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​Dedication
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For my dad, Jennings Brannon, who helped me believe I could change the world. And for Matthew Scott Heldwein, who is helping me do just that.  
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​Praise for the Highest Light series
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“Atlantis Splitting is a balm for the soul. It embodies the imaginative heart of the author, yet is a grounding and centering guidebook on moving through a dark night of the soul and rediscovering our divinity and the power of the heart. Like the characters in the novel, this book reminds us to keep moving – our story is still being written.”

- Meg Ming, The Intuitive Guide for Healers

“A captivating journey rich with visual splendor and anticipation woven into every page. Atlantis Writhing induces seeded memories to awaken the potential not only to heal on very deep levels, but to incite a return to natural harmony and inherent wholeness. As you’re swept away in an incredible romance, you’ll cultivate understanding and love for the sacred relationship with yourself and discover how true love versus mission may not be so different. Book 1 in Jean Brannon’s Highest Light Trilogy will leave you yearning for more.” 

- Tania Marie, Author, Artist, and Reiki Master Teacher

“Journey with cosmic energy beings as they face the challenges of fighting for what they believe. Witness a romantic love affair filled with pure selflessness. Beautifully done.” 

- Ashley Ebba, Tantric priestess, yoga teacher, and model
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​CHAPTER ONE 
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He moved like death, as one with the dark. Under a cherry moon, Alaric’s unformed form slipped through scarlet shadows toward the palace that for a thousand years had been his prison.  

When he at last hovered above the familiar rubble and ashlar walls, he faltered. Triggered by traumatic memories, he had to will himself to stillness, to the undetectable, untraceable state of non-duality. Thus cloaked in No-Mind, he seeped through the castle’s foundation and into the dungeon beneath three towering stories. As he wafted along the castle’s dank underbelly, he sensed Elysia’s soul. Even here, in its surgically induced weakness, her essence proved a potent elixir. He dropped beneath his breath to escape the seductive images just a fraction of her had evoked. Once he’d anchored again in No-Mind, he floated along one of the lower level’s narrow sandstone passageways. Then he breached an oak door bound with chains and a heavy padlock. 

Beyond the barred entrance sprawled a cavernous chamber. Sycamore beams buttressed its curved ceiling. From caged sconces, candlelight licked the gloom. Rows of tables bearing crystals as well as dusty leather-bound books secured the room’s perimeter. In the center loomed a dark crystal ball balanced upon a three-legged pedestal. Each of the stand’s iron legs had been forged in the image of a three-headed dog. Surrounding the sphere sat three iron chairs fashioned like thrones. 

On the far side of the dungeon, an enclosure originally built to punish wayward servants caught Alaric’s eye. Behind rusting bars stood an ash bench. Upon its weathered top rested six test tubes. Five of the tubes glowed with an iridescent beauty, each one a unique hue. The sixth one sat empty, he realized, because it had held Quenna’s essence. Until her transition, that is, when her soul once again claimed its wholeness.  

Yet a cage wasn’t the only thing imprisoning the essences. Black mats surrounded the cell. Curled upon each cushioned pad lay a giant three-headed dog, a violent hybrid known as a Cerberus. Slowly, ever so carefully, Alaric approached the creatures, allowing his energy to merge and settle so it created no vibrational shift that would alert these guards. Like smoke from a candle, he drifted closer. Only one of the dogs was awake, as it appeared perhaps the beasts took turns keeping watch. And two of the heads of this Cerberus looked to be asleep, so he felt Highest Light had provided a perfect opportunity.  

With a surgeon’s precision, Alaric began to funnel into his energetic field the essences held within the tubes – while simultaneously channeling back in an identical-looking substance spun from Source. He flowed the funneling and channeling evenly, so as not to induce an electromagnetic disturbance and reveal his presence. 

One by one he gathered each soul fragment, siphoning and pouring in the crypt-like quiet, until only one tube remained. Then he heard footsteps outside the door, as he felt an all-too-familiar energy approach. One he’d know anywhere. One that repulsed him, and yet despite his best efforts to avoid her, here she was. There was the click of a key turning, the rattling of chains, and then Linasia thrust open the door just as he began collecting the last Ahlaielian essence.  

In every possible way, Linasia was a vain and voluptuous woman. Tall and buxom, with full lips and rounded hips, she sauntered into the chamber in a negligee matching the blue of her eyes. Grasping a mirrored case lying among the crystals, she fussed with her white-blonde bangs and ponytail teasing the small of her back. Alaric knew it mattered not it was the middle of the night, and she thought she was alone. Never had he seen her without her carefully tended mask. Even here in the dungeon, once she finished with her hair, she pulled a lipstick tube from the case. Gazing into the mirror, she retraced red lips until they shone. She kept puckering and pouting as she perfected her handiwork. Alaric watched without emotion as he continued to draw and replace the final essence. 

Throwing the makeup back into the pouch, she flung the satchel aside and plopped upon a chair. Placing her hands on either side of the crystal, she tapped it with tapered nails. As the sphere filled with smoke, Linasia sat back, shutting her eyes. 

“I’ve heard your request for an audience, Lorelei,” she called out in her raspy voice. Alaric breathed himself even deeper into his energy field at the mention of Lorelei. It had been a few thousand years since he last saw or even thought of her. But the sphere clearly was emitting her essence. He recalled her wrath, all those millennia ago, when he’d first met Elysia – and Lorelei’s deadly jealousy. “Tell me. What’s so urgent you need to wake me? What news have you of Poseidia?” 

