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For Sweeps, Bren & AJ:

my true loves.

You have been, you are, and you ever more shall be my Talismans.  I cherish you.
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“That if desperate times call for desperate measures, then I'm free to act as desperately as I wish.”

- Suzanne Collins

"There are no desperate situations, there are only desperate people."

- Common Adage

"How could you tell if your instincts were just hope in disguise, and if your hope was really desperation parading as possibility?"

- Common Adage
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Note on AI

We live in an age of AI.  Every day, more and more services spring up promising revolutionary and innovative results using artificial intelligence.  The authoring industry is not immune to this.


I want every one of my readers to know that not once did I employ, nor will I ever employ, the use of AI to sculpt any part of any of my stories.  Those who know me know that I am staunchly and adamantly opposed to such cheats.


I’m very proud to be a verified human.  The ability to create is a gift that I was endowed by my Creator, and I will never forfeit that nor set it aside to propagate something synthetic and imitative.

Everything you’ve read by me in this novel, and in my other works, is 100% entirely created by me, the genuine article.  I’m a verified human, and always will be.


To my fellow authors, I urge you to preserve the sacred gift of human creation and never stoop to such lows.  Always cherish this gift you’ve been given.  If you encounter writer’s block, take a break.  Don’t cop out.  Don’t take the road more traveled by.  Don’t cheat.  Toe the line for all of us, and keep creation – true unadulterated creation – alive.


Long live humanity.


Also, if you’re an author – or even a budding one – I’d love to personally extend an invite to you to join me in two unique groups on Facebook: the Authors & Writers ONLY group of which I am the admin, and my own personal group, the Author Aaron Ryan Group.


The first group is one where you can connect with thousands of other authors across the globe, ask questions, learn and grow as a writer, and network.  Grapes grow best in bunches, after all.


And the second is my own personal group.  I find much higher engagement in my group than with my Facebook page.  I also welcome other authors to join me there for free giveaways, news, and also to learn why I self-publish, what benefits there are in being a writer-entrepreneur, and more. As a fellow author, I’m always here to help you in any way I can. 


God bless you as you use the gift of creation to sculpt your stories.  May they, and you, be utterly successful.

Sincerely,

[image: A black background with a black square  Description automatically generated with medium confidence]

Aaron Ryan,

Verified Human
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Backstory & Synopsis


Backstory from the ‘Dissonance’ alien invasion hexalogy
by Aaron Ryan:



In order to better understand the characters and story of The Talisman, it is highly recommended that you read the bestselling and award-winning Dissonance alien invasion saga by Aaron Ryan.


A short synopsis follows from that series.

In June 2026, aliens invade our world, effectively annihilating 85% of the entire population.  They are everywhere, numbering in the hundreds of thousands, hovering at a geostationary orbit over the earth fifty feet above the ground for ninety days.  This ominous threat is planetary.  No nation is immune from the threat.


On September 3rd, 2026, they collectively activate, hunting down mankind.  Within three months, nearly the whole of humanity – along with all organic life – is exterminated.



The aliens are dubbed gorgons, as they possess the unique ability to telepathically paralyze their prey, allowing the gorgons to eat at their leisure.  Whole swaths of organic life are defenseless and killed off.  The gorgons are no respecters of persons or creatures, and kill indiscriminately for food.  Society goes into hiding, and the scant survivors who remain are forced to eke out an existence in the shadows.


Humanity fights back and eventually wins, employing technology that the gorgons actually brought with them.

But fate, it seems, calls upon those natural fighters whose indomitable spirits are not meant to rest.

In rooting out the remaining rogue gorgons lurking throughout the world, Liam ‘Foxy’ Mayfield, a soldier who enlists in the midst of the offensive and who ultimately participates in the final ridding of the gorgons in December of 2042, later takes his wife Janine – a former soldier in her own right – on a mission with him against the urging of her father, President Vance Cardona.

Janine is ultimately killed on this mission, sowing division between son and father-in-law, and between father and sons. Foxy is emotionally disassembled and outcast, despondent and wallowing in his grief, cut off from his family.  Joseph and Carson cannot forgive their father for endangering their mother which ultimately results in her death.  Foxy shoulders the blame for her death, and wanders alone in his grief.

