
        
            [image: Cover]
        


 

 

 

THE LIFELINE SIGNAL: A Chameleon Moon Novel.

Copyright © 2017 by RoAnna Sylver.

 

 

 

Cover art by Laya Rose.

Interior design by Key of Heart Designs.

Interior graphics by Kristina Kuznetsova, Sham Canggih and Pavel Konovalov.

 

 

 

This is a work of fiction. Names, characters, places, and incidents either are the 

product of the author’s imagination or are used fictitiously. Any resemblance to 

actual events, locales, organizations, or persons, living or dead, is entirely 

coincidental and beyond the intent of the author.

 

 

 

All rights reserved, which includes the right to reproduce this book or portions 

thereof in any form whatsoever except as provided by the U.S. Copyright Law.


 

 

 

 

 

[image: For Moo and Kevie]

I love you forever. 

I'll like you for always. 

As long as I'm living, your Bunny I'll be.
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People didn’t usually share dreams. But cities didn’t usually burn for years at a time either. The odds of anything surviving those flames were fantastic, unbelievable—but most things that happened in Parole were. And people did stay alive.

The only thing rarer than a city that burned for years and survived was three dreamers sharing the same dream, like sitting around a radio for a favorite song. Tonight, when they tuned into their shared frequency, they listened like it was the only song that mattered in the world.

They sat in a tree on what felt like a mild summer night. Darkness surrounded them like a gentle curtain and soft lights shone through the branches, so close they seemed like fireflies or flowers instead of stars. The trunk stretched up into darkness and down into the same, so thick around it felt like leaning against a wall.

“Can you hear the sirens?” one asked suddenly. She sat up straight on her branch, holding perfectly still. The starlight above them died and a new light ignited down from below and grew brighter. They looked at each other, fearful eyes lit up in a harsh orange like the glow from a Jack-o’-lantern.

The trunk was burning and the fire was rising. 

“I know what this is!” The tree swayed as wild winds began to rise around them, rushing on all sides as if they were caught in the center of a cyclone. As she spoke, there came the sound of running feet beating in time with a pounding heart. Like the roar of the fire and howl of the winds, the sound came from all around and she shouted above the noise. “I’ve been waiting for it my whole life, I’d know it even in a dream. Parole is collapsing!” 

“No way.” The second dreamer’s voice was incredulous, a snorted laugh over the sound of shuffling cards. A coin flipped into the air and fell, shining in the firelight—heads or tails, heads or tails? “Not real and not funny. Just knock it off, whoever’s doin—”

Another sudden light from overhead cut him off, entirely unlike the soft light that belonged there. The branches were blazing as brightly as the roots, every one wreathed in flames. As above, so below. Sparks and burning twigs fell, shaken loose by impacts like blows from heavy axes.

The dreamers reached for one another, but they were too far. The tree shuddered under one last, terrible impact—and fell. For a few endless seconds gravity disappeared. There was nothing but empty space, reaching hands, and the fire below.

Then everything stopped with a jerk. The fire still raged, but the terrible shaking stilled as the figure of a boy appeared. He was suspended in the air before them, upside-down… and then he slowly turned, righting himself.

“Gabriel?” The first dreamer squinted through the heat, shielding her eyes from stray sparks. Her voice was accompanied by the far-off sound of a revving motorcycle’s engine.

“Yes!” The boy shouted above the roar of the inferno. He still had the round, soft face of a twelve-year-old. Now he always would. His thick black curls caught the sparks falling from the blaze above but they didn’t burn. His large, dark eyes shone bright in the void and they did not reflect the flames. But unlike the three in the tree, his image was partially translucent as if he were only half-solid, half-there. “I’m still here a little longer!”

“Thank God.” She slumped against the tree trunk, weak with relief. “Thought we lost you again.”

“Ten years was long enough.” The second shook his head, still laughing, nervous, not looking down even as the flames climbed higher below them. “Now seriously, whoever’s shaking up the tree, cut it out. We’re finally back together, nothing’s gonna—”

“What did you mean ‘a little longer?’” the third dreamer asked with a flare of nervous realization. An overpowering surge of crackling energy flowed around everyone in the tree. Electrical currents raced white like lightning through a curling cloud of dark hair and shone from behind dark mirrored glasses. “Is Parole really collapsing?”

