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Chapter 1
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Citadel, Ramtalan Headquarters on Earth

Command Center

After receiving an onslaught of photometric pulses from his aunt, Galena, as punishment for losing his orb weapon to the renegade Dachel brothers, Aridesian Stargaard cowered on the floor in the corner of the Command Center. His gut burned. He was certain he had internal injuries. 

It was only after the brothers had sought refuge with Commander Jampara in the court room that Galena discovered that Argus and Tai had broken through the adjoining walls between their apartment and Ari’s. Even worse, they’d stolen the weapon. Ari knew it wasn’t his fault they had the orb, but Galena wouldn’t listen to reason. She blamed him.

Galena ordered an extra security detail to monitor activity on the mainland of Labrador, where the Settler Guardians were gathering to battle for control of the Citadel. She was furious, and Ari was scared.

“Ari,” she said sternly.

He struggled to his feet as the other Ramtalans in the room stared at him. “What? Are you going to fire on me again?”

She glared at him. “There’s no point. You know your place now. You will work on opening the court room door. I want the Commander and the boys. Now.”

Ari rubbed his midsection. “Can I go to medical first? I’m hurt.”

Galena’s eyes flashed brilliant blue. “You are such a disappointment to both me and your father. Argus and Tai are braver and more intelligent than you’ll ever be. How you can be related to them is beyond me.” She turned around. “Go to medical, but I don’t want to see you again until you’ve found a way into the court room.”

Ari stumbled from the Command Center and made his way to the medical wing. He was fed up with being Galena’s puppet. He was Argustine Lenox’s firstborn son. Where was the respect? Once inside the medical room, he lay down on a hover-stretcher and closed his eyes as the robotic medical personnel began the examination. If it was the last thing he did, he’d make sure Argus and Tai Dachel never saw the light of day. Without them around, he’d be the only son once again. 

*****
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CITADEL, COURT ROOM

Argus Dachel wandered around the Citadel’s court room, unsure of what to do. He and Tai had successfully delivered Ari’s orb weapon to Commander Jampara and the Commander managed to replace Galena’s shield around the room with his own, but nothing else was happening. The Commander stood, actually floated a few inches off the ground, doing nothing but holding the orb. 

“Arg, sit down. You’re driving me crazy.” Tai motioned to the chair next to him. “Sit.”

“I’m too wound up to sit. Why isn’t anyone doing anything? We both heard Aunt Celeste say hundreds of Guardians were getting ready to storm the Citadel. But they can’t get through the Citadel’s shield. And now we have the orb weapon, but the Commander isn’t doing anything. This is crazy.” Argus finally sat, but he couldn’t stay still. His nerves were jangled. It was like waiting for a bomb to drop on their heads. “Commander?”

Tai nudged Argus. “Leave him alone, Arg. He’s probably doing some Ramtalan meditation thing or something. You should try it, maybe it’ll calm your ass down. Look, Aunt Celeste said she was waiting for Neb. Maybe he hasn’t arrived yet.”

“I guess. Tai, I was thinking about something.”

“Of course you were. You never stop thinking.” Tai got up and stretched. “I’m getting kind of antsy, too. So, what are you thinking?”

Argus wrung his hands together. It had to be the collective energy of the Citadel that had him jittery. That, or the idea of impending war. “Lenox knows we crash-landed his ship on the field at Highland High. He can go and get it any time.”

Tai groaned. “Well, shit. I wish you hadn’t reminded me of that. Hey, how long have we been in here?”

Argus shrugged. “Not sure. Maybe four or five hours. Why?”

“That means it’s daylight in Palmdale. There’ll be no missing the ship when school starts.”

“Oh, ah, Lola and I sort of took care of that.” Argus smiled at the thought of the ship disguised as a Homecoming float. “I was put on the float committee.”

Tai stared at Argus. “What? What in the hell are you talking about?”

“Lola had this great idea to put Christmas lights and tissue paper all over the XTRA-A1 to make it look like a float. It looks pretty good. It was fun.” His smile only lasted for a moment. “But that doesn’t change the fact that Lenox or AURA can still get it.”

“Unless I can get there somehow and fly it again.” Tai raised an eyebrow. “Once Aunt Celeste deactivates the shield and overthrows Galena, we can shift to Palmdale and take the XTRA-A1 before Lenox gets to it. Easy.”

“Easy? Nothing’s been easy so far.”

Jampara floated over to them. “Boys, we must prepare for attack.”

“Excuse me?” Tai got in front of Argus. “What do you mean? What’s going on?”

Jampara settled to the ground. “Tai, you can relax. I did not mean anyone was going to attack right now. As a Defender, you are driven to defend your brother from harm, but this could ultimately be your downfall. Argus, as a Protector, you will always seek to sacrifice yourself for your loved ones. While these qualities are admirable, you must learn to suppress them in battle.”

Argus stepped out from behind Tai. “I don’t understand. How can we suppress the way we feel? I’ve tried and I can’t do it.”

“Yeah, me either.” Tai sighed loudly. “This whole thing sucks. Why are we just waiting around to be overrun by Galena and her herd of Invaders? We should go on the offensive.”

Jampara’s slit of a mouth turned up into a smile. “Tai, we will be on the offensive, but not yet. Boys, there are ways to overcome your feelings and emotions in a battle. You will do no one any good if you worry needlessly about one another.”

“Needlessly?” Tai’s eyes flashed blue. “Keeping my brother safe isn’t a needless act, sir.”

The smile faded from Jampara. “As I said, you both have admirable qualities. However, those qualities are detrimental in a battle situation.” He held out the orb. “This weapon was designed to disrupt one unique gene sequence found in New Breeds. Argustine Lenox built it to target our New Breeds in an emergency situation. If the New Breeds became faulty, it would kill them instantaneously to prevent any suffering. I believe he planned to use the weapon to eradicate the planet of New Breeds and he wanted you two, and Aridesian, converted so you would not be affected. This would allow him to power his ship with your combined energy. But I am not certain anymore if that is his true intent or not. We must prepare for anything as we will be going up against Lenox and Galena, the two most powerful and merciless Invaders known to us. Any weakness on your part will be discovered and used against you.”

Argus didn’t understand how he could change his feelings and forget about protecting Tai, Lola, or anyone else he cared about. It was impossible. But Jampara was right about it being used against him. Lenox had already done that back at Lake Elizabeth, when Lenox realized how important Lola was and then attacked her. “Okay, sir, what do we do?”

Jampara cast the orb into the air, where it rose up near the ceiling and hovered. “While the orb was designed as a weapon, it contains Ramtalan energy that can be tapped and manipulated. We do not have long before Galena counteracts the shield I put around this room, so I will begin your training right now.”

“What training?” Tai glanced at Argus. “You’re going to use the energy in the orb for something?”

“You will train for war,” Jampara said as he motioned to the orb. “Your suits contain a weak energy source within the metallic bands. The orb will conjoin with that energy to create a simulation program that I prepared a moment ago.”

Argus now understood what Jampara was doing when he was in the corner of the room. “So you programmed the orb? Is it still a weapon?”

Jampara shook his head slowly. “Not in its current state. If it is infused with additional energy, it can again be weaponized. It is depleted somewhat now. Prepare for simulation.”

“What does that mean?” Tai asked, looking over at Argus. “Do you get what he’s—?”