“The hour grows late.” A softly feminine voice emanated from the misty crystal. “And Gadeirus grows madder – in every sense of the word – by the minute.” 

“Yes,” Linasia whispered, a frown creasing her pale forehead. “I’m fed up with his drunken derangement. But we still need him until we have enough political clout to replace him, which I’m working on.” 

“I understand,” Lorelei replied. “And, yet this whole affair with Elysia has deteriorated matters considerably in the last two days.” 

“That eternal bitch,” Linasia muttered. “If Gadeirus could just have his way with her a few times and get it out of his system, we’d all be better off.” Alaric forced himself to sink back beneath his breath, knowing he could not give way to rage or else he risked exposure – no matter what was said. 

“I’m afraid, in his state of mind, a liaison may only feed his obsession,” Lorelei observed. “What I’d like to suggest is another plan. An immediate course of action.” 

“I’m listening.” 

“If we kill her, she’ll no longer be a factor we have to consider.” 

“What did you have in mind?” Linasia settled deeper into her seat. 

“A boating incident,” Lorelei replied, as Alaric prayed for the strength and wisdom to take appropriate action. “As we speak, she’s piloting Alaric’s craft back to the dock. He was spotted disappearing from the boat’s bow earlier, so we’re as of yet unaware of his whereabouts. But it presents the perfect opportunity at least to make her vanish. I have sea nymphs and a couple of Poseidia’s best warlocks on standby. They can conjure weather and magic potent enough to make it look like she drowned. Say the word, and she will be dead within minutes.” 

In that moment, Alaric knew he could no longer remain invisible. He wouldn’t be able to reach Elysia in time to save her from this latest evil. And so, as he’d always done before when it came to her, he did what he had to do. Wrapping the essences in a protective web, he projected them out of the castle – while simultaneously materializing in front of the Great Central Sun’s gatekeeper. 

“Linasia?” Lorelei’s voice sounded suspicious. “Did you hear what I said?” 

“Yes.” Linasia’s eyes widened at the sight of him as the dogs awoke, ready to attack. She raised a hand, and their teeth-bared snarling softened to growls. They circled him, hackles raised, their snake-like tails swishing malevolently. “The dogs are startled is all, but I heard every word.” She leered at him. Reaching behind her, she removed a beaded hair clasp. As her tresses tumbled down, her eyes implored his. “I’m considering it,” she murmured, and Alaric unbuttoned his shirt. As it fell from his fingertips, Linasia smiled. “I believe we should hold off. At least for the time being.” 

“Why?!” Lorelei’s exasperation revealed she’d never anticipated dissent. “This is such an incredible opportunity! A gift!” 

“A gift laced with arsenic, my friend.” Linasia swaggered toward Alaric, tossing the clasp beside the sphere. As she raked her claws across his chest, he closed his eyes, descending into himself. From that deep silence, he asked his heart once again to ice over. And Elysia to forgive what he was about to do. 

“But –” 

“No one wants to be rid of Elysia more than I do,” Linasia hissed in a tone made all the more convincing because it revealed her true feelings. “Trust me. But she’s crucial to you being able to get your hands on Alaric. If you lose her, you’ve already lost him. And you just told me you have no idea where he is, didn’t you?” 

“Yes, but –” 

“All right then. Don’t start getting all impulsive on me. I’ve got enough of that with Gadeirus.” Ambling over to a nearby table, she picked up a large gold band. Sauntering behind Alaric, she feathered her fingers down one of his arms. His eyes remained closed, as energetically he continued to withdraw. 

“So, you want me to leave her alone then?” 

“For now,” Linasia purred. Opening the band, she snapped it shut over Alaric’s wrist. His eyes flashed open, their cold fury barely contained as he assessed the gold and crystal cuff, with its copper inlays, silver wires, and green flashing light. 

“I suppose I have nothing further to report at this time,” Lorelei sniffed. 

“Message me when you do,” Linasia ordered, and the crystal blackened. She made a dispersing gesture, and the dogs retreated to their beds, though their flaming eyes continued to study Alaric with interest. Turning to face him, she began laughing. “Well, well. What have we here? A shape-shifter caught off guard?” 

“Hello, Linasia.” 

“Oh, come now.” She grinned triumphantly. “Don’t look so glum. You’re really lucky I don’t like being observed during my transmissions. That’s why I use smoky quartz. If that had been a traditional crystal ball, she would have seen you.” 

“Clearly, I’m fortune’s child,” he whispered. 

“That body belongs to no child, lover.” 

“And what of this trinket?” He turned his head toward the wristband as she kissed his chiseled cheek, her painted lips smearing his skin. 

“What of it?” She guided his mouth to hers. “It’s a gift. From Gadeirus’ best witch. I just received it, so your timing couldn’t be better. Makes quite the charm bracelet, don’t you think?” She giggled against his lips. “Just a little enchantment is all. Some magic to ensure you won’t be leaving any time soon.” 

“What do you mean by that?” He took her by the wrists and held her away from him. 

“Just what I said.” She smiled seductively. “It short-circuits your ability to teleport and mind-message. Among other things.” 

“What other things?” He gazed behind her eyes, his voice smooth as silk, and again she laughed. 

“You know – things shape-shifters do,” she cooed, and Alaric found he had to breathe himself deeper so he didn’t lose himself in wrath. “Telepathy. Teleportation. Mind-messaging. The usual suspects.” 

