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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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"Then for the teeming quietest, happiest days of all! The brooding and blissful halcyon days!"

- Walt Whitman




"I was grieving the way the earth seems to grieve for spring in the dead of winter, but I wasn't afraid, because nothing, I told myself, can take our halcyon days away." 

- Jack Dunphy
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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.


This 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. :-)


Keep it up. This dream of authoring is so worth it.  Keep your humanity as you do so.


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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Join Me!


You are cordially invited to join me in my private and exclusive Facebook group.  This is a group where no scammers nor spammers are allowed, where you’ll find information about upcoming releases, news on my screenplay adaptations, discount codes, giveaways, and, for authors, encouragement and tools.  I hope to see you there! Visit: https://authoraaronryangroup.com (the link will forward you there).  Thanks!
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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 five 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 that 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.


Synopsis from ‘Talisman: Nexus’ by Aaron Ryan:


Talisman: Nexus opens in the bleak, icy expanse of Svalbard, where Liam "Foxy" Mayfield – known as The Talisman – stands at the crossroads of personal devastation and cosmic intrigue. Having bargained with the alien Aeterium Axis to save one thousand lives in exchange for the resurrection of his wife, Janine, Liam’s mission has become a nightmare. His sons, Joseph and Carson, have been abducted by The


Zorander, a former Talisman driven by vengeance, forcing Liam into a confrontation that is as much about family as it is about fate.

Within The Refuge, a clandestine Svalbard base, Liam’s allies and loved ones gather in anxious anticipation. The group is fractured by blame, particularly toward former President Vance Cardona, whose alliance with President Evelyn Lynch led to Liam’s exposure and vulnerability. Journalist Onyx Sleater, once obsessed with unmasking the vigilante she dubbed the "Dark Ghost," is now fiercely protective of Liam, her motivations shifting from professional curiosity to personal loyalty after repeated rescues.

Liam’s return to The Refuge is marked by grief and volatile rage. He reveals the abduction of his sons and admits to accidentally killing a guard during a teleportation mishap, a sign that his powers are becoming dangerously unstable. His emotional turmoil peaks in a violent confrontation with Cardona, whom he nearly kills before being restrained by his friend Cameron "Jet" Shipley and the ethereal voice of his late godmother. This near-tragedy underscores Liam’s descent toward vengeance, mirroring the darkness that consumes The Zorander.

The group’s subsequent reckoning with Cardona exposes the government’s cold strategy: by revealing Liam’s identity, they hoped to draw out The Zorander and orchestrate a mutually destructive battle between the two super-powered beings, thereby ridding the world of both. This revelation leaves Liam and his allies reeling, deepening the sense of betrayal and isolation.

Meanwhile, The Zorander, whose true name is Arion and whose Talisman title is also formerly The Iskander, torments Joseph and Carson, savoring the prospect of killing them before Liam’s eyes. Yet Arion is distracted by an inexplicable sensation – a pull that unsettles his focus on revenge. Back at The Refuge, Onyx discovers that the talisman Liam gave her has grown and now pulses with a living energy, foreshadowing her impending transformation.

The climactic confrontation unfolds on the frozen plains. Liam faces The Zorander, who holds his sons captive. The ensuing battle is fierce, with both men wielding teleportation and superhuman strength. As The Zorander prepares to kill the boys, Onyx, transformed by her talisman, intervenes. Radiant and flying at impossible speeds, she attacks The Zorander, destroying his physical form and saving Joseph and Carson. In this moment, both Liam and Arion are stunned: Onyx appears as a perfect likeness of their lost wives – Janine for Liam, Artemisia for Arion – revealing her as a nexus for their grief and longing.

Despite his apparent defeat, The Zorander’s spirit survives, adrift and bewildered by the apparition that bested him. He realizes that Onyx’s transformation was the source of his distraction, a cosmic anomaly that disrupts his quest for vengeance.

Back at The Refuge, Liam is briefly reunited with his sons. He finds a fragile connection with Carson but faces Joseph’s enduring resentment over Janine’s death.