However, one day, the medallion appears, and life will never be the same for Liam ‘Foxy’ Mayfield… who ultimately becomes…

the
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Synopsis from ‘Talisman: Subterfuge’ by Aaron Ryan

Liam 'Foxy' Mayfield, is a former war hero whose life was shattered eight years prior by the death of his wife, Janine. This tragedy estranged him from his influential father-in-law, former President Vance Cardona, and from his two sons, Joseph and Carson.

Grief-stricken and isolated, Liam is approached by the Aeterium Axis, an enigmatic alien race, who offer him a Faustian bargain: if he saves one thousand lives, they will resurrect Janine. Failure means not only Janine remains lost,

but another loved one will die. Liam accepts, becoming The Talisman, a clandestine vigilante equipped with a supernatural suit, a glowing medallion, and the abilities to

foresee tragedy and teleport.

He operates in secrecy, leaving golden talismans at the

scenes of his rescues, and is haunted by the mantra: “One away or one to stay, and balance anew.”


Liam’s actions attract the attention of Onyx Sleater, an investigative journalist for The Washington Post who has been saved by The Talisman multiple times. Driven by both


professional ambition and personal gratitude, Onyx is determined to unmask the vigilante she dubs the "Dark Ghost." Her editor, Brent Chastain, skeptical of her

obsession, gives her one final chance to deliver results.

Onyx’s investigation leads her to a mysterious informant, ‘Cain,’ who is later revealed as Wayne Trudeau, Liam’s

loyal ally. Through a series of orchestrated clues and an explosion in Seattle, Onyx finally meets Liam. Their encounter is brief and cryptic; Liam admits to saving

her seven times and monitoring her, but offers little else before disappearing, deepening Onyx’s resolve.

The narrative escalates as Liam saves Onyx from a bank robbery in Washington, DC, and later appears in her apartment. Convinced she deserves the truth, he reveals scant details and diversionary half-truths, just enough to pacify her.  He recounts the origin of his powers and gives her, at barest minimum, only his first name. He states that on August 3, 2057 – which is not the actual date in order to preserve some secrecy – the day Janine died at the hands of a rogue alien gorgon, Liam tells her that he encountered an alien craft in a Kentucky forest.

The vessel, speaking with Janine’s voice, imposed upon him the mission to save one thousand lives in exchange for Janine’s resurrection, gifting him the suit, medallion, and powers. Liam explains the brutal terms: if he fails, another

loved one will die. Demonstrating his teleportation ability, he impresses upon Onyx the supernatural reality of his burden.

Parallel to Liam’s story, a new antagonist emerges: The Zorander. Once a Talisman himself, The Zorander failed his mission and lost his loved one. Now, embittered and vengeful, he seeks to destroy the Aeterium Axis by first eliminating their new agent, Liam. Adopting the human identity Xavier Donovan, The Zorander possesses similar

powers but is driven by hatred rather than hope, serving as a dark mirror to Liam. He begins tracking Liam, intent on a deadly confrontation.

Armed with Liam’s clues – Kentucky, the date of Janine’s death, and the name ‘Jet’ – Onyx uncovers Liam’s full identity: Corporal Liam Mayfield, decorated war hero

and son-in-law to former President Cardona. Believing she can help, Onyx contacts Cardona and reveals Liam’s secret.

This act of trust is met with betrayal. Cardona, in collaboration with President Evelyn Lynch, exposes Liam’s identity in a global broadcast, labeling him a dangerous threat. This public denunciation transforms Liam from a shadowy savior into a hunted fugitive, targeted by authorities and The Zorander alike.

The Zorander, now armed with Liam’s identity, captures Wayne Trudeau and lures Liam into a confrontation. The ensuing battle is fierce; Liam manages to defeat The

Zorander’s physical form and rescue Trudeau, but the victory is temporary. The Zorander’s knowledge and determination have only increased, and Liam realizes the threat is far from over.

With his identity exposed, Liam must act to protect those he loves. He seeks out Cameron ‘Jet’ Shipley, a trusted comrade from the war, who agrees to go into hiding with his family. Liam then undertakes a series of urgent rescues, teleporting his loved ones – including the Cardonas, President Lynch (who is accidentally wounded during the extraction), and Jet’s family – to a secret base in the Svalbard ice caves, dubbed ‘The Refuge.’  Each rescue not only safeguards his inner circle but also brings him closer to fulfilling the Aeterium Axis’s grim tally.

