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          CHAPTER 1

        

      

    

    
      Somewhere in the Appalachian wasteland

      Thirty years ago

      

      The open flame reminded the old woman of the burden she had sworn to protect—the burden she would soon unleash upon the world. The community campfire emanated a blinding radiance, but it wasn’t as bright as the day she was entrusted with the boy’s fate.

      “To save the world, sometimes you have to let it burn,” a woman’s voice deep within her said.

      She closed her eyes and focused on her inner light. She stood, a much younger woman, atop a ridge with a spectacular view. The woman could see the greenery from trees and other foliage for miles in every direction. She gazed upon the child that was not her own, but promised to protect. The boy gave her a half smile as he squeezed her hand.

      Hordes of people were migrating up the enormous hill that leads to Stone Mountain. There were no automobiles, motorcycles, or even scooters. The great electromagnetic pulse destroyed most of those. People were pulling wagons, pushing carts, and carrying as much as those vehicles would allow.

      It surprised her how many useless items people clung to.

      She gazed at the child. He was almost six and wore pilot goggles that bunched up his red hair. His white T-shirt and blue jeans were covered with a year’s worth of filth. Dark clouds rolled across the sky faster than she thought possible.

      “Come, Mama. Let’s enter the shelter,” the boy said.

      Moments later, an ominous mushroom cloud formed at the horizon, and the greenery of the trees turned to ash. The boy pulled her to the safety the mountain provided. The men in charge sealed the door before the radiation could reach them. In her mind’s eye, the flame spread through the migrating herd of people. The eternal flame had endured longer than she could have ever predicted. It would be another thirty-five years before she would see the sun again.

      “It’s time! The protector must awaken,” the old woman said to the campfire.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          CHAPTER 2

        

      

    

    
      Alice Parsons was exhausted; she had not been getting any sleep. Especially since her ex-lover Jamie was murdered. Every night she closed her eyes, but sleep didn’t come. The visions that the members of her clan relied upon were gone.

      What’s happening to me? Others call me Peregrine, but they are afraid of someone else—who?

      The woman Alice knew as Silvia entered.

      “The old mother wishes to see you now.”

      “I can’t even think right now. Can I see her later?”

      “She will help you sleep again.”

      Alice closed her eyes for a moment. The haunting memory of the bloody knife in her cabin and the sticky residue haunted her.

      Did I kill someone? I’m afraid to find out.

      “I’m ready. Let’s go see her,” Alice said.

      The early morning air bit into her. She could see her breath as they crossed the encampment. The man she knew as Maverick was talking to an older man atop a carriage. Moments later, they rode away. Her legs burned as they ascended a steep path.
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        * * *

      

      About thirty minutes later, Alice entered the tent of the great mother. It was more of a journey to get there than she had remembered. Her body ached from the physical and emotional strain she’d been under these past few days. She just wanted to be whole again. Her fractured memory was troubling enough, but she didn’t know if she could face the truth. The inside of the tent resembled an Indian teepee. A small flame burned in the center of the room. An older woman sat on the other side of the campfire.

      “Goeh, Peregrine has arrived,” Silvia said.

      The woman smiled.

      “Welcome, daughter, sit with me.”

      Alice sat next to the woman. Silvia left the room and assumed a guard stance outside the tent. Goeh handed her a cup made from clay, an inky darkness with a hint of blackberry assaulted her nostrils. The scent was pungent, but not foul.

      “Drink and let your visions flow from within.”

      Alice drank the liquid. A flash of memory overwhelmed her. Jamie, her ex-boyfriend, presented her with a jewel-encrusted ring. Her breath caught in her throat.

      “Are you ready for your visions, child?” Goeh said.

      Alice nodded as she followed the subtle chanting of the older woman. A flicker from the campfire caught her attention. A vortex of memory filled her vision. Goeh’s chanting became her world.

      “Become one with the Ma’hilak, daughter. You are the truthseer.”