“I see.”  

“Do you?” She cocked her head, an amused look on her face. “Do you see that once again your fate is in my hands?” 

“I see that you are eager as always to strike a deal.” He kept staring at her. “What do you want from me now?” 

“The same thing I’ve always wanted, lover.” She pulled free of his grasp and caressed his rippled abdomen. “I want your lips on mine, on my body. I want you pleasuring me like I am her.”  

“I can only give what I have,” he replied, as she pushed him into one of the chairs. 

“You know, Gadeirus had one of his best seers tracking you.” Hiking up her negligee, she climbed onto his lap. “How the king described you with Elysia made me desire you more than ever.” 

“Linasia –” 

“So, you asked me about a deal?” 

“Yes.” 

“And what is it you want?” Smiling up at him, she stroked his sable and gold locks. 

“Is it not obvious?” He peered steadily into her eyes, beyond them. 

“When it comes to her, you are pathetically obvious,” she countered. “But you’re in a very weak position to be bargaining.” 

“Humor me.” 

“All right.” She traced her index finger along his jaw. “I know you came here for the essences.” 

“Yes.” 

“Even if I gave them to you, what good would it do?” She shrugged. “I told you that cuff binds you here with me. So, you can’t leave with them.” 

“But you can,” he urged, his eyes glowing mostly gold in the dungeon’s dim light. Ever so gently, he combed his fingers through her hair. “Take them to the Great Central Sun gateway and give them to one of your messengers.” His voice was smooth and soft as he began to kiss her neck. “Someone like Jack. You know you can trust him to deliver the essences in secret to Jonastus, who will know what to do with them.” 

“You make a convincing argument,” she sighed, as his lips nuzzled her ear. “I could perhaps be persuaded to go in the morning. After I’ve been pleasured to my satisfaction.” 

“There’s no time for that now,” he whispered. “The Ahlaielians are rapidly deteriorating. Quenna has already made her transition. So, there is an urgency here.” Slowly, deeply he kissed her, and she moaned against his mouth. “You understand urgency, do you not?” 

“Yes,” she gasped, as he parted her lips with his. 

“And so, will you do this for me?” He held her away from him, just far enough so he could stare into her eyes. “Do we have our deal?” 

“Yes,” she replied dreamily. Again, his mouth found hers. “Oh, yes.” 

“Then you will leave shortly?” 

“Yes!” She cried out when his lips once more brushed her neck. “On the condition you will pleasure me fully as soon as I return.” 

“I’ve always kept my end of the bargain, have I not?”  

“You have at that. And then some.” She looked him up and down before lifting herself from his lap. Then she strolled toward the door, hips swaying beneath her filmy gown. As she placed her hand on the iron handle, she turned toward him. For a long moment, she pondered his expressionless face. “You’re welcome to come with me and watch as I change into something less comfortable.” 

“You don’t need the distraction.” He smiled, and she giggled as she tugged the door open. It creaked when she slipped through before slamming shut, sending tremors across the dungeon. And then Alaric was alone with the dogs, in a tomb’s deep silence. They watched him curiously, tilting their multiple heads as he collapsed, trembling, into one of the chairs. For a moment, he rested his head in his hands. His breath came in hitches. He told himself to breathe, just breathe, as his eyes misted over. Then, in one sudden movement, he was on his feet, sweeping his shirt from the floor. Shaking his head, he buttoned and tucked the shirt. By the time he’d rolled its sleeves to his elbows, his breathing had stilled, and his eyes held no emotion. Turning to the dogs, he glowered at the pack leader, which was the largest one seated front and center. The Cerberus growled, but as Alaric continued to gaze at his three sets of eyes, growling gave way to whimpering, and then the dog quieted. He looked attentively at Alaric. 

“Agatah,” he murmured, in the Old Tongue, and the dog came to him. “Namna,” he whispered. Obediently, the dog lay at his feet. “Ativa sadhu,” he added, which meant “very good,” and the dog relaxed. He reached down and petted the Cerberus’ three heads, each of which slithered with writhing serpents. In all his long years, Alaric had never been more grateful for his snake lineage. 

As he waited for Linasia, he studied the gold cuff, feeling into its oppressive energy. He breathed himself into a state of alert readiness, preparing for this one remaining window of opportunity, a final hopeful glimmer. Nothing so far had gone according to plan, and it appeared he wouldn’t be able to contact Elysia as he’d promised, either. But he couldn’t think of her now, as this last chance at redemption demanded his complete attention. He simply had to get it right this time, as the only path left to their happily ever after opened before him. And no matter how steep or narrow or rocky or long the journey, he had no choice but to pick himself up and keep moving forward. Yet first he would have to clear the way. With all his focus and intention, he coiled himself. And prepared to strike. 
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​CHAPTER TWO 
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Beneath the sky’s cherry moon, just above Zacktronymus’ pockmarked complexion, hovered a sphere. Its pearly glow pulsed, its heartbeat slow and steady, as two sets of boots approached. Two pairs of eyes studied the orb, as two frowns formed. 

“I was hoping against hope,” Tyrius muttered at last, kicking the sand. “But they’re right where he said they would be if he got into trouble.” 

“Yes.” Jon’s beryl blue gaze softened. “He had to reveal himself because they were ready to kill Mother.” 

“What?!” Tyrius clasped his receding hairline. “Are they okay?” 

“For now,” Jon murmured. “Something is blocking most of Father’s energy, though. Something ... unnatural.”  

