by NBio Diagnostics are on back order. We are unable to complete the site-specific mutagenesis assembly without the Q-reagent. There are other solutions in short supply, but that is the main one.”
“We own NBio. Instruct them to make your orders top priority.”
“I’ve already done that, sir.”
“What is their explanation?”
“I didn’t ask, sir.”
“Let’s go to your office and call them, Yuri. The situation is most unusual.”
A brief phone call with a very apologetic Kim Chul-su, the CEO of NBio Diagnostics, yielded some curious information. Apparently, a large order for many reagents, as well as equipment, caused the shortage. Kim Chul-su assured Dr. Li it was only temporary.
“Where were these supplies shipped to?”
“The order details show delivery to a location in the port of Vancouver.”
“Send me the address and any other information you have. If a subsequent order is placed from the same customer ID, notify me prior to shipping out anything.”
“Yes, Dr. Li. I’ll call you myself.”
After berating Yuri for not notifying him sooner, Kenseiko left the Imaginarium. Someone is setting up a new genetics research lab. Who might that be?

      [image: ]“I’ll pass it through to Baxter Solutions, and they can send it out as a patch. You’re sure it will work?” Claus had no reason to doubt Bryson’s code.
“Positive. We’ve already tested it on the Reynolds’ private fleet. It will take a while to weed out the jets we’re not interested in monitoring, but it should be a start in tracking activity.” He added, “But it will be a lot easier than monitoring flight logs. Besides, that could draw attention.”
“Exactly.” Claus muttered, “Attack where the enemy does not defend.”
“What? What was that you just said?”
“The Art of War. You haven’t read it? It’s not an exact quote, but it says what I mean. It remains as the greatest book on military strategy ever written. Here, our surveillance strategy zeros in on something undefended. Why would the enemy, an enemy that controls just about everything, think to prevent surveillance of their leadership? We’re small, but we’re not stupid. That’s why I give us the edge. They don’t even know we’re going to bring them down.”
Bryson wasn’t sure what to say. “I don’t have the same degree of certainty, Claus. Probability favors the big and powerful.”
“Bullshit. Arrogance breeds complacency, and complacency breeds failure.”
“Another quote?”
“Yeah, Claus Gorman. It’s original. Let’s get this software patch out for distribution. It’s just a start. We should brainstorm our vulnerabilities. I don’t want to get caught with our pants down.”
“Good point. How am I going to manage while you’re away?”
“It’s just a week. Boss says he needs me on another project. Don’t forget—garbage goes out on Tuesday.”
“Shoot. I’ve got to pick up BB and get to the airport. Tarni’s flight arrives at five o’clock. You’re sure it’s okay that he stays here?”
“Makes no difference to me. When Serena gets back, we’ll have to figure out something else. BB is sleeping in the small room in the lab. I don’t see how his assistant can stay there too. Remember, Tuesday—garbage.”
“You told me. I’ve got a good memory.”
Bryson drove with BB as a passenger. The more time he spent with the Australian scientist, the more he liked him. They discussed the genetic research BB had done years ago. A portion of reptilian DNA BB had sequenced appeared dormant. But there was a similar sequence in human DNA that appeared active.
“How are you going to pick up where you left off? Genetics research has changed drastically since they expunged your published papers.”
“True, but the tools are so much more sophisticated now. The new sequencers give us results in days that used to take weeks. And epigenetics opens up new avenues. I finally have the tools to hopefully unravel the mystery. For starters, I want to look at your DNA, and my own, and Serena’s too. I’m sure Tarni will have ideas as well. Plus, her knowledge of viral techniques to add and subtract codons far exceeds mine. She really is quite brilliant.”
Bryson looked confused. “She? You mean Tarni is a woman?”
“Of course. And she is very smart, certainly smarter than me and maybe even smarter than you.”
“And you know her how?” The two of them waited at baggage claim.
“She follows Gurumarra. She is quite beautiful as well. Our Chieftain says if he was younger, he would like to dance with her. He says she is very colorful.”
A hand shot up and waved. Beangagarrie’s height made him hard to miss. “Yoo-hoo, BB, over here.”
Attached to the hand stood a statuesque woman straight from the pages of a pop fashion magazine. She had Kool-Aid-pink hair and heart-shaped designer sunglasses.
A distinct Australian accent left little doubt. “Hurry, mate, I’ve got to pee.”