In a flash, they were no longer in the court room, but standing on an ice-covered field. Argus looked around. The wind whipped around him and blowing ice stung his face. He shielded his eyes. They were surrounded by pure-forms, all with their arms extended, ready to fire photometric pulses.

“Arg! Where are we?” Tai shouted.

“No idea. What are we supposed to do? Are these guys real?” He crouched, pulled Tai down with him, and assessed the situation. There were ten pure-forms, Invaders obviously, in a circle around them, maybe twenty feet away. “Tai, shoot them with a pulse. I’ll try to use a plasma burst.”

“You got it.” Tai raised his hands and fired one pulse after the other, but each one was deflected by the Invader he aimed at. “Shit! Is this a simulation or real?”

“That’s what I want to know.” Argus concentrated on collecting his energy into the pit of his stomach, and released it in one shock-wave burst. He knocked one Invader backward, but the rest of them began closing in. “We’re screwed, Tai.”

Jampara’s voice echoed, “Try again, Argus, but release the burst in a wider array. Tai, once you fire at a target and the pulse is deflected, fire immediately at the same target before it can react again.”

“Damn, Arg, this is a simulation. But how come I’m freaking freezing? What sort of simulation gives you frostbite?”

Tai’s words played in Argus’s head. “Oh, no. Tai, I just had a thought. If we can feel the temperature, maybe we can get hurt.” He kept his eyes on the encroaching Invaders.

Jampara again, “Very good, Argus. While you are in a simulation, all things are simulated to represent reality. Do not allow the Invaders to hit you with a pulse.”

“Great.” Argus concentrated again and imagined his burst spreading out more than usual.

Three of the Invaders’ palms glowed blue, which meant they were gearing up to fire a pulse. They were aiming at Tai and instinctively, Argus jumped up and put himself between them and Tai. Within a heartbeat, he was struck with a direct hit to his stomach. He flew backward, right into Tai.

“Bro!” Tai recovered and dragged Argus to the side. 

Tai got to his feet, now blocking Argus from the Invaders. 

There was a barrage of pulses fired at them both. Argus was struck at least four times, each one feeling like a punch to the gut. Tai wasn’t doing any better.

“What sort of simulation is this?” Tai yelled. “Commander!” 

There was a blue flash and they were back in the court room. Tai stomped over to Jampara, but Argus grabbed his arm and held him. 

“Tai, stop. It’s over.” Argus let go of Tai. “What was that supposed to teach us, Commander? We didn’t stand a chance.”

Jampara floated backward a few feet. “Because you are still acting like a Protector, Argus. And you, Tai, are behaving like a Defender. You must learn to work as a team, not one out to save the other. You are outnumbered and only have limited abilities. Use what you have. Are you ready?”

“What? Again?” Tai groaned. “Don’t you have body armor or something for us?”

There was no answer. Instead they were back on the ice and this time, there were twice as many Invaders. Argus already felt defeated. There was no way they could fight against so many pure-forms. Or could they?

“Tai, I’ve got an idea.”

“Tell me, because I’ve got nothing.”

“Okay, we stand back-to-back. I’ll fire a burst and knock down as many Invaders as I can and turn so you can shoot them while they’re on the ground, and while you’re doing that, I’ll shoot a burst at the next group. We’ll keep firing and shooting until we knock them all down.”

Tai nodded. “Sounds good to me.”

They stood with their backs touching and when Argus released a plasma burst, he turned so Tai could fire his photometric pulses at the downed Invaders. It wasn’t perfect, and they were shot at least six or seven times each, but after a few minutes, they had most of the Invaders down. The remaining Invaders, however, anticipated what they were doing and flew up and over their heads. Argus tried to aim a burst upward, but it didn’t work and the Invaders crashed down on top of them.

Again, they appeared back in the court room with Jampara. Argus lay on his side, trying to catch his breath. 

Jampara smiled. “Good job, boys. I will give you a moment to recover and then we will return to the simulation.”

Tai rolled his neck. “Oh, good. I was worried we wouldn’t have another chance to get our asses kicked.”

Argus sat up. “Yeah, Commander, could we maybe take a break? My stomach hurts and one of those guys cracked me over the head pretty good.”

Instead of sympathy, Jampara’s voice rose in volume, “You do not get a ‘break’. This is war. Do you think the Invaders will take a break and drink a cup of coffee so you can rest? Continue.”

The training went on, one simulation after the other, each session slightly different. Sometimes there were more Invaders, sometimes there was a different setting. One time it was the desert, another on a beach where they were trapped between the ocean and a platoon of rabid Invaders. 

Argus did his best, but after a while, he was too exhausted to continue and simply put his hands up, shouted I give up and allowed the Invaders to hit him with multiple bursts. He returned to the court room, but Tai wasn’t with him this time.

“Sir, where’s my brother?” He looked around, but Tai definitely wasn’t there. “Is he still playing? You left him there without me?”

Jampara’s eyes were searing black. “This is an unexpected problem.”

“What is? Where’s Tai?”

There was a long pause as Jampara moved around the room, glowing blue. “Argus, your brother is lost in the simulation.”

“What does that mean?” Argus went to Jampara. “What the hell does that mean?”

Jampara floated out of reach. He motioned to the orb and it descended into his hand. “Someone has intercepted the program. They have trapped Tai inside the simulation.”
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Chapter 2
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Max Jackson, having ridden in a cramped van from the airport to some frozen wasteland in Labrador, couldn’t stop shivering, even though he wore a down-filled parka, a woolen scarf over his mouth and nose, and stiff, puffy gloves that wouldn’t let his fingers move. He stomped his feet, hoping to avoid frostbite. Neb, that mercurial alien who both threatened him and treated him nicely at times, stood with Celeste, the Dachel brothers’ aunt, and a gathering of other Ramtalans, discussing something that apparently wasn’t worthy of saying in front of an ex-AURA agent.

According to what Neb said before, Galena, another of the angry and hostile aliens, took over the Citadel, the alien headquarters on Earth, and had their Commander hostage. Nobody had seen a sign of Argustine Lenox, head honcho bad guy. That was the only good news Max had heard so far. After a few more minutes, he couldn’t take the cold anymore and waved his arms around to catch Neb’s attention. Neb noticed and came over.

“What is it, Max?” Neb’s eyes were softly glowing blue. “We’re sort of in the middle of something.”

Max’s teeth chattered. “I’m freezing to death.”

“Yeah, sorry about that, but this is our staging area.” Neb pointed to the group of aliens. “We’ve been deciding on our plan of attack.”

“Don’t care. Neb, why am I here? I can’t do anything. Why can’t I go home?” Max stomped his feet again. “I can’t feel my toes. I think one’s fallen off.”

Neb placed his hand on Max’s shoulder. “I’ve told you before, you know too much. I can’t take the chance that you’ll talk to your boss or anyone else. What’s happening right now is critical and if any humans find out what’s going on, it’ll cause a global panic. We need to prevent that.” He squeezed Max’s shoulder. “I’ll transfer a small amount of my energy into you. It’ll warm you.”

Max felt an instant warming sensation right where Neb’s hand was. It spread throughout his body until he was as comfortable as if he was basking under the summertime sun. “Cool trick, Neb. So what am I supposed to do? Stand here with my thumb up my ass?”

“Actually, I have a little job for you that doesn’t require your thumb. You and your friend, Gretchen Manheim, are going to be our lookouts. Can you do that?”