“I know what we promised him.” Tyrius’ black gaze bored through Jon. “But –” 

“We must abide, Tyrius.” Jon’s serenity held steely conviction. “We must see our plan through.”  

“But we can’t just leave him!” Tyrius paced impatience into the sand beside the throbbing orb.  

“We’re not abandoning him,” Jon replied, his voice as soothing as his adopted father’s. Gently, he touched Tyrius’ shoulders, halting him in the dust. “As we speak, Alaric is working to resolve his ... situation. If he ultimately needs our help, we will of course provide it. But we all agreed the first priority was securing these essences.” 

“Yes,” Tyrius sighed. “Yes, of course. Forgive me. My passions and impulses run deep.” 
“I understand.” Jon’s cherub-like smile lit his face as his hands floated to his sides. “And there is nothing to forgive. You’re only looking to help in any way possible.” 
“Indeed, I am.” Tyrius scanned their surroundings. Scattered shrubs and brownish grassy clumps dotted the high desert plain. The barest breeze uprooted a tumbleweed, blowing its shriveled remains across the flatlands, which stretched to the horizon. “Tell me, Jon. Is it safe for you to be psychically tuned in the way you are?” 

“It is.” A strengthening wind blew dark curls from Jon’s forehead, and in the rosy moonlight, Tyrius thought his friend resembled an angel more than ever. “I’m firmly anchored in Highest Light and observing through my mind’s eye’s carefully coded lens. I am undetectable, and through that No-Mind vibration, so are you.”    

“What do your visionary eyes see? Does our purpose remain secret?” 

“Yes. For the moment. Linasia has not sounded an alarm. Not yet, anyway.” 

“So we must be swift.” Tyrius eyed the pulsating sphere. “Although I don’t feel right leaving him here.” 

“Neither do I.” 

“Jon, are you sure –"

“Yes.” 

“But –"

“Tyrius, it’s Mother who concerns me.” 

“Elysia? I thought Alaric’s action spared her?” 

“He thwarted the Dark Heart’s assassination attempt,” Jon replied. “But Gadeirus’ seers have been watching. And his scientists waiting, in this most uneasy calm before the storm. Tonight’s palace dinner should prove to be the deluge, when the heavens part and Lesser Light forces rain down their full fury. Upon Mother and all of her friends as well.” 

“We must warn them! We have to –” 

“But we cannot.” Jon’s certainty kept stifling Tyrius’ resistance. “Any contact will be intercepted. Even a coded message. Hundreds of psychic eyes and ears are turned upon them.” 

“Lords with swords!” Tyrius scratched day-old stubble. “Are we just expected to leave them then, wet and shivering, as lightning strikes and thunder rages?” 

“The essences must come first.” 

“But how can we –” 

“Because we must.” Sliding a burlap bag from his pack, Jon knelt by the luminescent orb. Carefully, he cupped the energy sphere and secured it in the bag. “I can monitor both my parents without being detected. And I intend on doing so. If either situation begins to deteriorate, we will adjust our plans. But right now, we need to get to Alpha Centauri. The sooner, the better.” 

“Yes.” Tyrius peered at Jon, pure determination hardening his jaw. “Time to fly.” 

And so, they hastened across the hundred yards separating them and a waiting craft – Tyrius’ own Black Sprite. The tiny ship’s hull looked dull and dark like cast iron. No lights illuminated her slim shape. As they approached, a doorway parted and they boarded the entrance ramp. The opening sealed seamlessly behind them as they settled into cockpit seats. Jon nestled his pack inside a covered stowage area, while Tyrius flipped switches and pounded the virtual keyboard to the left of the craft’s controls. Engines whirred to life, and then all was again still as the Black Sprite began her vertical ascent. 

“Just like when we landed, we’ll be flying blind for a bit,” Tyrius whispered. Gently, he pulled back on the steering apparatus. “No lights, no radar, no communications. That should keep us invisible.” 

“It should,” Jon answered. “Except we’ve already been detected.” 

“What?!” 

“Atlantean Amur ships, port and starboard.” Jon said without emotion. “How fast can this vessel reach hyperdrive?” 

“Mere seconds!” Tyrius roared, his thick fingers jamming keys. “Except she’s not engaging!” 

“Are the shields activated?”  

“No!” Tyrius slammed more switches, letting out a low whistle. “We’ve got lift-off, and that’s about all!” 

“Show me which panels house the circuitry for the hyperdrive and the shields.” 

“Right behind you! On the floor.” Tyrius pummeled the keyboard and Jon knelt over the mechanical panels as the ship shuddered. “I’ll try to buy some time. Hang on!” With that, Tyrius threw the Black Sprite into reverse, gunning it straight back toward the Atlantean squadron. The oval craft’s small size, ebony color, and absence of lighting made it both agile and challenging to see against the black backdrop of space – a difficulty the Amur’s muscular ships, their gleaming silver hulls shaped like boomerangs, had never before encountered. 

“What in the bloody Dark Heart –” muttered the Amur 9 pilot to his lieutenant. 

“Engage the lasers!” 

“Are you nuts?! Not at this close range,” the pilot shot back, slapping the squadron communication button. “Commander, this is Amur 9. We’re under attack by an unidentified, undersized craft. No visible markings or lights. Awaiting advisement.” 

“Amur fleet, this is your Commander. I’ve been apprised. I’m ordering each of you to maneuver out of close range of your squadron, then pursue and destroy.” 