Onyx, now transformed and grappling with her new powers, confronts Liam about his blind trust in the Aeterium Axis. Realizing he may have been manipulated, Liam teleports to Kentucky, the site of his original bargain, to demand answers from the Aeterium Axis. They appear, chastising Liam’s doubts. They manipulate him with a spectral imitation of Janine’s voice, compelling him to reaffirm his loyalty. However, their deception is soon laid bare.

Arion, having reconstituted himself as a monstrous entity, returns to confront Liam. In a desperate act, Liam allows himself to be consumed by Arion’s fiery form. Within their merged consciousness, Liam projects the name Artemisia, triggering a revelation: Onyx is a nexus, a living vessel for their deepest losses, and the Aeterium Axis’s promise of resurrection was a lie. The true enemy is the Aeterium Axis itself, which has exploited their grief for its own ends.

United by betrayal, Liam and Arion form an alliance. They return to The Refuge, where Arion recounts his history as one of first Iskanders – a warrior from another galaxy, manipulated by the Aeterium Axis after the loss of his wife. He reveals that the Aeterium Axis’s goal is to create an army of indebted Talismans across the universe, using their pain as leverage. Arion has spent centuries collecting the talismans of other failed Iskanders, and Liam’s talisman is the final piece needed to unite their powers. Onyx, as the nexus, is the catalyst who can fuse their abilities and challenge the Axis.

The narrative shifts from a personal quest for resurrection to a universal battle for liberation. Liam, accepting that Janine is truly gone, says a final goodbye to his sons. Joseph, though still angry, urges his father to fight for justice. Onyx fully embraces her new identity as Soteria, a cosmic entity.

The story concludes with Liam, Arion, and Soteria departing Earth as a united front, determined to wage war against the

Aeterium Axis and free countless worlds from their manipulation.

The story now concludes with…
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HALCYON


[image: A gold logo with a light shining on it  AI-generated content may be incorrect.]


Part One:
Searching
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1 | The Hunt


October 14th 2062 ∙ Arion Peridifyca


We have been hunting long.

And long shall the hunt be.  The Aeterium Axis have sensed our vendetta, and doubtless they have taken evasive maneuvers to shield themselves from our wrath.  The metal chain around my neck swings heavily.  At any moment I wonder if it will detonate: if some magic spell, cast by those wandering rapscallions, will cause this orb to burst asunder in fiery bloom, shattering my bones and disintegrating me before ever I knew what had transpired.

But not yet.

Not yet.

No: they are afraid, certainly, of me.  But they are also afraid of Liam and Onyx: of The Iskander and of Soteria.  Our triumvirate gives them pause, no doubt, but also the seven-hundred forty-three, scattered across the metaverse.  Those trusty souls who have instantly been empowered as Iskanders to disseminate the truth and rally all souls against them, to their doom.

We have assailed their senses, certainly; they are now in hiding!  Bold cowards.  For in choosing flight and seclusion, they have confirmed for all of the remaining Iskanders the truth of our mission.  They have confirmed the truth of their nefarious motives, and thus begins the slow unraveling of their galactic plot.

And thus, my heart is warmed at this turn of the tide.

Over the past three months we have done everything in our power to split up in a potent diaspora, traveling far and wide to disseminate the news and shatter the noble illusions that the Aeterium Axis have sought to project.


The truth is now out there, and the galaxy knows.



And!  We have obtained a stroke of fortune.  For in all of my travels prior to meeting The Last Iskander, a dim memory prodded at me from my past: dealings I once had with Serviatus, the trusted Minstrel of Orchron Fifteen in the multiverse, and an accomplished sorcerer. A wonderfully wizardly chap, he: loyal soul who persists in enchantment and sorcery, casting spells that are far-reaching and enduring, what’s more.  As a safeguard, I provided him the list of the locations of all seven-hundred forty-three remaining talismans, and their keepers.  Serviatus’ trusty spells provide coverage and essential signal-blocking that shield them from the far-reaching grasp of the Aeterium Axis.  Ha!  I laugh to myself every time I reflect upon that fact: they are now powerless to detonate any of them… powerless to render their bearers impotent… powerless to eliminate any dissent.