“Dunny is right over there.” BB pointed to a nearby restroom.
Bryson swallowed. Oh my!
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Chapter 10


Ablack SUV pulled to the curb where Serena waited. The mirrored glass window on the driver’s side retracted slightly, and a voice ordered, “Get in.” 
She knew that voice. “Youssef?”
“Get in. Hurry, we do not have a lot of time.” The front passenger door opened, and she sat down, placing her bag on her lap. She leaned to the side and held his arm. “Youssef, it’s so good to see you!”
“Yes, it is good to see that you are safe. This time we shall make sure you stay safe, Serena Mendez. Or is it Chanda Patel? Or is it Alice Mars?” The SUV entered traffic, and he grinned. “You are hard to keep track of, child. Let us hope the enemy does not follow your trail.” A moment later, he spoke over his Bluetooth. “I’m stopping at the market to get some fish, what kind do you want?”
A voice crackled. “Whatever is on sale.”
Password exchange for today, Serena thought.
“I’ll be home soon.” Youssef Mourad, security head for Pyramid Communications, seemed pleased. This part of the operation had apparently gone smoothly.
Ten minutes later, they pulled into a driveway. Youssef looked directly into the surveillance camera and spoke a string of numbers. The door to the safe house opened.
A woman in a gray burqa stood there. It concealed much of her face, but the scars left no doubt.
“Moon!” She hugged her Serpent Sister and felt Moon’s prosthetic arm in the firm embrace.
“You are safe, that’s what’s important. Here”—she extended her good arm—“put these on.”
Serena slipped out of her flight uniform with no misgivings about the security guard’s presence. He turned to look aside, and she handed her clothes to Moon.
She in turn gave them to Youssef. “Burn these. Alice Mars was never here.” Then she gathered a couple of woven sacks and pointed to a traditional Egyptian basket. “These are our provisions and supplies. Come, we are on a tight schedule. We’ll have plenty of time to talk in the car and afterwards.”
“Where are we going?”
“To see our Mother. To learn what you can do.”
Serena updated Moon on all the events since her hasty departure from Cairo to Lisbon, then off to Mexico, Peru, and finally back to the Navajo reservation. When the young Candelaria finished the story of her chakra openings, Moon reached into her sleeve and produced another serpent arm cuff.
“Remember, I told you that when your sixth is opened, you use the power of the eye to amplify the fifth. Now we will learn what your voice can do. In our tradition, you get the right-arm serpent after the eye is opened. We’ll ask Mother to bless both your bracelets, to imbue them with her spirit force.”
“She sounds very powerful.”
“You cannot begin to understand until you see for yourself.”
Moon refused to give further details, explaining that such information is protected; something permitted not even to Youssef. Instead, she relayed all that had occurred at Pyramid Communications in the time since Serena’s last visit.
“It is bad, much worse than when you left. The government has cracked down, and they have imprisoned many journalists. We are careful not to criticize the authorities for fear they will shut us down. You know as well as I what is happening in the world. The food shortages are worsening. Sudan is in crisis though it seems to have stabilized of late. Riots have started in Gaza. Of course, the Israeli Government does not like the world to know what is really going on there. We are free to report on that, and we do.” She went into detail about the truth of the oppression in Gaza.
When she finished, she said, “You see how all of this is orchestrated? They have contrived the food shortages. Many have died already. If war erupts, many, many more will die. I fear it is only the beginning of the enemy’s great plan to reduce the population. 10 percent, 20 percent—some say as much as 80 percent. These are very dangerous times.”
Two hours later, they stopped. Moon directed Serena to give all her belongings to Youssef; he would bring them to their headquarters in Cairo. Serena balked; she didn’t want to be out of communication with Bryson, but Moon insisted.
“One text to your people in the US. Youssef will send it from our base, where we can prevent the signal from being intercepted. There is no coverage where we are going, anyway.” She turned to the security guard. “Pick me up from this same spot at 11 a.m. the day after tomorrow.”
The two watched the vehicle’s dust trail as it traveled north. Serena looked around; they stood in the middle of a small village, little more than a cluster of homes and a crude marketplace—very rural. Moon stopped at a nondescript building and spoke in Arabic to the owner, who returned from an outbuilding leading two donkeys on ropes. Moon examined the animals, nodding her approval. Money exchanged hands. They placed provisions on the beasts, mounted, and walked south. Fifteen minutes later, Moon turned the animals sharply to the west. There was no road, only desert in all directions. To any onlooker, they looked like natives dressed in conservative garb, perhaps a mother and daughter going about their business.