“Yes, Commander.” The pilot banked left, creating a wide berth between his ship and the others. He glanced at his grimacing co-pilot. In mere seconds, both men had gone from arrogant assurance that they’d destroy the diminutive vessel to concern they’d get out of this battle alive.  

Evenly spaced along each Amur ship’s curved leading edge glowed multiple crystalline-powered lasers, which had been designed for practically any type of warfare – except extremely close range. Having served as a fighter pilot in his youth, before rising through the ranks to command the Great Central Sun’s elite Infinite starships, Tyrius was well aware of this one weakness in the mighty Atlantean fleet’s armor. Now his one thought as he floored the Black Sprite directly toward the closest Amur vessel was how their situation seemed perfectly captured by the euphemism “trying to kill a gnat with a sledgehammer.” A maniacal laugh escaped his lips, as he reminded himself that’s not easy to do.  

Like a crazed hopping gnat, the Black Sprite darted and dove among the sleek warrior vessels. Tyrius maneuvered so quickly, so brazenly – heading straight for one laser after another – that his actions took the Atlanteans by surprise. His moves stayed swift, unpredictable. And he knew the Amur pilots risked destroying one of their own ships if they fired at such close range. Out of the corner of his eye, Tyrius saw the cabin filling with sky-blue light. But he couldn’t focus on that at the moment. Up, back, and sideways he lurched, spinning and rotating as he wove in and around the twelve ships trying to adjust to his aeronautical acrobatics. 

“Try the hyperdrive now.” Jon’s voice sounded so casual. “And then engage the shields.” 

“All right.” Tyrius bit his lip as he once again slammed the ship into reverse. He hit another button, and suddenly they were moving at lightspeed – still in reverse. “It works! Jon, how did you –” 

“Try the shields now,” Jon interrupted, his words quiet but insistent. Tyrius slapped more switches and bellowed a battle cry. 

“They’re working!” Tyrius’ fingers flew over the keyboard. “We sustained structural damage to the port side, but I think we can live with that. Until we reach Alpha Centauri, anyway.” 

“We’re not out of the woods yet. Three of them are tailing us.” 

“How do you know –” 

“Two are starboard, one coming up on port,” Jon replied evenly. “Are your lasers engaged?” 

“Yes, but –” 

“Tell me what controls the lasers.” 

“Joystick just to your right, in the raised panel, is what you aim with.” Tyrius dipped the ship sharply left. “The red buttons are what you fire with.” 

“Got it.” Closing his eyes, Jon settled into his seat just as another hit rocked the craft. While Tyrius dropped and swerved, Jon’s steady hands rested on the joystick and buttons. Tyrius glanced over as Jon twirled the stick and pressed a button – and one of the Amur ships exploded. Incredulous, Tyrius gaped at Jon, who’d just taken out one of Poseidia’s premier war vessels. With his eyes closed. 

“Are you kidding me right now?!” Tyrius breathed, as Jon rotated the stick. Again, he pushed one of the red buttons, and the second ship flamed apart. Before Tyrius could do more than blink, Jon once again spun the stick. The third time he pressed a button, the last ship burst into a fireball. For a moment, neither spoke. Tyrius gawked at Jon, whose eyes stayed shut, his face as serene as if he’d been meditating in a meadow instead of destroying sophisticated war machines. 

“We’re alone,” Jon said at last. “For now.” 

“Holy Highest Light, Jonastus!” Tyrius roared, a loud, belly-quaking cackle that heaved his barrel chest. “How did that just happen?!” 

“Just what you said.” The slightest smile curved his thin lips. “Holy Highest Light.” 

“You’re serious.” 

“Quite.” 

“But how –” 

“Faith is never about the ‘how,’” Jon answered. “It’s about the ‘how deeply do you believe.’” 

“Then you, my friend, must believe all the way to your core.”  

“I do.” 

“Do you think the Amur got wind of our mission?” 

“No,” Jon sighed. “Nor do they know Father has reached Zacktronymus. They are simply stationed there to watch for him. Or anyone looking to assist him. Because they’ve known he will come for the essences.” He shook his head. “Although we’ve definitely raised some suspicions. And more than a few eyebrows, I’d say.” 

“I suppose it didn’t turn out to be the get-in-and-get-out-unseen scenario we’d envisioned,” Tyrius remarked. 

“Not exactly.” 

“Well then. Now that we have the essences, is it safe to chart a course for Alpha Centauri?” 

“Safe or not, it’s what we must do,” Jon replied. “Of course, they will be broadcasting images of our ship far and wide across the galaxies. Portraying us as rogues of some sort. Perhaps traitors or criminals.” 

“Yes,” Tyrius growled. “And, yet I don’t know what exactly we can do about that.” 

“Simply another matter for Highest Light to resolve.”  

“I’m not following –” 

“Can you get any of the ship’s cameras to send you an image of the exterior?” 

“Sure, but –” 

“Please do so, Tyrius,” Jon urged. “I want you to see something.” 

“Okay.” As Tyrius punched codes into the control panel, multiple images filled the screen. And his eyes bulged at what he saw. Every picture clearly showed a large, silver-colored, bullet-shaped ship that looked absolutely nothing like their small, dull craft. He turned saucer eyes on Jon. “So what have we here? More of Highest Light’s handiwork?” 

“Indeed.” 

“Jon, you astound me!” 

“I’m merely an instrument and a messenger.” He smiled his cherub-like grin. 