“Gretch? Where is she?” Max looked around. “I don’t see her.” He’d assumed Celeste had let her go. 

Neb pointed behind Max. “She’s waiting for you. Max, when I implanted her with a monitor, she fought the procedure. I warned her not to fight. And now, she hates the sight of me. That’s why I need you to deal with her and keep her in check.”

There was nothing in the direction Neb pointed except snow and ice. Where was Gretch and what did Neb do to her? Max took a step toward Neb and poked him in the chest. “You lobotomized her?”

Right away, Neb’s eyes flashed and he had Max by the throat. “Don’t ever make a hostile move toward me. Gretchen is fine. It just caused her some discomfort. It was not my intention to hurt her. I’m rather fond of her spunk. You’d better get going, because the energy I shared with you will wear off in a few minutes. Go.” He let go of Max.

Max rubbed his throat. “You’ve really got an attitude problem. Go where? I don’t see anything.”

Neb extended his arm and made a beckoning movement. A moment later, a snowmobile, without a driver, came into view and stopped about ten feet from Neb. “Go to Gretchen.”

“What?” Max went to the snowmobile. “Where is she?”

Neb came over and patted the seat. “Get on, follow the GPS and it’ll take you to a cozy little cabin. Gretchen will give you instructions. She has her orders. Remember, Max, you’ve both been implanted and if you try anything, I’ll know.”

Max climbed onto the snowmobile. He’d never ridden on one before, but he’d managed to drive the Lamborghini, so how hard could it be? “Are we going to be safe from Lenox in this cabin of yours?”

“You’ll be safe enough.” Neb pointed to a bank of clouds closing in. “Better get moving, there’s a storm coming.”

That was an understatement. There was a shit-storm coming that involved crazed Invaders, bullying Ramtalans, and possibly the end of the world. 

Max gripped the handlebars. “I’d really rather go home to Los Angeles.” 

“Not going to happen, Max. You have the throttle on the right and brake on the left. Good luck.” Neb turned and strode back to his cohorts.

“I hate aliens.” Max tested the throttle and took off a little too fast, but soon got the hang of it. He followed the directions the GPS display gave him and after a few minutes, just like Neb said, the warmth left and he was soon freezing cold. Now he officially loathed two climates; the miserable desert and the equally miserable tundra. What was wrong with the Ramtalans? They either liked it hot or cold, nothing in between.

The GPS led Max up a slope and back down into a small valley where there was a dinky wooden cabin with a trail of smoke rising from a chimney. The thought of a blazing fire made him accelerate, right to the front door. He shut off the snowmobile and knocked as best he could with the puffy gloves.

The old woman, Lucia, from the Acoma pueblo opened the door and stared at him. “Well, come in before all the heat goes out.” She slammed the door shut as soon as he was inside.

“What the hell are you doing here?” Max looked around, but didn’t see Gretchen. “And where’s Gretch?”

Lucia pointed a bony finger at his parka. “Take that off. You don’t need it in here. Your friend is in the bedroom, resting.”

Max stripped off his gloves and unzipped his parka. “Do you have any coffee?”

“I’m not your maid, AURA man.” Lucia wandered off to a small kitchen.

“Never mind then, I’ll make it myself if you have a coffee pot.” He went to the bedroom and opened the door a crack. “Gretch? You in here? It’s Max Jackson.”

The door opened wider and Gretchen peeked out. “Jackson? How did you get here?” She motioned him in. She was wearing a fluffy pink robe with matching slippers.

“Are you okay, Gretch? You look good.”

“Yeah, well, I wasn’t so good after that asshole stuck that alien shit inside my head. It gave me a raging migraine and I was puking for hours. I can’t wait to get my hands on him. I can’t believe I thought he was hot.”

Max felt that pang of jealousy he did last time she said that about Neb. “He’s a menace. Like all of them. Hey, why is that old lady here?”

Gretchen closed the door and sat on the bed. “I don’t know. She’s weird. Nice, but weird. Always talking about Neb like he’s God’s gift. So, ah, why are you here?” She raised an eyebrow. “I figured that Lenox character got you.”

“Gee, Gretch, you don’t sound too upset about that thought.” Max sat next to her and ran his hand down the sleeve of her robe. “Where’d you get this? From Neb? You two have a thing now?”

She glared. “If I ever get my hands on that alien prick, he’ll wish he’d never met me. It’s not from him. Lucia has a whole closet full of clothes. I told you, she’s nice.”

“Okay, so what are we supposed to do? I don’t even know where we are. Neb said you have orders. What does that mean?”

“Oh, that.” Gretchen got up and went to a laptop on a small desk. “This is an outpost, directly on the path from the Labrador airport to the staging area. I wasn’t expecting you to show up, but it makes more sense now that you did. Neb said I’d be working with another person. Guess that’s you, eh, jackass?”

“Really, Gretch? After all we’ve been through, it’s still jackass?” Max kicked off his boots and shrugged off the parka. “What exactly are we doing here, Gretch?”

She logged onto the laptop and pointed at the screen. “We’re monitoring human activity, specifically AURA. See this, that’s LA and this view is Edwards. Those freaking monitors in our heads are plugged into the Ramtalan monitoring system so we can control the views. Get it?”

“Not at all.” Max sighed and looked over her shoulder. The laptop screen was a checkerboard of different views like she said. He recognized Edwards in the top left box, the Federal building in LA was on the top right. “How are we controlling any of this? Aren’t these views from security cameras?”

Gretchen turned and stared at him. “Security cameras? We’re dealing with aliens here, Jackson. Their technology and that freakish energy source of theirs allows them to zero in on whatever they want with their minds, or something like that. What we’re programmed to monitor are these views on the screen. I don’t know how the views are generated, and I don’t really want to know. If we see any hostile deployment or movement, we report it. What don’t you get about that?”

“Ah, well, how we can do that. We’re not Ramtalan.” 

“No, we’re not, but we have those damn implants that are hooked into our brains. Look, Jackson, I’m not pretending to understand it, but Neb gave me orders and I have to obey them. So, either get on board and help me or stay the hell out of my way.” Gretchen opened the door and leaned out. “Lucia! I’m hungry!”

Max felt the back of his head. He had to find a way to get rid of the monitor so he could contact Stone, or Angel and John at Edwards. No way was he going to go along with being used as a security guard. He was a skilled AURA agent. He owed his allegiance to the United States government, not a bunch of renegade aliens. He’d wait until Gretchen and Lucia went to sleep, then he’d make a getaway on the snowmobile. Nobody was going to make a fool of Max Jackson.
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Argus paced around the court room, waiting for Commander Jampara to say something. Anything. Tai was missing and Jampara wasn’t doing a single thing. Argus knew his eyes had flipped, and his temperature rose even though he was doing everything he could to maintain control. If he wasn’t careful, he’d release a plasma burst.

Minutes ticked by. Finally, Jampara floated in front of Argus. “You must regulate your energies, Argus. Remember, your abilities are amplified at the Citadel.”

“Yeah, well, that’s a little hard right now. Is Tai okay? Is he alive? Can’t you restart the simulation? Where is he? I thought we were still in the court room during the simulation.”

“You were, but not on this plane. The simulation takes place within a higher plane projected by the orb’s energy source. It is what you could call an alternate reality. Do you understand?”