      “Who are the—”

      She was riding in the theater section of a converted semitruck, large enough for two levels and three attached trailers. The unique vehicle configuration allowed for maximum defensibility, which was necessary when traveling through raider country. She took in the desolate Tennessee postapocalyptic landscape that appeared off Highway 65. An older couple called Molly and Benny finished a song called “Islands,” and according to the announcer, the song was eighty-eight years old. Alice couldn’t see how that could be since the couple would be well over one hundred. She thought about her journey over the past week. Her nemesis Brenton Morris, a maniacal CEO of an AI-based music company, had wanted to eliminate Alice. When his agent failed, two ancient cyborgs tried to eliminate her.

      What did Marshall Bob call them? Cyber hunters?

      To say that she was having a most unusual trip would have been a gross understatement. But the feeling that she had after Molly and Benny’s performance uplifted her spirits and gave her hope. After the performance, Alice got up and intercepted the couple as they attempted to leave the car.

      “Excuse me, may I have a moment of your time?” Alice asked.

      The older couple gave Alice a wary look. An armed man who looked like he was more machine than a man wedged himself between the couple and Alice.

      “Please step back,” the man said.

      Alice’s eyes gravitated toward the biggest gun she’d ever seen.

      “It’s okay, George, let’s see what this young girl wants,” Molly said.

      George stepped aside, but he monitored the couple like they were royalty.

      “Hi…your song was beautiful. I was wondering if I could ask you a personal question,” Alice said.

      Molly gave Benny an incredulous look.

      “Sure, what is it, sugar?”

      “Are you real…I mean the real Molly and Benny?”

      Molly smiled. “No one has asked that question in quite a while. Young people have little interest in the classics nowadays.”

      “Just answer the young lady’s question, Molly,” Benny said with some impatience.

      The old performer started to answer when an explosion rocked the vehicle. The next moment was a blur as the top portion of the modified double-decker transport separated. A baby grand piano broke loose from its position on the stage and slammed into Benny. The old man flew into a group of seated passengers. Molly got hit with a sharp piece of metal that impaled her. Alice was thrown from her standing position and slammed against the side of the vehicle. Then—darkness.
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        * * *

      

      Alice opened her eyes to see Goeh and Latavia looking at her.

      “Did you remember?” Goeh asked.

      “Yes, I remember the accident…”

      Before Alice could complete the sentence, a flood of memory assaulted her mind. Images of the raiders, Jamie, and all other events over the past year rushed in at once. She relived every painful memory. Images of robots impaling people, Alice being tortured in a white cell. Horrific creatures rising from the earth and devouring people filled her mind. She couldn’t stop the onslaught of memories. The most horrific was watching the murder of her ex-lover.

      “I…killed Jamie,” Alice cried.

      Goeh and Latavia each put a comforting hand on Alice’s shoulder. Alice shed tears for all the heartache that she had caused over the past year.

      “I am a good person,” Alice said.

      “We know. That’s why we accepted you into our home and most sacred place,” Goeh said.

      “We need you to remember—”

      “I don’t remember what I had for breakfast, but you…made me remember this?”

      Alice unfolded her right hand: a red cut surrounded by pink marred her white skin.

      “I did this to—Jamie.”

      Her eyes welled with fresh tears. She sobbed as she let out the pain. His face haunted her vision as she closed her eyes. A flash of memory overcame her, and she let it take her further into the deep recesses of her soul. She rode it like a wave. She was on an unkempt bed in the middle of a studio apartment playing the guitar her father had left to her all those years ago. Jamie entered and showed something on an electronic tablet. He pointed to something outside, a golden dome above a line of trees. The couple embraced. Alice grasped at her neck as she returned to the flame. She removed a piece of jewelry from around her neck. A golden heart-shaped locket hung from a golden chain. She opened the jewelry. She removed a tiny slip of paper and unfolded it. A series of numbers and letters appeared.

      
        
        36° 08′ 59″ N, 86° 48′ 49″ E

      

      

      A memory of an old man entered her vision, Mr. Watson. He had told her something she needed to find, but what?

      “What did you discover, child?” Goeh asked.

      Alice showed the older woman the inscription. “This is important, but I don’t know what it means.”

      “It’s the location where you
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