They must be quaking, tremulous, fearing their end.  I hope that is the case.  I hope they cannot sleep, if they even sleep at all.

The Great Convocation approaches: it shall be an empowering gathering, and a much needed one.  One that shall have bearings on everything else we do, everywhere else we venture, and all our collective stratagems.  For there is truly power in unity; that much we have seen thus far, and that much we shall continue to witness the more support we amass.

It’s a funny business, this galactic petitioning we are conducting. Delegates of star systems are we; ambassadors of fate; bearers of facts; heralds of truth and verity.  Our mission is to remove the scales from the eyes of this multiverse, and thus free enslaved souls for all time.

Hardly a simple charge, but our task is appointed.

To that end, our dearest Soteria is off now in another galaxy on the flip side of our multiverse, visiting some of the bearers and consulting on strategy.  For the time being, I am holing up with one Liam Fox Mayfield, Iskander Number 7-4-4.

He is a fascinating man.  In the three months that we have sojourned together, I have come to appreciate his stalwart warrior heart; his fortitude and unassailable pledge to combat perfection.  He was a worthy opponent then; he is a trusted combatant now.  We shall need that if we should ever be fortunate enough to happen upon that nest of vipers; that sordid holdout of those pathetic ethereal criminals.

Mayfield has learned much in our time together, teachings such as I have been able to impart to him.  He has mastered the art of teleportation across planets; something I have aced for millennia now.  It takes him no time at all.  He thinks too much, that one; he has needed to harness his focus and channel his vibrant warrior energy into a tranquil calm such as he has never known.

He reflects often upon his sons: I feel the energy of his preoccupation, and I sense the distraction within him.  We became one, he and I, when I assimilated him back there in the state of Kentucky as a wraith of fire and smoke.  Whatever he did – he does not even know – he merged with me, and I with him, and that is why I understand him perfectly now, able to ascertain his thought patterns and decipher his wrestlings.  He is growing, but it will take time.


As with all things, it will take time.


In that time, another element has taken center stage in terms of our mutual need of focus.

Soteria has visited us, our dear Onyx, at whiles and at random happenchance.  She reports good news: word spreads, the veneer of false nobility is continually ripped away across star systems and throughout the multiverse.  Embassies charged with their planetary defenses are alerted to the wicked plots of the Aeterium Axis, and, as Liam was so unfortunate to once be the target of exposure, so now, they, too, are exposed.  The planets have been alerted to their wicked plots, and they are now on guard.

That is the truly exciting component of this galactic push we have borne: victory upon victory, with our eventual conquest over our oppressors drawing ever nearer.

Nonetheless, in the reporting of that news, she stands before us each time with her beautiful updates, and I feel a new conflict surging between us.  I first became aware of it approximately fifty-two days ago while traversing the Phirion Herculae system on the inverse of Radacah.  She appeared… she reported… and immediately his yearnings were so readily apparent and palpable, you could cut them with a blade.  But you could cut mine too.

Foolish of me to think that we would escape them.  Our Iskander contract with the Aeterium Axis forbade carnal pleasures and distractions, that we know.  Perhaps it had something to do with an overload of emotions.  We are sentient, feeling beings, we; emotions are ever at the core of mishaps and regrets.  As they approached us initially on the coattails of emotional mishaps, no wonder they counseled us to err on the side of purity.  But now that we are both released from their spell, our emotions are overflowing and cascading unbridled and unrestricted.

Emotions over Soteria.  Emotions… over attraction to her.  I feel it, and so does he.  We do not speak of it – ever – but it is there, as a solid wedge between us.  It is something that will eventually require a reckoning and has interfered more than once with our training, causing him to bark out in impatience and anger.  Causing me to do the same.

Soteria.

She is radiant and blossoming evermore, with the passing of each day as she accrues more intellect and potency.  The closer we come to accomplishing our goal, the more fiery and desirable she becomes, verily.

We must focus, he and I.

After all, we shall be hunting long together.
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2 | Soteria


September 14th 2062 ∙ Onyx Sleater | Soteria


My powers are growing.