Argus tried to comprehend what Jampara said, but it didn’t make sense. He’d never learned anything about alternate realities, whatever those were. “No, I don’t understand. At all. And you didn’t answer me before. Is Tai all right?”

Jampara tossed the orb into the air where it floated and glowed. He stared at it for a moment and caught it when it descended. “The simulation program has been disabled.”

“What does that mean? Where the hell is Tai? How can I get him back? You told us not to protect each other in the simulation and now look what’s happened? Who’s behind this? Galena?” Argus trembled all over. “Sir, I can’t control my new ability. I think I’m going to fire a plasma burst.”

“Do not! Not in here. If you jeopardize the shield I have on the room, we will be vulnerable. Focus. Suppress your anger.”

He closed his eyes and took a few deep breaths, but it did nothing. He didn’t want to calm down. Tai needed help. What Tai didn’t need was a brother who did nothing. “No. I have to do something. I have to find my brother.” 

Just when he felt the plasma burst start, he felt faint. He couldn’t breathe. It was like something had cut off his oxygen supply. He collapsed and tried to suck in a breath, but he couldn’t. As fast as it had started, the sensation ended and he could breathe again. What the hell?

“Argus?” Jampara knelt beside him. “What is it?”

“I don’t know. Wait, I’ve had this sort of thing before. Aunt Celeste calls it a physical premonition. But I never know who’s being hurt. I couldn’t breathe. It’s Tai, it’s got to be Tai. Does that mean Tai can’t breathe? Please, we have to help him. I’ll do anything. I don’t care if Galena or Lenox win anymore. I’ll give my life for Tai’s.” He jumped to his feet and shouted, “Lenox! If you can hear me, stop this. Tai’s going to die. Take me and let him go.”

The room lit up with a bright blue flash that came from Jampara. He grabbed Argus and threw him to the ground. “You will not call to Lenox. I do not know if he can hear you, but we cannot open a channel to him. You risk exposing all of the Settler Guardians and New Breeds to his venom.”

Argus hit the ground so hard, the wind was knocked out of him. “I’m sorry, sir, but if Lenox or Galena did this to Tai, then they’re the only ones who can undo it. I won’t let my brother die.” He struggled to his feet only to be slammed down again.

Jampara hovered over him. “I am the Commander of the Citadel and you must obey me. You are a child and you know nothing of strategy and war. I have experience in both and have lived through the Ramtalan-Malaris wars. Invoking Lenox will end in devastation. Remain where you are and it is me who takes care of negotiations.”

Before he lost control completely, Argus squeezed his eyes shut and breathed in and out slowly over and over until he’d calmed down somewhat. How did Jampara expect him to do nothing at all? 

Jampara kept his eyes on Argus, but motioned for the orb to come to him. He spoke to it, “Galena Helios, if you are the one responsible for capturing Tai Dachel, I order you to release him.” He clutched the orb.

There was a loud bang on the door, followed by Galena’s voice from outside the room. “Commander Jampara, you are no longer in control of the Citadel. Release the shield.”

Argus got up. “Galena! Don’t do this to Tai. Let him go.”

Again, Jampara reached out and shoved Argus to the ground. “Mind your tongue, boy.” He floated to the door. “Galena, you cannot win. If you allow either of the Dachel brothers to die, you will incur not only the wrath of Ramtala, but of Lenox.”

Galena again, “I will kill Tai personally unless your remove the shield immediately.”

“No!” Argus jumped to his feet, staying away from Jampara. “Galena! I’ll do whatever you want me to, but let Tai go.”

“Argus, your brother is dying. Remove the shield.” Galena’s voice was harsh, angry. “I need the orb.”

“I can’t do anything.” 

Jampara turned and faced him. “I ordered you to remain silent, yet you continue to disobey me.”

“I don’t care. I’m not going to let her kill my brother.” Argus ran forward, grabbed the orb from Jampara and threw it as hard as he could against the far wall. It shattered into pieces, releasing colored sparks that shot out in every direction. Jampara attempted to catch the pieces, but they exploded and disappeared.

“What have you done, Argus?” Jampara zoomed toward the door. “You have killed us all.”

Argus looked at Jampara. “Did that destroy the shield? Galena can save Tai. She saved him before and now she won’t get the orb.”

“You may think you have saved your brother, but you have surrendered Earth to Argustine Lenox.” Jampara settled to the ground, his entire body glowing brighter and brighter. “I can no longer predict how this war will end.”

What did that mean? Argus watched Jampara and had a sinking feeling that he’d made a huge mistake thinking Galena would do anything to help him or Tai. Once again, he’d acted like an impulsive Protector.

The door to the court room slid open and Galena, Ari, and about ten Ramtalans stormed in at the exact time there was a blinding flash and a shock wave that threw everyone off their feet. Galena was the first to recover, but Jampara was nowhere.

She screamed out in fury, “No!” She grabbed Argus by the front of his jumpsuit and pulled him to his feet, holding him off the ground a few inches. “All you’ve done is delay the inevitable.” She dropped him and turned to Ari. “Jampara is gone.”

Argus looked around. Did Jampara die in the bright flash? “What happened to the Commander? What did you to do him? And where’s Tai?”

She glared at him. “Tai is suspended within the orb’s energy source. Where’s the orb?”

Argus’s gut tightened. “I smashed the orb to break the energy shield so you could get in.” And to keep it away from you.

Her eyes widened. “Didn’t you think the orb was important? You knew the Commander used it for the simulation program. You’re turning out to be as worthless as Ari. Can’t my brother have just one intelligent son? Tai is now trapped in the simulation plane and the Commander has abandoned the Citadel.” She slapped Argus across the face. “Without the orb, I can’t retrieve Tai. My brother needs all three of you pathetic creatures.”

What? What had he done? Argus felt sick. He sank to the ground. “I don’t...why can’t...I thought you—”

“Stupid, stupid child.” Galena slapped him again. “Once you destroyed the orb, the energy field went with it and took your brother at the same time.” She turned and motioned to the others in the room. “Secure the remainder of the Citadel. No mercy. If there is resistance, kill on sight.”

“You can’t do that, Galena.” Argus ran and blocked the doorway. “You can’t kill anyone.”

“I can do as I please.” Galena pointed to Ari. “Ari, take Argus to his room and if he gives you any trouble, do whatever is necessary, with the one exception of killing him. I have to find a way to free Tai.” She strode from the room, followed by her cohorts.

Ari smirked and aimed his palm at Argus. “I’ll fire on you if you give me any trouble. Remember, my pulses are lethal.”

“Galena said not to kill me, Ari.” 

He shrugged. “Did she?”

Argus sized up the situation. He was trapped in the Citadel with Galena, Ari, and the other Invaders, and without the Commander or Tai. The only good thing was that he only had Ari guarding him. It was one-on-one.

“Move, Argus.” Ari stepped into the hallway and waited for Argus to comply. “You know, you and your brother have caused me nothing but grief.” He lowered his voice, “If you both die as a result of this war, I won’t give it another thought.”

Argus swallowed and walked slowly down the corridor toward the lobby. Was Ari planning on killing him and Tai? “Ari, listen, you told me that you never forgave Lenox for what he did to you and your mother. So why are you betraying your planet? To make Lenox happy? He doesn’t care about you. He doesn’t care about any of us. Help me get Tai out of the simulation before it’s too late. We’re your half-brothers. Doesn’t that mean something to you?”