Liam’s ultimate goal is to save his estranged sons. Andi Cardona reveals that Joseph and Carson are being held at The Greenbrier Bunker in West Virginia. Simultaneously, The Zorander tortures and kills Cardona’s agent, Jesse Garrison, to extract the same information. Liam infiltrates the bunker, only to find his sons gone and a note from Joseph: “Dad, He has us. The Zorander.”

The enemy has taken his children, setting the stage for a final confrontation in Svalbard. As facility guards close in, Liam escapes, now driven not by the hope of resurrecting Janine, but by the desperate need to save his sons.


The novel concludes with Liam at a crossroads, his quest for cosmic balance now in direct conflict with his paternal love. The stakes are higher than ever: The Zorander holds his sons hostage, and Liam must choose between his mission and his family. Talisman: Subterfuge ends on this precipice, setting up an inevitable and emotionally charged showdown.


The story now continues with…
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Part One:
Heartbreak
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1 | Tension


June 30th 2062 ∙ Onyx Sleater


No one knows if he’s alive.


We don’t know where he is, what he’s doing, or when – or if – he’ll be back.



Come back, Liam, I say in the recesses of my mind.  Come back.  Please.


I cast an awkward glance over at Vance Cardona, the former President of the United States who I once held in high esteem.

No longer.

He is sitting where President Evelyn Lynch once lay, before Liam whisked her off to the hospital for her bullet wound.  We’ve had no communication or updates on her welfare.  That’s the only way Liam would have it.  Communication with the outside equals putting us on The Zorander’s radar.


My eyes squint at him in vitriol.  He doesn’t see it.  I want him to see it.  I’ll hold this gaze for as long as I need to in order for him to glance over and see it.  Just once.


Two presidents have both betrayed my confidence.

They have both utterly betrayed Liam.


They’ve flung him to the wolves – or, the wolf, in this case, singular – as Liam has made no bones about his fear of The Zorander.  He did everything he could to stay out of his crosshairs.



These two presidents, however, did exactly what he hoped they would not: they conspired with each other to put him squarely in The Zorander’s crosshairs.


I squint harder, waiting for Vance to look over.  Not even his wife, Leandra Dempsey ‘Andi’ Cardona, the former First Lady, tries to look over.  They’re too busy fawning over the infant daughter of Cameron and Christine Shipley, who are seated across the room, Christine’s head in Cameron’s lap as he strokes her hair.

My muscles spasm around my eye.  Maybe I’m trying too hard.  I don’t really care.  Vance will look over.  He’ll register my displeasure. More muscle spasms as I glare even harder.

Wayne Trudeau’s voice breaks the drab monotony.

“You’re gonna give yourself a hernia with that glare,” he growls, rolling his eyes in disdain as I turn to scowl at him.

“Hernias don’t come from your eyes,” I correct him with a sneer.

“Yours do,” he retorts quickly.

“No one likes you,” I grumble, taking a sip of some coffee I’ve poured for myself.

And that’s the truth.  I’m liking Wayne Trudeau less and less by the minute.  So far, it’s been 47 minutes and 31 seconds since Liam vanished.

I’m not looking forward to eternity in here with these people.  The Shipley family seems nice enough, and I have no beef with them.  I decide to saunter over and talk to them.  Thankfully, they’re removed enough from the Cardonas for me to worry about interacting with them.

I share my glare with Trudeau as I move off.  The jerk just snickers and shakes his head.
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“So you served with Liam?”

He nods.  It’s weird sitting here with him in real life; this man whom I have only ever heard about briefly, wrote about occasionally, and yet feel like I know his full story.

Grew up in a Blockade like me.  Lost his parents, as I did.  His brother killed right in front of him by a gorgon.  Then he lost a confederate in Joe Bassett, and finally, lost his fiancé, Allison Trudy, to a gorgon in Mammoth Cave, just as Liam lost his wife, Janine. Betrayed by President Jean Graham, instrumental in the fall of the gorgs in 2042, dropped one of those bombs on their funnel, testified in Graham’s trial, then served again in the second invasion of 2045.  What a crazy life.  Yet here, in the flesh, he is as down to earth as can be.  Civilian life has definitely put stirrups on this wild stallion.