As I work in conjunction with Liam and Arion – closely, intimately, I witness the slow unraveling of the Aeterium Axis’ plans.


I feel them.  They are somewhere out there.  As if on some bandwidth or frequency previously unknown or undetectable by me – but now augmented with the presentation of my newfound abilities – I’m able to perceive their thoughts from afar.  Dim, muted, but their thoughts are there, nonetheless.



They are afraid.  Very afraid.  I feel it.  If only I could pinpoint their location from their tremulous worry.  I’ve tried, but I haven’t been able to locate them… yet.  But there is tension there to a degree that I can certainly feel tangibly as we continue to rule out possible hiding places and check coordinates off our list.  It’s as if they’ve retreated into some small dark pocket of the universe, hoping for concealment, but the room they’ve chosen is an echo chamber, sending out their nervous tension, amplified, across the universe.  Almost like some kind of an appeal of some sort to a higher power somewhere, their timid whimpering sounds out across the multiverse.  Endlessly they beseech supposed allies for aid.


None will come.  For with every single conference we have, every tryst we hold, every caution we exhort to every star system, the great, collective, apoplectic outcry rises up into the heavens and out across the stars to alert all living things to their misdeeds.

There has been rumor of them, definitely.  Rumors of post-revelation contacts that speak to their desperation.  Even now, with their plans being laid bare, they still seek out subjugates to do their bidding.  They won’t give up their wicked ploy anytime soon.

But that doesn’t matter.  Planets have been freed.  Systems have been liberated.  Whatever Arion’s colleague Serviatus was able to concoct in his wizardly prowess has done its work.  The remaining talismans have been empowered, conveying to their stewards immutable powers that are shielded from the Aeterium Axis’ vengeance.

Their plans are breaking.  Their rule is eroding.  And that is the best possible news we could hope for.


I even had the privilege of revisiting my home planet – it sounds so strange to even say that – and confirmed our intel with President Lynch.  She is healing nicely and actually expressed remorse for what she and Cardona conspired to do against Liam and Arion.  I’m not sure I buy her contrition, but, well, it is what it is.  I trust her more than I trust Cardona and am grateful I’m not holed up with either of them anymore.  She confirmed Earth’s readiness and alert status concerning the Aeterium Axis before I left.  If anyone is ready for possibly reprisal by aliens, it’s definitely our little ball of home out here in space.


While on Earth, I even visited with Brent.  Brent Chastain, my old friend and editor, didn’t even know who I was.  I forget how radiant I am.  I forget the new form that precedes me, illuminating and captivating as a full moon, shining with a luminescence that competes with our own sun.  I subdued it, brought it down, and revealed myself to him.  His eyes were opened, and then he knew.  Brent was blown away and humbled.  The dude had actually gotten on his knees and bowed – convinced I was some angel – before I was able to prove my identity before him.

That was nice.  We caught up.  He was enamored and wished me well, though I’m not entirely sure he believed a single ounce of my story.

Leaving Earth was bittersweet.  It’s the only rock in space my previous form, Onyx Sleater – limited and bound as it was – had ever known.  For that’s not me.  Not anymore.  I have a new identity, a new name, and a new potency that I never asked for and am gradually coming into.  But I still wonder what the future holds for the three of us.


And now, we’re coming up on a major gathering.  Arion is calling it The Great Convocation.  I shake my head at the memory of his naming it.  That guy.  He sure prides himself on big words like concomitant and reticle and fallacious.  I have to look most of those up.  You’re talking to a girl who is overly familiar with the word Stroh’s.  I mean, his last name – Peridifyca – has five syllables to my two.  And now, as Soteria, I don’t even have a last name.


Whatever.  I’m empowered now.  It doesn’t really matter how I speak, nor what I say.  Liam and I are happy to let Arion speak.  He’s got it.  He’s our ambassador.


I’ll handle the fireworks, I think to myself with a wink.


The Great Convocation is tomorrow.  And now, as I draw near to Liam’s, Arion’s and my rendezvous point before that – a lonely asteroid near Earendel, the distant, red star in the Sunrise Arc galaxy twenty-eight billion light-years from Earth – I feel Liam and Arion, together.