“Perhaps.” Tyrius’ eyes twinkled. “But I’d be honored to have you ride shotgun with me any day of the week.” 

“Thank you, Tyrius.” 

“You know, all my life I’ve heard it’s wise to watch out for the quiet ones,” Tyrius mused. “Your still and silent nature is a perfect camouflage for your ... unshakeable belief. And as solid and dependable as I know you to be, I simply never thought ...” His voice trailed off, and then he shook his head. 

“The ancient teachings all say thinking is what brings you to the mountain,” Jon said in his soft tone. “And faith is what brings you to the top.” 

“Indeed, my friend!” Again, Tyrius chuckled. “Well, we certainly climbed that summit, thanks to you and your Highest Light commitment.” He clapped Jon on the shoulder good-naturedly. “Of course, it didn’t hurt having you morph into an engineering wizard with a side of assassin, either.” 

“Divine will always finds a way, Tyrius. Always.” 

“Well, Divine will certainly brought me an engineering-wizard-assassin when I most needed one,” Tyrius chortled. “Perhaps our dire straits are behind us, though. Let’s see if the rest of the trip to Alpha Centauri can be a little less ... eventful.” Together they laughed, as the Black Sprite hummed along toward their destination. The one place holding a sliver of hope that the essences could be restored, the Ahlaielians resurrected. And Atlantis redeemed. 
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​CHAPTER THREE 
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In the depths, Elysia stirred. The hawk’s shrieking pierced her stupor as crows cawed through her awareness. And on the heels of that cacophony came her horse friends’ whinnied warnings. 

Willing herself to breathe, she thanked her animal guides for their concerned cries – and Source for sparing her life. Opening eyes that felt long sealed in wax, she found herself staring at the palatial bedroom’s gold ceiling. One of her last remembrances was Gadeirus dragging her into this bed. But that was before giving herself over to thoughts of Alaric, of his flesh fusing with hers. And before she blacked out. Yet she couldn’t think of Alaric now. Not until she’d freed herself from this predicament. 

She rolled to the side. Everything swirled and spun, so she shut her eyes and breathed into stillness. When she again surveyed the room, she moved her head gingerly, being careful not to agitate wafer-altered senses. The chamber’s many sconces flickered still, lit just as they’d been since the king’s guards carried her here. In the luminescence, she could see Gadeirus beside her. He lay face down, matted hair obscuring his raven’s eyes. He breathed heavily, mouth open. Relief flooded her that he remained dressed, in a white silk shirt and the black and gold pants he’d worn to the dinner. Craning her neck, she saw she still wore her ballgown as grateful tears splashed from her lashes. 

Slowly, ever so carefully, she pulled herself upright. She felt rusty, achy. A piercing headache pulsed as if it were trying to split her skull. Yet sitting was such a victory; it emboldened her to ease to the bed’s edge. As she dangled jelly legs toward the floor, she spied the cuff enslaving her wrist, its green light continuing to flash. Elysia willed herself to think of the band as an instrument of Highest Light. After all, it had helped her ground an immense amount of love within these very walls just hours earlier.  

Buoyed by breath, she wobbled on bare feet across cold marble. Dizziness threatened to topple her as she groped for the wall. She clawed red silk, feeling her way to the foyer where two hallways led in opposite directions. It was the nearer one that beckoned her intuitive sense. She stumbled along, downlights winking on to illuminate her steps. At the passageway’s end, she found herself standing in the king’s massive dressing room.  

Walls of waistcoats and cloaks and boots loomed before her. She took a deep breath and started slipping shirts from silk-covered hangers. Opening drawers stacked with leggings and undergarments, she grabbed handfuls as she eyed leather bags and pouches draping rosewood knobs. Another vertigo wave washed over her. As her head cleared, she snatched a black leather pack and stuffed it. Near the door hung multiple riding helmets and equestrian gear. Tucking some riding gloves into the bag, she hurried back to the foyer and along the other hall, which led to the lavatory. Once inside its alabaster expanse, she caught sight of herself as automatic lights brightened the floor-to-ceiling mirror. She nestled the pack onto the marble basin, taking in her straggly updo, smeared mascara – and swollen lips. 

She pressed bruised skin and shuddered. Blood caked her mouth. She grimaced at her paleness, and felt grateful all her teeth were intact, as she remembered bone and flesh colliding. Determined not to think about it now, she set about the task of removing the ballgown. Trembling fingers tugged its fastenings as flashbacks flooded her mindscreen. She marveled at how this experience was such a far cry from Alaric’s freeing her of a similar frock just three nights ago. From her deepest heart space, she sent him love, as a wild wondering shuddered her. What time was it? Had she slept past midnight, which was their “Plan B,” the last agreed-upon time of communication? Again, she wrenched her thoughts from him, and stepped from the dress. As she undid the bustier’s laces, she prayed for the best plan of action – for the safest way she could slip from Gadeirus’ chambers – without waking him or alerting the guards. 

Finally she stood, bare and trembling. Grabbing a shirt from the pack, she raked an arm through one of its white sleeves, as a moan echoed from the next room. She froze, heart thudding her chest. Agonizing seconds passed in slow-motion stillness. Yet as she jerked the other sleeve onto her shoulder, she heard an unmistakable voice. 

“Elysia?” 