“It’s falling.” Gabriel nodded, young face serious. Behind and through it, they could see rising flames. “And I don’t have much time. You have to wake up. Icarus!”

“What did you say?” the first dreamer asked in a whisper. Her eyes went wide with shock as sirens and alarm klaxons bled through the wailing wind. “I know that word. What does it mean?”

“You have to let go.” He stared directly into her eyes. “The barrier is down. Sixty seconds. Run.”

“Wait! Will I ever see this place again?” she cried, seizing her branch with a renewed strength and pointing to the other two. “Will I ever see them again? Or you?”

“Once you wake up, find each other. Then find me!” Gabriel shouted over the wind. “But you have to let go. There’s nothing left for you in Parole!”

“I can’t.” Tears streamed down her face but they would never be enough to put out the fire. “Parole is my home! The people I love are here!”

“If you want to save them, you have to let go!”

“Where are you?” She looked around desperately. “How do I find you?”

The one whose energy sparked like a live wire shouted above the roar of the flames. “I’m in the lighthouse! Find me in the lighthouse!”

“Wake up.” Gabriel reached out and gently touched her forehead with one small finger. She froze, staring at him—then silently slipped off her branch and fell out of sight.

“No!” the second dreamer screamed, finally shaken out of his anxious, smiling denial. Below his cry came the fluttering of wings, like dozens of panicked birds flapping to escape a hunter’s gun. “Fuck you, Gabriel! Bring her back! Just—just stop! We’re happy here! We’re finally back together, don’t take that—”

“You have to wake up too.” Gabriel’s young face was set, determined. He bit his lip and reached out, even as the terrified dreamer flinched away.

“The lighthouse!” the third yelled again. The words sounded like wrong notes on a piano, discordant, desperate. “We’ll keep the light on for you! Find me!” Before the words were out, the second dreamer fell too.

Gabriel slowly turned to look up at the third dreamer, the last one left in the tree. “I’m sorry. This isn’t how I wanted it. It took me so long to wake up and find you again, and now I have to split us up…” 

“Why? Parole’s collapsing, but this is a dream! Even if everything burns, nothing can hurt us here, right?”

“There’s still so much to do,” Gabriel said, sounding more tired than anyone in a dream should. The last dreamer’s mirrored sunglasses reflected his tear-filled eyes. They looked many years too old and less solid every second. “And we can’t do it here. I’d love to stay here with you, but…”

“What’s happening to you? You’re fading away, where are you going?”

“You were my best friends in the world. I know I’m just a ghost now, but I wish we could…”

“We’re still your friends.” A cool breeze rushed past them, soothing against the searing heat of the fire. The last dreamer reached out for his hand. “We never forgot you. We never stopped looking. You were never a ghost.”

“Let go,” Gabriel said softly, watching as the branch shook in the dreamer’s tight grip. He did not take the offered hand, averting his gaze as if it hurt to even look. “Wake up. So we can start.”

“I’m scared.” Clinging to the tree might be futile, but the choice between that and falling into the darkness was simple. There was no choice.

“Trust me. Trust you. Let go.”

“I’ll fall,” said the dreamer. Some fears never went away even in dreams.

“Yes. But sometimes falling isn’t the last thing that happens to you. Sometimes it’s the first thing.”

“How do you know?”

“I don’t know a lot of things,” Gabriel said, voice somehow sounding as faded as the outlines of his face. “But I know you’ll be okay.”

“But what about you?”

He didn’t answer. They sat in the tree together for another moment. Then Gabriel watched the last dreamer slip away—falling into the dark, but not into the fire.

“Find them, Shiloh.” Gabriel was alone in the darkness, watching the tree burn. As he spoke, the sound of static distorted his voice, as if he were speaking on a radio channel with another signal bleeding through. There was a girl’s voice below, just barely audible. Celeste, where are you? We have to go… “Find them, and I’ll find you.”
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Three thousand miles from the fires of Parole, a dreamer sat in the warm midday sun, leaned against a cool concrete wall, and drew the dream. 