Something is happening between them.  I didn’t know what it was at first, but now I recognize it as the first weeds of jealousy.  I have been aware, all this time, of the subtle balance I’ve needed to employ when in both of their presences.  Arion sees me as Artemesia.  Liam sees me as Janine.  There is a subtle territorial dispute budding between them anytime we’re together, and I feel the striving.  There’s nothing I can do about my resemblance and what they want to see – indeed I startled Liam out of sleep a few nights ago and he accidentally called me ‘Janine’ in his drowsiness – but I’m unsure what to do about the jealousy factor.  It’s something that must be contained if they’re to focus.

Arion is a force to be reckoned with, to be sure.  He is massively powerful, and his potency is on full display.

Liam’s power, however, is more understated.  Simpler and more concealed – yet growing.  Ballooning each day, causing the galaxy to bend at his approach, making way and paying homage.  His power is growing.  Every day it expands by degrees, and Arion sees it as he trains him in the ways of The Karisant.


The Karisant.


When I first heard those words roll off of Arion’s lips, this limited-vernacular Stroh’s-loving girl’s brows furrowed.  He had to define it for both of us.  Granted, Arion is thirty-seven hundred fifteen years old.  The dude’s been around, and he’s spent way more time on this than both of us combined.  He’s become his talisman, and his talisman has become him.  They’ve melded.


The Karisant, as Arion explained to both of us, is a sort of energy force present in both the talisman and the suit that we’re given.  Even mine.  It acts as a sort of unifying spirit – with a certain dose of mystical magic built in, of course – that interacts with us on a molecular level.  It infuses us with supernatural abilities, drawing upon our natural chemical exchanges and synapses, amplifying them.  In terms of our ability to teleport, The Karisant interacts with us on an atomic level, breaking down our cells – even disintegrating them – and then rebuilding them, but preserving psyche, memory, form, purpose, vitality, reassembling it.  This also conveys super speed.  In both cases, we simply have to think it, and The Karisant, reading our thoughts and melding perfectly with our mental acuity and resolve, does what we, in simple human form, could not.  It moves us wherever we wish to go, with unbridled speed and phenomenon.  The accompanying flashes of light and electrical arcs present in every reappearance are the natural electrical discharge of matter being suddenly and violently displaced all around us.


With me, I am able to fly by virtue of The Karisant’s gravitational displacement.  It literally bends gravity and uses it to its advantage. I’m just along for the ride.  That actually makes it sound easier than it is, because it does require a strong measure of focus and resolve.  You can’t just think it into being.  The Karisant will obey, but it will also lead you and quicken you.  It certainly does me.


With Liam, he’s learning and growing, and developing new skills.  Arion is supremely curious about the new phenomena that Liam’s been witnessing with his own powers: that double-vision thing, and teleporting right into someone.  Crazy.  Hope he never does that to me.  But he’s evolving.


As for Arion, he has the same powers as Liam, but neither one could fly until my own metamorphosis was revealed.  As I’m the nexus between them, I sometimes wonder what would happen were I to be killed.  Would their powers lessen, dim, and then fade?  Would they be doomed, trapped out here in space, marooned on some desolate world without the ability to call for help or return to life or love, while the Aeterium Axis continue to dominate the galaxy?  Who knows.

Arion has been spending the past few months enlightening Liam in ways that, for whatever reason, I didn’t need.  Perhaps, as the nexus between them, my talisman already knew what to do and worked in perfect harmony with my transformed body, equipping me with natural abilities that Liam had to learn fully.

None of the three of us, mind you, are so foolish as to think that we’re something special.  Without our talismans and our suits, we’re nothing.  The power accumulated in our suits would quickly fade, leaving only our fragile human – or, in Arion’s case, Ursaean – shells, behind, to wither and rot.  It is our respective talismans that bind us to The Karisant.  And so, now, it is the seven-hundred forty-three remaining talismans that bind their bearers to The Karisant.