Knowing the cuff kept her from speaking, she couldn’t yell back. She felt she had no choice but to face him. There wasn’t time to dress before he might awaken further – and that was something she couldn’t risk. Praying for guidance and protection, she threw off the shirt and strode into the royal bedroom. With each step, she channeled as deeply from the balanced queen as possible. Stopping just shy of the bed’s platform, she stared into Gadeirus’ black eyes. 

“What beauty awaits me,” he whispered groggily. Elysia watched him teeter a shot glass onto the bedside table. He fumbled a disk into his mouth before sinking deeper into silk pillows. His half-mast eyes somehow still grasped the entirety of her nudity. Ascending the bed’s platform, she breathed from her inner cave. She slipped beneath scarlet sheets, looking into a face filled with lust. And torment. Reaching a trembling hand toward her, Gadeirus cupped her cheek – and then traced a tapered finger over her lip. She gasped as he flinched. 

“Damn me to hell,” he mumbled. His thick lashes dripped tears. “I so deeply and humbly apologize, my lady. I never meant to cause you harm.” Had she been capable of speech, his words would have rendered her mute. Gazing upon such anguish, she felt compassion – and the birthing of a plan. Moving closer, she caressed his face. For a moment his eyes squeezed shut. With her other hand she clasped his fingers, interlacing them with hers, as she continued to channel her queen. And as she used dolphin sonar to map his hand and fingerprints, which she knew she could use to free herself from the cuff – as well as perhaps escape the palace.  

He shook his head as if to clear it. Devouring her with his eyes, he drew her near, and she allowed herself to be drawn. With surprising tenderness, he kissed her. Yet even the lightest pressure of his mouth made her wince, causing him to recoil. Again and again, he looked from her lips to her eyes as he lay beside her. 

“You will think me a childish schoolboy,” he mused, stroking her hair. “But no matter how many times I’ve envisioned you in my arms, I feel surprisingly awkward and tongue-tied in your presence.” Sadly he smiled, as he studied her face. “Now finally you’re here, but only because I’ve stolen you from your marriage bed. And only after I’ve inflicted agony upon you.” He glanced away as more tears drenched his sallow cheeks. Then his eyes fell upon the cuff, and he cackled, a sound devoid of humor. “Everywhere I look is evidence of my selfish cruelty.” With a wave of his hand, the band opened, and he hurled it across the room. The bracelet bounced off red silk and onto the marble below, clanging and spinning before coming to rest beneath her portrait. “With all of my heart, I want you, Elysia. But not if I have to use force. Or torture.” Quaking fingers raked his hair. “Light damn my soul, I’ve used enough of both on countless others. But you ...” His voice trailed off. “Can you speak now that I’ve removed that hellish coil?” 

“Yes,” she croaked. She cleared her throat. “I can speak.” 

“Truly, I don’t wish to silence your smarts – or your self-esteem, for that matter. In spite of my wickedness.” Quivering, he reached across her and popped another disk in his mouth. “You do realize I’m vile, do you not?” 

“Gadeirus –” 

“It’s all right, my lady,” he said, and she noticed his words slurring. “I know it’s the truth. I’m quite corrupt. I’ve done bad things, you know.” 

“Everyone has moments –” 

“You don’t understand, Elysia,” he said, chuckling. “I’ve done really bad things. Or had them done, in my honor. Horrendous and horrific things.” He shook his head. “My soul is irreversibly depraved, such that hubris is perhaps the closest quality I possess to a virtue. You see, for all of my devilry, I yet dare to love an angel.” He clasped her face between his hands, his raven’s eyes imploring hers. “You are this kind, unearthly creature. A pure, untaintable cherub. And though I myself am eternally damned, I do love you – and all your abiding goodness.” Slowly, sweetly even, he kissed her cheek and her neck, as he unbuttoned his shirt. Flinging its sleeves from his fingertips, he explored her with trembling lips. She could hear heavy breathing as he freed himself from his clothing. For a moment he paused, drinking in the sight of her, as if he wished to commit her every curve to memory. “You are the most ravishing woman I’ve ever laid eyes upon,” he said thickly, his speech becoming increasingly indistinct. She could see his eyes blur upward, nearly closing, when he pulled her to him. In spite of her pain, she drew his lips to hers, as her heart filled her eyes. 

With all the unconditional love she could channel, through all her layers and from every dimension of her feeling space, she kissed him – deeply and slowly. Gasping, his eyes widened, before he fell into the depths of her gaze. Within her full and balanced power, she held him spellbound. Deeper and deeper she took him, her eyes enticing as her lips seduced. Gradually, his body relaxed. His hands slipped from her skin, and he collapsed against the pillows as she studied his face. His eyes were shut, his breathing shallow. But there was a peacefulness she’d not seen before – a softening. As she arose from the bed, she could sense him descending into dreams. 

By channeling so much love, her body and mind felt grounded and clear as she raced to the lavatory. She tossed on the shirt she’d thrown off minutes before, knotting its hem at her waist. She scooted into black leggings and corralled her wild mane with a black scarf, stuffing the ballgown and her undergarments into the pack. In her reflection, she realized she looked dwarfish in Gadeirus’ clothes, but she couldn’t worry about that now. Scurrying about in his oversized attire was preferable to maneuvering in a heavy ballgown, she reasoned. And it was certainly more practical. 