There was a pause. “Yes, it means something. It means I wasn’t good enough, so Father created you.”

Wrong thing to say. Now he knew Ari wasn’t going to help, too bitter and consumed with anger to know what the right thing was. They got to the lobby and went down the corridor to the sleeping quarters. 

At the apartment, Argus stopped and turned around. “Ari, please help me find Tai. I had a premonition that he’s going to suffocate. I know you hate us both, but please, we share a father.”

Ari waved a strip of gold and silver metal over the door panel and it opened. “The shield is still active on your apartment. You cannot leave.” He stepped aside and motioned Argus to go in. “Just because we share a father doesn’t mean a thing to me. If I could, I’d put you in the ground right now. And you know what else?”

Argus went into the apartment. “No, what?”

“I’m going to do everything I can to delay things so Tai does suffocate.” Ari waved the metal over the panel and the door slid shut.

“Ari!” Argus banged his fists on the door until they hurt. This couldn’t be happening.
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Chapter 4
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Max curled up on the floor of the bedroom because Gretchen made it perfectly clear he wasn’t welcome in the bed. When he heard her breathing slow down and fall into the rhythm of sleep, he sneaked out of the room.

Unfortunately, Lucia was still awake and stoking the fire. She turned. “Why are you up? You should get some sleep.”

“Can’t sleep.” He sat down on the fireplace hearth and warmed his hands. “So, if I may ask, what’s the deal with you and Neb?”

Lucia sat down next to him. “Neb is a good man. You should listen to him.”

“A good man? He’s a damn alien who stuck a device in my head. How can I feel anything but hate for someone like that?” He glanced around. “Hey, where do you sleep?”

“I sleep where I make my bed.”

Max stared at the old woman. What in the hell was she talking about? He needed her asleep so he could make a break for it. He forced a yawn. “Well, it’s getting late. Why don’t you sleep in the bedroom with Gretch? I’ll stay out here.”

She slowly shook her head. “Neb says you’ll try to escape. You sleep in the room. There’s no window in there for you to sneak out. Go now.”

“I hate Neb and I’m starting to hate you, too.” Max shuffled back to the bedroom.

Gretchen sat up in bed, rubbing the back of her head. “Jackson, I don’t want to do what Neb said, but I have to. It’s like he’s controlling my brain. What the hell is this thing in my head?”

He shrugged. “I don’t know, Gretch. But I don’t have the same compulsion to help Neb or any of them. And I have no intention of doing what they want.”

“Then why do I have to? It’s pissing me off.” She patted the mattress next to her. “You can lie down here if you want. But don’t even think of trying anything.”

Under any other circumstances, he probably would try to make a move, but this wasn’t the time for that. He lay down and took her hand in his. “Gretch, we’ll get through this. I haven’t given up on our plan to capture these assholes. That Lenox character is going to try to take over our planet. And if he doesn’t, Neb and his gang of freaks will. I don’t know about you, but I’m not going to let that happen.”

“Wish I could say the same, but I’m on Neb’s side whether I want to be or not. I tried to stop him implanting me, I really did. He was upset and told me to stop fighting. Why did this happen to me, Jackson?”

“Because we’re human and these Ramtalans treat humans like toys, to be used and mistreated at a whim. Well, I’m nobody’s play thing. I’m going to fake it ‘til I make it.” He gave her hand a squeeze. He couldn’t believe it, but he actually felt sorry for her. Pity usually wasn’t his strongest emotion. 

She squeezed his hand and lay down. “I’m glad I’m stuck here with you.”

“Yeah, me too. How about we look at this with fresh eyes tomorrow?”

“Sure.” She leaned over and rested her head on his shoulder. “Night, Jackson.”

“Night.” 

He closed his eyes and thought about what he could do. A desperate thought flashed into his head. What if he got rid of Lucia and forced Gretchen to come with him? Even if she was being controlled by aliens, she was still Gretchen. He could knock her out and tie her up if necessary. Once he was back home, he’d find someone who could disable the monitors and then he’d mount an attack on Neb. In time, Earth would belong to the humans again and the Ramtalans would be strapped down, chopped up, and put on display. And it would be Max Jackson who’d collect the admission price for the exhibit. He smiled and drew in a relaxing breath. He’d sleep well tonight.
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Chapter 5
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Argus slumped against the apartment door. He’d screwed up everything. Now Ari wanted both him and Tai dead, Galena had the Citadel, and Jampara fled to who-knows-where. Not to mention that Tai was still stuck inside the simulation program and nobody seemed to know how to get him out. Argus looked across the room and saw how the hole he and Tai had made into Aunt Celeste’s room was now patched up with a panel of the silver-gold metal. He was stuck, no chance of escaping through Aunt Celeste’s room anymore.

He thumped his hand on the door. “Damn it! Why did I break the orb? I’m so sorry, Tai.” 

“Mr. Dachel.”

Argus jumped up. “Who’s there?”

“I have a message to convey.” The robotic waiter came out from behind the kitchen counter and hovered.

“What message? Who from?” Argus waited as the lights on the robot flashed. “Come on, what message?”

“Commander Jampara stored a message for you. The Commander has initiated a destruct sequence throughout the Citadel that will disable the energy shield for a short time. He requested you utilize the time when the shield is down. Use your abilities to locate the Guardian faction on the mainland and go to them.”

“What? Are you serious? I’m not leaving without Tai.” Argus walked away from the robot. “Commander? Can you hear me?”

The robot floated over to him. “The Commander has left the Citadel to bring reinforcement troops. I repeat his request. You are to use your abilities—”

“I’m not leaving.” Argus ran to the door and tried to open it, but of course, nothing happened. “Damn it!”

The robot flashed its lights. “Galena Helios has not removed the protective shield around your room, but it will fall once the Citadel shield is disabled. The countdown for the shield destruct sequence will begin...now. You will have four planetary seconds to escape the Citadel before the shield is reactivated. The countdown begins now. Ten, nine, eight, seven...”

Argus shook his head. How could he leave Tai? “I’m not going.” He went to the breakfast bar and sat on a stool, resting his head in his hands.

“Six, five...”

Tai was probably already dead. What would be the point in dissolving? He didn’t care what happened anymore.

“Four, three, two...”

Of course there was Lola to think about. And all of the New Breeds.

“One. Deactivation has commenced and will reactivate in four, three...”

Argus concentrated and saw the blurry image of Aunt Celeste dressed in a white parka.

“Two, one...shield is reactivated.”

The image was gone. He’d been too slow. He slammed his hand on the counter. “I can’t do anything right!”

“Argus,” came a whisper.

Argus looked around. It sounded like Aunt Celeste, but he was still in the apartment. He hadn’t dissolved to her. “Hello?”

“Shhh.” Aunt Celeste appeared right next to him. She kept her voice low, “When the Commander said the shield would go down, I took a chance and shifted here. Neb is on the mainland with the other Guardians. Are you all right? Where’s Tai?”

Tears welled up in his eyes. He wiped them away quickly. “It’s all my fault.”

“What’s your fault?” She went to the door, listened and came right back. “What’s going on, Argus?”

He couldn’t hold it in any longer and let the tears fall as he explained what had happened. Aunt Celeste’s eyes shone and when he finished, she nodded solemnly. 