Poor Arion.  He was so deluded, so consumed by vengeance.  Had he let the previous bearers of each of those talismans live, we would be further along in our quest, and perhaps Serviatus would not have had to weave such shielding spells.  But we are where we are.  Nonetheless, he drove a hard bargain in convincing Serviatus to help him.  The sorcerer knows all too well what Arion has done, and he will have to account for his crimes.

The Great Convocation will no doubt hold his feet to the fire for what he’s done, but weigh that to a nicety on the scales of impending justice.  All those newly empowered Iskanders… they’ll all have to chime in on his misdoings.  Tomorrow will no doubt be brutal for him, but he anticipates this and seems ready.

As these thoughts slowly roll back in my new alien brain, I approach Apex and slowly drift down the skyline as I behold two shining figures below me on the floating behemoth of rock, awaiting my arrival.  We could teleport through the stars, certainly, but space is a funny thing, and some powers only work where there’s gravity.  Arion says he learned that the hard way.  One day, we trust, he’ll explain it to us.  He’s an enigma of the highest order.


For now, there are my contemporaries, standing on the asteroid below, peering up and awaiting my arrival.  They’ve apparently paused their sparring, and now stand there, panting, staring up at me wide-eyed, grinning from ear to ear.  Out of exhaustion… or lust?  I’m unsure.  Probably the latter – they’re both men, after all – and they both know who I am to them.  I recognize it for what it is and call them as I see them.


I know in my new heart that Liam still sees his Janine, and Arion still sees his Artemesia.  For now, it’s fine.  We need to focus on our mission.  I can deal with that later, in time.  It’s really fine.

One day they’ll see me as me.  One day Liam Mayfield will see me as Onyx Sleater, and one day he’ll love me.  I won’t pretend anymore.  I love him, and I know it.  Maybe one day he will too.

Arion must never know.

My love for Liam has truly grown.
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3 | Training


September 14th 2062 ∙ Liam Mayfield


Three months and nothing new.

With each day that passes with no finding them, I hear the throbbing murmur in my mind less and less. It’s almost nonexistent now.


One away or one to stay, and balance anew. That old mantra, my driving maxim, has no more hold over me.  It’s nearly a whisper now: fading of its power and diminishing in its ability to spur me on.


It was all a lie anyway, I tell myself, quietly, yet I think back painfully to all that time I labored in vain.  I miss my wife all over again.  I miss her, I miss my sons, I miss Earth. I miss Jet and his wife and their kids, and I wonder how everyone is doing.

I shake my head.

The Aeterium Axis.


I thought they were cowardly and evasive when I was out there in Kentucky three months ago seeking reassurance from the sky.  Right before Arion came in that devilish cloud.  But no… it’s like they’ve truly vanished.  They’re either hiding out of pure cowardice or massing for some kind of counterstrike; it kills me that I don’t know which.  Onyx – Soteria, that is – says she can feel their fear.  I can’t.  They’re hidden from me, as before.  They’re hidden from me and Arion.


But Soteria – she’s amazing.  Tireless.  A massive force of limitless power and threatening skill she is.  I almost forget that she was once Onyx Sleater, tireless reporter and skeptical pursuer of me.  But those two attributes – her tirelessness and her skepticism – live on.  In fact, they’ve been amplified.


Arion and I wanted to trust that… thing.  Whatever it was.  That being in the Helix Nebula – some strange formless being with no name – it had said it was an orphan from the nearest planet to Helix, torn apart by the white dwarf as it was dying.  He said it was a gas giant about the size of Jupiter.  It’s no more.  The being and its fellow denizens now drift in its old orbit, passing through the eye of the Helix every three point seven years, listlessly yearning for a home.  We never saw any more of them.


But that nameless being concurred that the Aeterium Axis is who it was that brought about the downfall of its home world.  Arion and I were inclined to believe it: him, her, whatever it was.  Soteria, not so much.  She warned us not to approach it.  She was suspicious and wary.  Something about the magnetic impulses it was putting out.  She sensed duplicity. We moved in anyway, Arion and I, despite her warnings.  And it moved toward us.