She fled the bathroom, her feet swift and silent on the foyer’s black marble. Then she pressed her palms against the entryway’s gilded doors. As she sonared the hallway, she sensed two guards, which meant leaving through the front door was not an option. She realized she hadn’t noticed any windows at all, in any of the rooms she’d been in – just as she’d found no timepieces. Across the chamber, she spied the balcony, and her gut screamed that was the way out. She sprinted for the double doors and tripped. Her eyes bulged when she saw she’d stumbled over one of her own golden slippers. Desperate prayers and tears flew in equal measure as she searched everywhere for its mate. Then Gadeirus mumbled, a sound that pummeled her heart so hard she knew he would awaken. At last, she spied her shoe beneath the bed, sole up, so she grabbed it and ran. Lurching to a stop just shy of the glass, she eased onto the balcony. Moments passed in stillness. She cradled the pack, cramming in the pumps while her eyes adjusted to darkness. Gone were the candles that had lit the palace windows for the ball; on this night, only rooftop downlighting offered soft illumination, making it challenging for her to assess her surroundings. Not twenty feet away, she could make out her hawk friend observing from the balustrade, those wise, russet eyes radiating encouragement – and respect. Flanking the hawk, dozens of sentinel crows perched. She could feel their ebony gaze upon her, these otherworldly messengers, holding supportive space. And she knew what a profound moment it was for the hawk and ravens to unite in this path of service. Their actions moved her deeply. Her eyes misted as she sent her winged assistants her overflowing heart’s love and thankfulness. 

Slipping into the corner, where balustrade met wall, Elysia studied her plight as best she could in the shadows. She still needed to find Hunter and the others, and she yet hoped she wasn’t too late to hear from Alaric. But before she could think of these things, she had to find a way off the balcony – and out of the palace. Tracing icy fingers over polished limestone, she prayed. The word “window” whispered on the breeze. As she looked out across the castle façade, she surmised she stood perhaps thirty feet from the nearest window. The wall itself had no discernible openings or grooves for climbing. There were, however, colossal rose canes crawling out of the limestone between the balcony and the window. Stepping back, she spied matching blooms leading to an identical window on the balcony’s other side. One grouping had been mercilessly pruned into a perfect replica of the castle’s coat of arms; the other unfurled as the Atlantean flag. From each design, a red rose border extended across the front of the palace – and, she presumed, encircled it in its entirety. 

For several moments, she examined the flowers. Their border formed an angle with the balustrade before dropping to the next level of windows, and continuing in another straight line, paralleling the one where she stood on the fifth floor. She couldn’t tell for sure in the shadows, but it seemed likely the roses embraced the palace on each of its five stories – and it appeared they might be the nearest window’s only access point. She reached into the floral border and gasped. Not only did toothy thorns bite her palm; a honeybee buzzed forth from the disturbed blossom. As she oozed blood and fear from this little experiment, she knew she was unprepared for the agony her full weight resting on the canes would bring – not to mention the torment awaking bees could unleash. She realized socks and gloves would only entangle her in thorns, perhaps prolonging her painful journey. Sighing, she decided to bare her skin and surrender to roses and bees and the coming torture – while also accepting that she would be balancing five stories from the ground, in wafer-altered unsteadiness – in the dark. 

Terror seized her, and for a moment she shut leaking eyes, searching for her inner queen and that heart of a lion she knew she possessed. As she took centering breaths, determination welled up from her core. Accompanying her courage came a clear message from all the hive queens with worker bees in the roses before her. The royals assured her their legions would only inject healing venom to help suppress pain from the inevitable suffering these thorns would inflict. Elysia sighed and thanked the queens, knowing a honeybee can only use its stinger once and then dies. She felt humbled beyond words at their sacrifice; such selflessness reminded her how compassion bears anguish gracefully while answering Highest Light’s call. 

She assessed both the flag and the coat of arms. It seemed she would have more hand-hold options within the royal family’s intricate insignia. Tightening the backpack around her shoulders, she climbed upon the balustrade. Gingerly, she stepped onto the canes forming the red rose border, as she groped for a grip.   

Taking one more breath in prayer, she eased her weight onto the roses beneath her left foot. The canes felt surprisingly solid. Then thorns slashed her sole and blood dripped, and she settled her right foot beside the left – while bees punctured each arch. Her mouth opened involuntarily in a silent scream. A flash of vertigo nearly sent her plummeting to the ground. Yet just as suddenly, peace filled and steadied her. With all of her intention, she refocused her breath and began moving one tiny step at a time – as she willed herself to ignore every piercing.  

Methodically she moved, in a meditative No-Mind state. Though thorns shredded her body and bee-induced welts erupted everywhere, she’d anchored her heart in appreciation. Sacredly, secretly, silently she inched along in pitch blackness, with what grew to be all of the island hives supporting her efforts. The ravens and her hawk friend kept watch from the balcony. Below her, the horses nickered. She channeled the balanced queen with all her might, drawing from her inner cave, such that only the awareness of breath remained.  

She’d just passed the midpoint when she heard voices. Willing herself to an even deeper surrender, she paused in painful suspension, five stories in the air. She ignored her trembling arms and listened.  

“Light damn it, Galenius!” The young man’s desperate whisper assaulted her ears in the still night air. “What’re all these bloody birds doin’ out here?!” 

“I’ll be Light damned if I know,” a deeper voice replied. “But we got bigger problems. We gotta figure out what to do and be quick! Birds or no birds, we’d best do any jawin’ right here. From what I heard, this balcony’s the only place in the palace those hellfire witches won’t hear us.” 

“I just can’t wrap my mind around murder. I mean, he’s wretched and all, but I can
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