Shiloh Cole’s hand moved quickly, recreating the visual details before they faded. A trunk stretching up into darkness and down into flames. A city with fire underneath. A ship that sailed on the land. Memories of that tree and the people in it were clear and strong, much stronger than any memories of a childhood in Parole, ten years removed from this quiet moment. 

But there was still a barrier overhead. Like the one over Parole, it blurred the sky and made everything look wavy, like ripples on water or thick glass. Staring at it was a recipe for a headache—but that could be said for a lot of things. The barrier did nothing to block out the sun, there wasn’t enough shade in the world to deal with that monster. Not even with an oversized hat and dark, mirrored sunglasses that always stayed on, even inside and at night. For someone who lived in a lighthouse, Shiloh put a lot of time and energy into trying to avoid the glare. Avoiding pain, drawing, remembering…and now, waiting. Shiloh hated waiting, even more than the sun.

At least the waiting wouldn’t last too much longer. Today the air seemed charged, filled with palpable electricity. Like the air before a storm. Shiloh couldn’t sit still and it wasn’t because of the usual cabin fever or coffee jitters. Something was about to happen. Soon. Today. 

In a sea of strangers, familiar faces were about to appear. Everything would change; Shiloh could feel it. Two of them. Any minute now.

“Shiloh!” A tanned, white girl with strawberry blonde hair and a dusting of freckles strode closer, walking with purpose in her step and smile. Brianna. She wasn’t one of the people Shiloh was waiting for but it was never a bad thing to see her coming either.

“Hey, Bri,” Shiloh said. “Catch anything?”

“About to head out now.” She waved with one bare hand. A pair of thick gloves were tucked into the strap of a bag slung over her shoulder, along with a metal canister for collecting toxic samples. “Just couldn’t leave without seeing the sketch of the day.” 

“Sure. Pull up a wall.” Shiloh smiled at her approach and the one Brianna gave in return was reflected in upside-down miniature in Shiloh’s sunglasses. The eyes behind the mirrors were bright and sharp and there wasn’t much that escaped their notice. Shiloh’s sense of humor could cut too—but the hard edges ended there. The rest was soft. Round cheeks that curved and dimpled with easy smiles, a soft body that felt at home in gentle colors, warm brown skin, and loose-falling natural curls.

“Good people-watching today?”

“It’s not creepy if I’m an artist.” The half-joking answer was only partially true. Shiloh had been waiting by Meridian’s entrance for the past hour.  The large gate in the surrounding high walls was open, the barrier arcing overhead. Traffic was picking up today, a couple of men in white uniforms stood inside the cubicle at the gate, waving people and vehicles through. A boxy delivery truck. A small group of relief doctors on foot. But no one Shiloh especially wanted to capture on paper. Today’s people-watching wasn’t for art inspiration.

“You’re still feeling like a princess locked up in a tower, aren’t you?” Brianna asked, looking up at the barrier above and the walls below. The barrier was a dome, not a sphere, and only extended down to the top of the wall that encircled Meridian, but that wall was high, thick concrete, and just as impassable. When Shiloh didn’t answer she looked over. “Sorry. Is there a better word? A more nonbinary word?”

“It comes closer than prince,” Shiloh said with a shrug. Neither word quite fit. Nothing like them did; even the pronouns ‘he’ or ‘she’ didn’t work. ‘They’ came closer, but it was still worse than the sun on a hot day. “But the rest sounds about right. I’d rather face a dragon than one more day of nothing.”

“Well, between you and me,” she grinned, “if it ever came down to you versus a dragon, I’d bet on you every time.”

“Keep it under your hat.” Shiloh smiled back, pulling the floppy brim down, immediately feeling better when shaded from the harsh sun. There were a lot of words that didn’t work and searching for one that fit had taken a long time. Finally finding one was worth it, because it felt something like this—but a thousand times better. Some words could be worn like healing armor. Some brought the cool relief of putting on sunglasses at high noon. Out of several prescription pairs, Shiloh’s favorites were round and mirrored. 