“What can I do, Aunt Celeste? Because of me, there’s going to be a war and Tai might already be dead. I have to fix this.” Argus took a breath. “I felt him suffocating.”

“We’ll find Tai. There was going to be a war anyway. It’s not your fault. Lenox has been preparing to go to war for years. While you did compromise the Commander’s safety, he managed to escape and deactivate the shield. I would have preferred that you complied with the Commander’s request to escape yourself, but that’s a moot point now. As much as I don’t like the idea, I have to ask for your help in finding Tai.”

“Anything.” Argus got off the stool. “Tell me what you want me to do.”

She gave him a pat on the shoulder. “Since you’re now more Ramtalan, we can merge our energies.”

“What does that mean?” 

Aunt Celeste ran her fingers over the metal bands on the sleeve of his jumpsuit. “You have to change out of the suit. These bands block your full potential.”

“Full potential?” Argus looked at the suit. “Tai said this helps us control our abilities. What’ll happen if I take it off now that I’m converted? And what do you mean by merging our energies?”

“Your abilities will be magnified once the suit is removed. That’s why you have to take it off. It’s restricting you. We can merge our energy sources and with the collective energy in the Citadel, the merger will be even more powerful. The only problem is...” she paused. “It’ll drain my energy very quickly. Yours is still somewhat locked up in your human body.”

Argus shook his head. “Whoa, hold on. You said Ramtalans...die when their energy is used up.”

“Correct. But I have no intention of using up all of my energy.” She smiled. “I have a job to do and almost a hundred Guardians under my command.”

“Under your command? I don’t understand?” Without any warning, Argus felt like he was choking. He couldn’t breathe at all. 

“What’s wrong?” Aunt Celeste took him by the shoulders and shook him several times. “Is this another premonition?”

He nodded. After a few seconds, he drew in a breath. “Does that mean Tai’s still alive?”

“I would think so. We have to get him out. There’s no time to waste.”

Argus agreed completely, but how could they find him? “We don’t have the orb.”

Aunt Celeste thought for a moment. “The Commander used the kitchen helper to communicate with you and activate the shield destruction.” She pointed to the robotic waiter. “It’s an artificial intelligence device infused with Alpha 2a energy. We can try to use it.”

“Okay.” He crouched near the robot, not sure exactly what Aunt Celeste was talking about, and looked up at her. “Aunt Celeste, are you in charge of the other Guardians?”

“We’ll talk about that later. Right now, I have to find a way to merge our energy with the kitchen helper’s. Then I’ll have to create a simulation program similar to the Commander’s. With any luck, both simulation programs will merge into one and I can recall Tai.”

Argus groaned. “I don’t understand a single thing you’re talking about.”

“Yes, you do. I taught you about computers and artificial intelligence. Now, go and change out of that suit.”

He put his hands on the robot. “You wait right here. We need you. Don’t you dare leave.” He ran up to the loft, slipped off the jumpsuit, and put his jeans and tee shirt back on. 

“Are you ready?” Aunt Celeste called from downstairs.

“I guess. Wow, my energy’s buzzing.” He hurried down the stairs. “If this doesn’t work—”

“Positive thoughts.” Aunt Celeste motioned to the couch in the sunken living room. “Sit on the couch. This might hurt a bit.”

“Like when I first did the molecular shift?” It didn’t hurt anymore to do a shift, but at first, it felt like his body was tearing apart. He sure wasn’t looking forward to that sort of pain again, but he’d willingly do anything to get Tai back. He sat on the couch.

Aunt Celeste sat next to him. “I’m not sure what pain you felt, but this could be the same, or worse.”

Great. “Okay, I’m ready.”

She held her hand out, palm up. After a moment, her blue energy ball rose up from her palm. “My Alpha 2a energy, that’s the Ramtalan energy source, will pass into you and comingle with your Alpha 2a. I will then recall it. We will both have half of each other’s Alpha 2a. Once we have shared energy, we will both combine with the kitchen helper’s. Are you ready?”

He really wasn’t, but he nodded and closed his eyes. Within a heartbeat, his body felt like it was on fire. The burning was so intense that he screamed out. Next came the sensation that his insides were being twisted in knots, tighter and tighter. Would it ever stop? “Aunt Celeste!”

“Almost done. Hold on.”

He couldn’t take it anymore. “I can’t...” He opened his eyes and saw red. Everything was red. He felt Aunt Celeste’s hand on his shoulder.

“It’s over, Argus. Breathe slowly.” She got off the couch. “Are you all right? I’ve never seen...how do you feel?”

He drew in a couple of deep breaths. The pain was gone, although he felt like a bolt of electricity had gone through him and left him tingling all over. The redness faded until he saw normally again. “I think I’m okay. That was the most awful thing I’ve ever been through.”

“I’m very sorry. I wasn’t sure what it would feel like. This procedure has only been done twice before and that was between two pure-forms.”

He jumped up, feeling incredibly angry. “So you weren’t sure if it would kill me or not?”

She stared at him and backed away. “Calm down, Argus. I would have recalled my Alpha 2a if it became dangerous to you. Are you sure you’re feeling all right?” She hadn’t taken her eyes off him. “Do you feel different?”

“Actually, I feel pretty good now. Just kind of agitated. Why?”

“Please don’t be alarmed, but your eyes are glowing red.”

Red? Not black? No. That couldn’t be right. Lenox had red eyes. Argus knew his energy was building inside, ready for a plasma burst. “How could that happen? Is it another physical premonition?” 

“No,” was all Aunt Celeste said.

He ran to the bathroom and looked in the mirror. Just like she said, his eyes were bright and blood red. It was like looking at Lenox in the mirror. And that was the last thing he wanted to see.
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Max woke up with a start. There was a strange noise, like humming or droning. What the hell was it? He sat up. Gretchen still slept beside him. Stealthily, he crept from the bed and peeked into the living room.

“Jackson,” Gretchen said from behind him.

He spun around. “You startled me. Don’t ever sneak up on me like that.”

“We’re on.” She dashed to the laptop.

“What the hell does that mean?” He watched her as she logged on. “Gretch? What’s going on?”

“We’ve got company.” She pressed a button on the side of the computer and spoke, “This is Gretchen Manheim. I’ve detected movement heading to our location.”

Neb’s face appeared on the screen. “Good work, Gretchen. I will arrive at your location shortly with a small battalion. Give Lucia advance warning of my arrival. She’ll know what to do. Max?”

“Yeah, what?” Max moved closer to Gretchen.

Neb gave a brief smile. “Ah, there you are, Max. AURA has found you. Do you have a tracking device on your person? I didn’t detect anything on the plane ride here, but if you hid a device from me, it won’t work out so good for you.”

Max checked his pockets. There wasn’t anything there. “I don’t have anything on me. Don’t blame me for your slip-up.”

Neb’s eyes flashed. “There is no slip-up, Max.” 

The computer monitor went blank. Gretchen got up and went into the living room. “Lucia! Neb’s coming.”

Max followed and was amazed when Lucia opened up a crate and lifted out a box full of dynamite. She placed it on the old couch, dusted her hands off on her apron and sighed. She pointed at Max. “You brought AURA here?”

“No. No, it wasn’t me. I didn’t do anything. So, ah, what’s that for?” He went to the dynamite. “Is it safe to have it in here?”

She shrugged. “Neb says it’s safe, so it’s safe.”

He backed away from the box. “Well, does it have to be in the house?”