“Yep.  Good man.  Very good man.  He’s changed a lot; he used to be as giddy and happy as can be when I knew him in the wars.  Couldn’t stop hugging people.  All the time, hugging, that one.  Had to use a fly swatter to shoo him off of me, seriously.  He’s more stoic now.  Reserved.  Gritty. Mysterious.”


Christine has sat up, sitting next to Shipley now.  She smiles and nods along.


“Yeah?” I ask, simply, grinning.  Not that I’ve noticed, I pretend to myself.  It’s only what has profoundly attracted me to him all this time, Shipley.



He nods again.  “Definitely.  You can leave the war, but the war never leaves you.  The way he is now?  That’s the way he was on the battlefield every time that kid brandished a rocket launcher.  He was a happy-go-lucky kid otherwise, but put a weapon in his hand and a gorg in his sights?  He transforms.”  Shipley chuckles to himself.  “Vance was right when he said he was the best natural fighter he had ever seen. True story.”


My grin leaves me, and I turn to scowl over at Vance once more.  He’s playing hard to get and still doesn’t even notice.  I find Trudeau eyeing me and preparing to chuckle in judgment, shaking his head once more.  I quickly transfer my scowl to him instead and wonder if sticking my tongue out would be too juvenile.  I decide against it.

My eyes are then drawn to Shay, the Shipleys’ infant daughter.

“Your daughter is beautiful,” I say.  “Really sweet.”

“Oh, thank you,” Christine says. “Yeah, we’ve decided we’re gonna keep her.”  She and Cameron laugh between themselves.  “A handful, for sure,” she says as she emits a quasi-exasperated laugh-sigh combination, “but we love her.  So does her big brother Wyatt.”

“Oh, yeah,” Shipley says, “he dotes on his kid sister.”

I glance over.  Wyatt, Shay’s older brother and the Shipley’s only son, is sitting a few paces away, immersed in his iPhone with AirPods filling his ears, clearly not in doting mode.  He’s thumbing away at some game or other.  I know it’s not the Internet because the bars on my phone have shrunk to only a wish and a prayer; there’s no signal in here just as Liam said.

Briefly I wonder what an age gap of eighteen years must be like between he and Shay.  Wyatt is, frankly, old enough to be Shay’s daddy.

“I wrote some articles following the wars,” I say.  “It was so interesting hearing about everything that went down.  I can’t imagine what it must have been like to be in the thick of it all.  Losing your brother, losing Bassett, losing Trudy,” -here Christine leans over and pats Shipley’s knee, clutching it gently, encouraging him after the loss of so many, including his former fiancé - “losing so many of them.  Just crazy,” I finish, and I wonder if I’ve said too much, resurrecting all those painful details.  I quickly shift gears.  “And then being in that dogfight out over the Atlantic, taking out the funnel, all of that.  Wow, man.  It’s a miracle you’re still here,” I finish, trying to commend him.

I don’t think my redirect was successful.  I tapped a well there, and I can see it.  Shipley is still thinking about losing his former fiancé. He opens his mouth to speak, but Christine speaks first.  “Trudy was a warrior,” she says.  “We owe that woman a lot,” she finishes, almost in an exhausted pant, as if she’s well aware she’ll never be able to repay it.  And she’s right.  Trudy gave us the mask technology that deflected the gorgons’ paralyzing glare.  “She and Joe Bassett were some of the first steps toward victory that all of us took, collectively.”

He grows silent for a moment.  “It’s odd, ya know?  Ironic, coincidental, whatever.  Liam and I both lost our wives in that damned cave.  Mammoth Cave.  It laid claim to both our first spouses.”  Shipley offers an apologetic look to his wife Christine, who returns a look of understanding and sympathy.  They’ve clearly discussed this ancient history more than enough times, but she empathizes with him.  “That cave stole from us what was most precious.”

“I’m sorry for your loss, Cameron,” I offer, deciding to use his first name.

Shipley nods affirmatively.  “Thanks.  Definitely.  She and everyone were hard losses.  But we all sure gained in the end.  I know I did,” he finishes, smiling at his bride.  She beams at him as he wraps his arm around her.  “And I gotta say, life outside the military, I had never known it.  It’s relaxing beyond belief.  Like a hot bath forever.”