When xie looked into them, xie saw xirself, and smiled.

Brianna was quiet for a moment, then asked something a little more serious. “How’s Arnold?”

“Not being an asshole for once.” Shiloh went back to xir drawing. It took painstaking attention to accurately recall each detail—emphasis on pain. That focus came with a price, and if the hand cramp wasn’t steep enough, the headache was. “Pretty good day so far.”

Arnold wasn’t a person, but he was a major pain in Shiloh’s ass. Or more accurately, xir head. Arnold-Chiari Malformation was a condition—technically a genetic mutation—that involved the skull putting pressure on the brain where it shouldn’t, with problem areas in the spinal cord, cerebellum and occipitals. Scientific words to say there were a lot of ways for Arnold to ruin Shiloh’s day. On a bad day, the pain in the back of xir head and neck could be piercing, blinding, nauseating. Sneezing hurt. Even laughing hurt. Vertigo. Blackouts. Dizziness. Disorientation. Dissociation; the lightheaded feeling that nothing was real—but Shiloh was starting to feel that one even without Arnold.

“I like those two,” Brianna commented on the open sketchbook page and drawing-in-progress; two people and a less-practiced attempt at a ship with sails. Shiloh held very still, heart pounding, watching her reaction. These images had been stuck in Shiloh’s mind like a catchy song and right now it was like that song was playing in surround-sound. “Punk rock Asian girl? And this guy… sorry, his eyes. Dreamy.”

“Punk rock Vietnamese girl. American.” Shiloh started busily drawing again and didn’t look up, focusing on looking intense and artistic instead of anxious. “And dreamy Indian American guy. Like the country India, not Native like my mom and me.”

 “Love her jacket,” Brianna said, resting her chin in her hand. “It’s like 80’s vintage punk—I hear that’s totally coming back now. What’s she wearing, armor?”

“Uh, metal braces,” Shiloh said. “But they work as armor too.”

“Awesome. Oh, I like dreamy guy's scarf too. Little hipster for me, but it goes nice with his skinny jeans. It’d look better on you.”

“Ha, thanks,” Shiloh said with a head-shake, but not an annoyed one. Long as she didn’t start asking questions Shiloh didn’t know how to answer, Brianna’s happy chatter made it easier to relax. “She has this huge, cool motorcycle but I can’t draw vehicles to save my life—see?” Xie pointed at the ship in the upper right corner. “The sails aren’t right. People are easier, though. This guy can do all kinds of magic tricks, like cards and flocks of doves and… always staying one step ahead of… um, together, they fight crime?”

“You gave them a whole little story? Do they have names?” Shiloh didn’t answer right away, but Brianna didn’t seem to notice. “You’re right, you are good at people. They almost look real.”

“I’ve been practicing. A lot.” Xir smile faded and xie closed the sketchbook. “Not much else to do. I’m done with the semester already. That’s how bored I am, homework sounds fun.”

“At least they’re online courses?” Brianna suggested. “I would’ve done that if my dad actually let me make a decision.”

“Yeah, they’re okay,” Shiloh mumbled. 

“Well, maybe next semester, you can take some in-person classes, get out of Meridian for a while.”

“Maybe. But my mom needs help with her research and that’s gotta be more exciting.” Now Shiloh looked up at her. “What else is there? Drawing, that’s still fun. My rogue-mage is almost to level thirty-seven.” 

“Really? I must have missed—Oh.” Brianna’s own serious expression was reflected back in Shiloh’s dark lenses. The mirrors made anyone talking to xir look themselves in the eye as they spoke. That was about as close as most people looked. “I’m sorry. I know I haven’t been around with all the field work. We’ll make time, okay?”

“No worries.” Shiloh tried to smile. “It’s cool you’re doing more with Radiance, I’m just trying to keep busy too. Only so many Star Trek episodes I can re-watch alone without losing it a little.”

“There are five whole series and tons of movies, that’s like a million hours,” she teased. “Sure you can’t do without me?”

Shiloh gave a world-weary sigh. “TNG takes four seasons to grow the beard, Enterprise I’m still not sure about, and you know how I feel about Chakotay.” 