Neb appeared next to Lucia. “Yes. Gretchen, how far away are the intruders?”

She held up four fingers. “Four miles.”

“We’re cutting it close.” Neb glanced at Max. “Go and wait on the snowmobile with Gretchen. Lucia, bring me the detonators.”

“Hold on, Neb.” Max took another step backward. “You’re going to blow up the cabin? What’s that going to do?”

Neb picked up a stick of dynamite. “It’s a distraction. It’ll give us time to assess the situation and move in on the targets. Is that all right with you?” 

Max shook his head. “Not really. What am I supposed to do?” Of course, if Neb was off fighting AURA, there was a chance to make a getaway with Gretchen on the snowmobile. Maybe there was some hope of escaping after all.

Lucia came up to Neb and grabbed the dynamite out of his hand. “You don’t touch it, Neb. It’s delicate. Can’t have you getting hurt.”

Neb smiled at her. “I’m a pure-form, Lucia. I can’t be hurt by dynamite. You know that.”

She frowned. “I don’t care. You don’t touch it. Now, go to your friends and I will set the detonators.”

Damn, for a small, frail woman, Lucia was plucky as hell. Max went to Gretchen. “Come on, Gretch, get your coat.”

Gretchen hesitated. “Neb?”

Neb turned to Gretchen and put his hand on her forehead. “Pack up the equipment and go with Max. Follow the GPS to Location 2 and wait for instructions.”

Max waited as she blinked a few times and nodded, went into the bedroom and came out a few minutes later with a duffle bag. She handed Max the bag and his parka, slipped on her coat and went outside.

The bag was heavy, heavier than if it was only the laptop. Max glared at Neb. “This is bullshit. You’ve got Gretch trained like a circus animal. You can’t do that to us. Humans belong here, not you aliens.”

Neb got in his face. “This is a shared planet, Max. Get used to it. We’re not going anywhere. I’m here to protect the human race from Lenox and his band of Invaders, in case you haven’t noticed. Don’t test me. You’ll lose.”

“Threatening me, Neb? I’m a government agent. You can’t push me around like you do with Gretch.” Max threw his shoulders back. He wasn’t going to let anyone treat him like crap. 

In a flash, Neb had him by the front of his shirt. “It amazes me how ungrateful you are, human. If not for me and my fellow Settlers, you humans would have ended up enslaved by the likes of Lenox years ago. We’ve protected this planet from invasion several times because we need it safe for our New Breeds. Now, go with Gretchen before I lose my temper.”

Max pulled away from Neb. “So this is you under control? You don’t need me. You’ve got your trained Gretchen-monkey. Take the monitor out of my head and I’ll be on my way.”

“The monitor stays. And you stay. Ramtala is a friend of Earth, Max. Get on board.” Neb opened the front door and shoved him out into the cold. “Put your coat on. Oh, and Max, don’t cross me.” He slammed the door shut.

There was a flurry of snow in the air and wispy flakes swirled around. Max slipped into the parka and found Gretchen already seated on the snowmobile, waiting. Wherever they were going, one thing was certain, he’d find a way to get word to AURA. The aliens had to be overthrown, even if it meant siding with Stone to get the job done.
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Argus stared at his reflection. It wasn’t him in the mirror, not anymore. He rubbed his eyes, but they stayed red. He tried everything; regulating his heart rate, calming down, breathing in and out slowly. Nothing worked. 

“Aunt Celeste!”

She came up behind him. “It’s all right. I’m here. There’s got to be an explanation, but we don’t have the luxury right now to figure it out. We have to find Tai.”

He felt sick to his stomach. It was bad enough knowing he was related to Lenox without having to look like him now. What would Tai think? He’d be repulsed. “Tell me whatever you need me to do to find Tai. I don’t care anymore what it does to me. Look at me. I’m a freak. More of a freak.”

“Don’t talk like that.” Aunt Celeste put her hand on his shoulder. “Come back to the living room. We’ll create a triad of Alpha 2a energy sources; yours, mine and the kitchen helper’s. Maybe your eyes will revert back after some time.”

Argus took a final look in the mirror and turned away. “Is this going to hurt, too?”

“Not at all. But you will experience an influx of thoughts and memories from everyone in the triad. It will be confusing. Try not to break the connection though. I’ll take care of creating another simulation program. You can do this.”

He wasn’t so sure, but he followed her back to the living room and sat on the couch again. He didn’t feel nervous, but he had so much energy running through him, he could hardly sit still. Aunt Celeste called to the kitchen helper robot and ordered it to stay in front of the couch. She held Argus’s hand and placed her other hand on top of the robot. 

Nothing seemed to happen for a long time, until the entire apartment filled with blue light. A few seconds later, he stood in the desert. The sun beat down on him and a strong, hot wind blew. Aunt Celeste was nowhere.

“Hello?” he shouted. “Anybody here?”

“Argus?”

“Who’s there?” Argus wandered around as sand flew in his face. “Talk to me.”

“How are you in my mind, son?”

What? Now he recognized the voice. It was Lenox! “I don’t understand. I’m looking for Tai.”

“Tai is with me, son. Have you come to join us?”

Argus peered into the distance. There was something out there, a structure of some sort. He took off in a full run and got to the building in a few seconds. It wasn’t really a building, but more like four brick walls, not quite connected. There was a miniature version of the XTRA-A1 at the base of one of the walls and a tombstone near one of the other walls. He went to it and read the inscription: Here Beneath Lies Gaia Dachel, Beloved Mother and Wife, Rest in Peace.

What the hell? That was his mother’s name. Argus stumbled backward. “What are you playing at, Lenox?”

There was silence. Then, “You are in my memories, Argus. But that is not all. This is intriguing. You have tapped into my Alpha 2a via...are you at the Citadel?”

“I don’t know where the hell I am. Where’s Tai. Show me my brother.”

“Arg?” Tai suddenly appeared next to him, on all fours, straining to breathe. “Get me out of here, bro.”

Argus dropped to his knees. “I’m going to try to shift us back to the Citadel.”

“Arg, I’m still in the simulation. I can’t find a way out. Why did you leave me here?”

“I didn’t. Galena did something and trapped you. Come on, take my hand.” Argus reached out, but Tai vanished. “No!” He jumped to his feet. “Lenox!”

“Argus.” Lenox, in the form of the apparition, walked toward him. “This is imaginary. None of this is real. Tai is with me. He is safe. You must break away from Celeste. Allow your Alpha 2a energy to return to you. Concentrate on Galena. You can go to her if you break free. She will bring you to Tai. Do it now.”

Argus shook his head. “I can’t. Isn’t Tai stuck in the simulation? He just said he was.”

“No, son. That was part of your memory.” Lenox stopped and spread his arms. “Argus, you and Tai belong together, with me. We are a family. You know that.” He took a step closer and wrapped his arms around Argus in a hug.

A flood of emotion surged through Argus. He could feel Lenox’s arms around him. “Dad, what do I do?” He hugged Lenox back and felt like a lost child who’d finally found his home.

“Say the word, my son, and I will help you break free from Celeste.”

Should he? If he went with Lenox, what would happen to Tai? Lenox said he wasn’t in the simulation, but could that be true? Aunt Celeste said not to break the triad, and she said there would be memories and thoughts that he’d see. Could Lenox’s appearance be one of those? Maybe he wasn’t really there at all.