Before we knew what was happening, we were immobilized.  Powerless, held captive by some…  force… stronger than our own will.  It wanted to merge with us: we know that now.  Merge with us, but not stop there.  Inhabit us; take us over, possess us, and give form to its nothingness once more.  It was terrifying, being held there, suspended out amongst the stars, unable to breathe.


And then Soteria stepped in.

I don’t even know what she did.  Nor did Arion. I’m not even sure she knows.

She stepped in and let out a monstrous howl that rocked the air around us and scorched it; waves of heat simmered all around us as she let off a flash so blinding the stars were visibly aching.  The Helix Nebula is shattered now, split right down the middle.  If there were any other survivors of that former system or any confederates of that strange spirit, they must be disintegrated as well now.  It’s spirit was pulverized and its essence vanished. All that was left was quiet.  I just stared at Soteria as she faced it grimly, a blank slate with piercing, deadened eyes.

Those eyes.  I wouldn’t want that glare fixed on me, I’ll say that much.  I think Arion would agree.  He and I just traded flabbergasted glances as Soteria quietly turned away and led us home.


And Arion?  Man, that guy is a piece of work.  He’s training me, enlightening me, sure, but he’s a ball buster and a taskmaster in every sense.  And why this guy from ‘Ursae Majoris b’ or whatever it was he came from, why he has this thick, sophisticated British accent is entirely beyond me.  I secretly judge him every time he speaks.



But – Arion has proven himself.  Or, at least, he is proving himself.  We fought a few times, but I sense no aggression from him anymore, no ulterior motives.  If I’m being really honest, I think he’s found an unexpected freshness in our co-laboring: one that he did not in any way long for, but one that has colored his world with a more strategic vengeance. A vengeance stemming from his mind, and not his fists.


Plus, I was getting tired of his endless rants.


He’s a good guy, I can safely say, and he’s teaching me things.  Teaching me calm, teaching me the way of The Karisant: this… energy, this secret power that fuels us and pushes us all on, bound to our talismans.


There’s something else though, and we both feel it.  He won’t say it, but I recognize it plainly.


He is attracted to Soteria.  It’s obvious.  We both know the truth behind that attraction: he’s drawn to the potent memory of his Artemesia, just as I am drawn to the potent memory of my Janine.  We don’t speak of it, but we feel the tension, and we have to work through it.  Just don’t ask either of us to like it.


And today, once more we train as we await the return of our precious Soteria, our nexus, our mutual flame.

[image: A gold logo with a light shining on it  AI-generated content may be incorrect.]

“Lower.  Center your gravity, Iskander,” he growls. “Allow The Karisant dominance within you.  Give in.”

I do as he says, squatting, my legs burning from the continued exertion.

Arion is four hundred feet away from me, but I hear him.  He’s taught me to amplify my hearing and create an ‘audio vortex,’ as he calls it, drawing all sound to me from wherever I focus.  I hear him.

Suddenly, he teleports right at me!

I’ve been dutifully taught, I launch, just like a frog, my legs scissoring beneath me and propelling me skyward into an inverted flip.  As if in slow motion, I see his cold cocked fist fly right through where I just stood only microseconds ago.  He misses me by only a hair.

The black sky spins behind me and the stars wheel crazily, their pinholes in the curtain of night becoming white contrails which zip past my vision.

The ground below me spins.

And then I do it.  We’re on the fourteenth attempt, but I finally do it.

Arion hasn’t launched yet.  I’m already in the air, but I focus my thoughts and firmly plant my feet on the ground of this lonely ice slab near Earendel once more.  We’re twenty-eight billion light-years from Earth out here.  It’s colder than ice, but there is a fire in my bones which equips me.  I return to the ground, right behind myself, before that self has launched.

I’ve done a time jump!

I can see Arion, like a wispy shadow racing across the plain toward me, slowed down as I morph time and render its speed the velocity of mud.


The Karisant throbs through me, and my glyphs – controlled by them and answerable to them – pulse softly in a measured pace.  I see him.  He isn’t possibly aware of my reverse-passage through time.  He won’t be until I hit him.
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