I snicker to myself.  It’s been a while since I had one, and I’ve seen the bathroom in here: it’ll be even longer before I have another one.  There is no bathtub in this God-forsaken lonely orb under the ice.  I find myself briefly wondering what a hot bath would do for The Refuge’s stability.


“I agree,” Christine says.  “I grew up in and around Norfolk, and the Navy was all I ever knew.”

“Were you on the Truman when they took down the Queen and the funnel in 2045?” I ask.


She nods emphatically.  So does Shipley.  “Mm-hmm, oh, definitely.  I was a shooter.  Sorry,” she says quickly, seeing me crinkle my nose, “no one knows what that is anymore.”  She emits a quiet, self-effacing chuckle.  “I was the one who launched the jets off the carrier.  That’s where I met my own Jet,” she says with a huge grin, and Cameron ‘Jet’ Shipley stares deeply into the eyes of his wife as she recalls his nickname.


“What a story,” I say.

“Write that in The Post, eh?” Shipley jests, but I’m honestly considering it.

“I just might,” I say.  “It’s all been about nobility and warfare.  We forget there are humans… stories… love and loss behind all those names.”

They nod together.  “It was a colossal time,” Shipley ends, and we fall into an ominous silence.  I can tell we’re all ruminating about Liam now.

“Seems like we’re all hell-bound on a new colossal trajectory with our beloved Talisman,” I offer.

Shipley takes a deep breath.  “Yeah.  I don’t know if it’s hell, but it’s colossal, sure enough.  Someone out there just can’t leave Earth alone, I guess.”  He glances at his wife, who just shakes her head.  “Poor Foxy.  Of all the people to get caught up in it…” Now Shipley shakes his own head and falls silent for a moment, until, helplessly, the words escape him as well, concurring with his wife: “Poor Foxy.”

“Poor guy,” I agree, quietly.  “But I think he has the strength to weather this storm.  I really do.  I’ve seen what he can do.  We all have.  I mean, that’s how he zapped us here, right?  And apparently he beat the Zor-“ I stop, catching myself, “uh, I mean, the guy.  He beat him once, right?”

Shipley nods.


“He can beat him again.  He will beat him,” I grit my teeth and utter stoically, as if to impart my belief into Liam’s stamina somewhere out there.  “I know it.”


They both nod in hopeful agreement.

I feel a presence beside me, and I turn, slowly, half-expecting to see Trudeau standing there.  Instead, the husky New York brogue meets my ears with a cold welcome, and my smile fades even further into the recesses of disdain.  I slowly turn to face him, mustering the glare I’ve practiced.

“Ms. Sleater. Can we talk?”

I brandish my best scowl, uncaring what Trudeau might think. I can feel him judging me from afar.

“Fine,” I throw at him with a measure of chagrin.

The former president motions me aside to the balcony where Liam had teleported to as Cardona had repeatedly tried to swing at him.  I follow up the stairs behind him, glancing briefly over at his wife Andi.  She eyes me with a clenched lip, full of hope for reconciliation. I don’t know that I’m game for that, but I follow him cautiously, reluctantly, up the stairs, pulling my eyes away from Mrs. Cardona.

The former president sits down on a loveseat.  I remain standing, my arms crossed, glowering down at him.

“Would you like to sit?”


I start to respond, but realize that it’s self-defeating.  I actually would like to sit.  Not with him, but sit nonetheless.  I say nothing, but just slowly take a seat opposite him in a stiff chair, slightly resentful that he didn’t take that instead of the cushy loveseat he’s secured for himself.  I’m adding that to the list of things I don’t like about you, I think, callously.


We eye each other uncomfortably for a few annoying seconds.  I take a deep breath and glance down at the others.  The First Lady has been watching us but instantly averts her gaze when she meets mine.  I take a stiff breath.  “So,” I start, “unless this begins with an apology, I’m not interested.”  I turn back to him.


Cardona grimaces.  “Ms. Sleater, I am sorry.  Truly.”


I heard the words, but instantly resolve to myself that it’s not enough.  They don’t feel manufactured; I’m just not ready to accept such a prim apology.  I thought it might be a portal to listening, but it only makes me second-guess him even more because I don’t believe him.
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