Lenox loosened the hug. “My son, your brother is waiting.”

“I can’t.” Argus pulled away. “You’re not real. None of this is real. That brick structure, that’s part of my memory of your lab. And Mom’s tombstone...you killed her, didn’t you?”

The image of Lenox wavered. “Gaia served her purpose. If you will not willingly break free from Celeste, I will force you to.”

Argus shook his head. “You don’t frighten me and you can’t make me do anything I don’t want to do. I’m in control here, Lenox. You can’t have my energy. Release Tai. Now.”

Lenox’s eyes burned red. “Your brother’s death will be your responsibility.” He faded away into the desert landscape.

“Wait! Come back!” Argus collapsed. The wind roared in his ears and the stinging sand bit into his skin. It sounded like whistling, no, a voice, coaxing him to get up. He struggled to his feet and was instantly standing in the living room in his Citadel apartment. He fell to his knees with an overwhelming sense of loss, both for Tai and for his mother.

“Argus! Breathe.” Aunt Celeste shook him gently. “Breathe.”

He drew in a deep breath. “Lenox said Tai’s going to die.” He wiped his brow.

“Bro, I’m here,” Tai whispered.

“What?” Argus looked around and saw Tai standing next to Aunt Celeste. “How?” He stood on shaky legs.

Aunt Celeste supported him. “What did you experience? You saw Lenox?”

Argus nodded and gave Tai a shaky fist-bump. “Yeah. Lenox was there and said I was in his mind. He told me to break the energy triad and concentrate on Galena. Tai, you have no idea what a relief it is to see you. I thought—”

Tai rolled his eyes. “Well, it was no picnic being in that freaky wasteland. I could hardly breathe and I couldn’t use my abilities. I was wandering around in this dark space. Then I heard Aunt Celeste tell me to find our house. It was dark, but I found a light in the distance and when I got to it, it was the house. I opened the front door and bam! Here I am.”

Argus fell onto the couch, exhausted. “I saw Mom’s grave.”

“You did? What else...?” Tai paused and sat next to him. “Bro, Aunt Celeste told me about, ah...” He pointed at Argus’s eyes. “It doesn’t mean anything. I know you probably think it does, but it doesn’t. You can get some cool contacts to cover them up.”

“You mean my eyes are still red?” Argus ran to the bathroom again. “Aren’t they going to change back?”

Aunt Celeste called from the living room, “I told you I’ll investigate when there’s time. We still have a lot of work to do. Like locate Galena. Argus, tell me exactly what Lenox said.”

Argus turned away from the mirror. Red eyes didn’t mean a damn thing. He wasn’t like Lenox. He couldn’t be. He took a last look in the mirror. The reflection was Argus Dachel, not Argustine Lenox. But still, everyone on Earth would blame the two Dachel brothers for whatever Lenox did because they were his sons. So much for being the popular football heroes at school. There’d be no more cheering crowds in the bleachers shouting Dachel, Dachel, Dachel. 

Lenox didn’t care about anyone but himself. That hug meant nothing. Argus peeked out of the bathroom. Tai sat at the breakfast bar and Aunt Celeste paced. There was only one thing to do.

He drew in a deep breath. “Aunt Celeste, in the simulation, Lenox told me to concentrate on Galena. He said if I broke away from you, I’d be able to go to Galena. Why don’t I try to use my ability to find her now? Maybe Lenox knew that with our energies comingled, I’m stronger and can get through the shield around the room. He got into my mind in the simulation, so maybe the shield isn’t as strong as we think.”

“Whoa, bro. Hold up. That comingling thing is what changed your eyes.” Tai slid off the stool. “You can’t use your abilities until Aunt Celeste figures out what happened.”

Aunt Celeste came toward him, shaking her head. “Tai’s right. If anyone attempts to break through the shield, it’ll be me.”

Argus held up his hand to keep them quiet. He didn’t want to hear any more. If he didn’t try, he’ll be riddled with guilt his whole life. “We really don’t have time to stand around arguing. You didn’t see what Lenox did back at the lake, Aunt Celeste. He killed a boy and hurt other kids. I saw it. That’s my father who’s doing this and now everybody knows it. I have to fix it before he hurts anyone else.” 

“Damn it, Arg, he’s my father, too. I’m responsible as well. Those red eyes of yours are making you talk crazy. Sit down and we’ll figure something out.” Tai motioned to a stool. “Whatever we do, we’ll do it together. Remember our pact, victory or death?”

Aunt Celeste’s eyes flashed. “What?”

Argus sighed. “It’s okay, Aunt Celeste. How can I ever be among humans again? Look at me. I’m Lenox.” Argus felt a build-up of energy coursing through him and he couldn’t control the overwhelming need to protect Tai and all of humanity. The memories of Lola getting hit with a pulse from Lenox and Todd flying through the air, dead, were burned into his brain. Enough was enough. He ducked into the bathroom, locked the door and concentrated on Galena.

He had to work hard at ignoring Tai banging on the door, but once he blocked out the noise, the image of Galena formed. He was behind her. She sat with Ari in front of a bank of computers, both of them dressed in Citadel jumpsuits. Galena held the Wand of Ramtala in one hand and moved something with the other. 

Argus changed his view point so he could see what she was doing. She used a touchpad to move triangular symbols around on one computer screen. Another screen was full of names and addresses. As he looked closer, he saw how the objects were being positioned on a map of the world. He knew right away what she was doing. The objects were Invaders. Galena was going to send Invaders to wherever the New Breeds were. But the Guardians had shields around the houses, which meant Lenox would need his XTRA-A1 ship to disable the shields.

Ari suddenly turned around. “Galena.”

She nodded. “I sense it, too. Strong energy. Argustine? Is that you? Are you here?” She looked around.

Argus held his breath. He’d actually dissolved and was invisible. They knew he was there. He had to act fast. He reached out and grabbed the wand, wrestled it from Galena’s grasp and concentrated on the apartment. It wasn’t easy to shift because the wand seemed to anchor him, preventing him from leaving the room. But after a struggle, the shift began and he appeared back in the bathroom of the apartment. The door had been broken in and Tai stood in the doorway.

Tai stared. “Bro, you’ve got the wand.”

“I know.” Argus smiled and pushed past Tai. “Aunt Celeste, let’s win this war before it starts!”
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Chapter 8
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Left with no choice, Max climbed on the snowmobile behind Gretchen and put the duffle bag on his lap. She didn’t say a word, just started the engine and took off. There wasn’t much to look at since the landscape was blanketed in white, with the occasional pine tree breaking up the monotony. It smelled like Christmas because a faint pine smell seemed to follow them. Freezing snow was worse than the blazing desert in Palmdale, and Max was miserable.

“Gretch, where are we going?” he shouted above the engine noise.

Silence. 

“Gretch? Can you hear me? You ignoring me? Did Neb zap your brain?” Max bounced in the seat when she went over a bump.

OEBPS/d2d_images/chapter_title_above.png





OEBPS/d2d_images/chapter_title_corner_decoration_left.png





OEBPS/d2d_images/cover.jpg
; o |
SOFIA DIANA GABEL

RAMTALANS

o P'E CHMERSTaE 0 0Nk 5 N





OEBPS/d2d_images/chapter_title_corner_decoration_right.png





OEBPS/d2d_images/chapter_title_below.png





OEBPS/d2d_images/scene_break.png