To the north, she could see pyramids. Serena guessed that maybe they were the ancient Pyramids of Giza, but she wasn’t sure. “Where are we going?”
Moon pointed west to a different, but much smaller, group of pyramid mounds. “Abusir. It is about seven miles. We arrive at night, which is as desired.”
Her donkey had a smooth rhythm and even pace. As twilight eased into darkness, the stars overhead erupted into something Serena missed. Back at the hogan in Arizona, far from the light pollution, she and Bryson would stare for hours at the Milky Way.
Moon pointed overhead. “It’s seldom that I get out from the city, from the lights and the noise, to travel beneath the quiet beauty of the night sky. It reminds me of my youth.” She described her childhood growing up in a rural town. “Our lives were simple. We toiled, we toiled hard to work the land, but life seemed uncomplicated. We struggled, but not like now. Life should not be so hard.”
Serena shared her own stories of growing up in New Mexico. After age eleven, after her failed initiation in the cave, her life had been hard, but in a different way. The austere desert served to bond the two women. All around showed evidence of survival, proof of perseverance and determination against adversity.
“The desert is a harsh mistress, child. You and I share that though our lives are a world apart.”
“It’s the same world we all share, Sister. Most people have forgotten this truth. We are more similar than different.”
A sliver of moon peaked over the horizon. Shimmering bits of light stretched for miles over barren sand. The donkeys clapped along.
“Did you ever marry? Do you have children?”
“I had an arranged marriage. He was a good man. We never had children.” She laughed in a mournful way. “Not for lack of trying, I assure you.”
“What happened? Did he pass away, or did you grow apart? What was his name?”
“Jamel. He was a journalist.” Her voice quavered. “He died in an Egyptian prison.”
Serena felt her Sister’s pain and found herself first wanting to cry, but she quickly grew angry. How many have died standing up to the powerful? How many more shall die? What can I do to stop it? “The struggle to serve truth has too many martyrs along the way,” she said.
The elder woman halted her animal and sat erect. “Jamel used to say the same thing. He also said that we can never allow the torch of truth to go dark. We must pass the torch to the next light bearer and believe our death is in the service of something much greater than one single life.”
“He sounds like a very beautiful and very brave man—a man with a big heart, and an even bigger soul.”
“You are wise beyond your years, Serena. He would have been a wonderful father. Thirty years and I still miss him…”
“The World Health Organization reports another outbreak of hemorrhagic fever, this time on an island in the South Pacific.” Video footage of a WHO team in full hazmat suits and gear moved in and out of tents. Shrouds covered bodies, but the pools of blood left little to the imagination. “Again, some pregnant women survived. Epidemiologists are puzzled by the sporadic outbreaks occurring so far from one another without an apparent vector. Birds are suspected, but scientists are still trying to unravel this new virus. Officials at the CDC have already begun work on a vaccine.”
“In other news, the unrest in the Sudan has reportedly subsided though the country remains in relative blackout. Demonstrations in nearby Gaza have intensified.” Video footage of chanting demonstrators throwing rocks at Israeli security forces filled the screen as the police fired tear gas cannisters and beat protestors with batons. “Israel denies the claims of a death toll in the thousands but has refused to allow international monitors access to confirm or deny these reports.”
“We turn now to our economics correspondent in London.”
“Thank you, Michael. World markets are reeling…”

A voice shouted from across the room, “That’s enough… Turn it off, or switch the station, or something.” Tarni sounded adamant, and Bryson was in no mood to argue.
“What’s the problem? Aren’t you interested in what’s happening in the world?”
“Of course, I am, but I can do without the earbashing. I don’t need a steady diet of bad news. I’ve known you two days, and you’re consuming too much of that negativity. It messes with your head, mate. Besides, most of it is a load of bloody bullshit. Furphies, like most of the news. Smart boy like you should know that.” She toweled dry her pink, curly locks.
“Furphies?”
“False, erroneous. Stuff people take as factual that’s widely believed, but not true. People think the news is reputable. Big mistake.”
“Here we call it ‘fake news,’ but politicians twist it so
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