“You’ve told me a couple times, yeah.” Brianna smiled. “I’m free this weekend, you can tell me again.”

“Thanks, Bri,” Shiloh said, but there wasn’t much hope for change behind it. The days here stretched on like lines on a highway toward a far horizon. Days spent with walls on every side and barrier up above. Shiloh felt trapped underwater. Cut off. Half-real. Half-alive. Life on pause. Frustrated, isolated, bored to tears, ready to scream, paralyzed, over-caffeinated—the list went on. Shiloh made a lot of lists. It felt productive. It wasn’t really, but somehow it helped. “So, how is the field work anyway?” 

“Awesome!” Brianna gushed. “I get to crawl around in the dirt, make sure no nasty Tartarus contamination spreads too far, watch for ghosts. It’s almost fun. And so is assisting the foremost genius in the field, while I do my field work…in an actual field. Ha! Come on, that was great, why are you looking at me like that?”

“Because you keep saying stuff like ‘foremost genius’ around my mom,” Shiloh groaned. “And I have to live with her. She already thinks her tech's gonna save the world and—okay fine, it probably is. But it really goes to her head.”

“Sorry.” Brianna held up her hands but she was grinning. “Guess I still can’t believe she’s letting me help with her projects at all. I mean, she’s a—she’s Maureen Cole,” she corrected. “And all her designs are way over my head. But they’re gonna help in a big way, so I wanna help in a small one.”

Unsure what to say to that, Shiloh re-opened xir sketchpad and tried to regain xir focus on the details of the two familiar faces. Inventing practical uses for advanced technology was xir mom’s expertise. Drawing was one of Shiloh’s. Maybe not as practical, but just as important. When both your parents were geniuses or revolutionary leaders, basically superheroes, it was kind of nice to have some things of your own. Even if most of them were problems.

“Your dad still mad you joined Radiance instead of his…people?” Shiloh finally asked.

“His little secret private army, you mean.” Brianna leaned her head back against the wall and stared straight up at the barrier. 

“There, you said it so I didn’t have to,” Shiloh said with a smile xie didn’t really feel. “And it doesn’t really look that little. Or secret.”

She hesitated, slowly lowering her head to look Shiloh in the eye or at least in the glasses. “You ever wish you weren’t good at something you were good at?” 

Shiloh opened xir mouth but no sound came out. Xie made a conscious effort to hold still while an electric current surged inside. The pencil tip tapped against the sketchpad in an echo of fast heartbeats, fluttering wings, and running footsteps.

“He’s not giving up on me being a sniper,” Brianna continued. “Keeps talking about me joining his corps, now more than ever. I don’t wanna join anything that makes me carry a gun, even if it didn’t have the creepiest name in the universe.” She gave a little shudder. “Eye in the Sky. No thank you.”

“Creepy’s definitely one word for it,” Shiloh said, thinking of several stronger words and resisting saying any of them. “What do you think they’re watching?”

“You think the Major tells me anything?” Brianna laughed; it wasn’t a happy sound. “You gotta tell me what it’s like to have a dad who actually communicates sometime. Any new music?”

“Oh,” Shiloh hesitated while xie tried to figure out exactly what she meant, then formulate a believable response. “Nah, it’s been a couple weeks. But I told him how much you liked his and Evelyn’s last concert.”

“Awesome.” She gave a wistful sigh. “London must be amazing. Think they’ll ever come do a tour here? I’d love to see a show live. And meet your dad! Can’t believe I’ve never met him.”

“He’s… pretty busy. You know. London.” There was a reason Brianna had never met Shiloh’s father, Garrett, but this relatively mundane one wasn’t it. Sometimes truth really was infinitely stranger, stronger, and more powerful than fiction. “Your—I mean, the Major really doesn’t tell you what Eye in the Sky actually wants or does?”

“I don’t even know what he’d have me do if I joined.” Brianna shook her head. “Be a sniper, okay, but where, why, shooting what? I know he wants to ship me out somewhere deep into Tartarus but not where. Just that I wouldn’t be able to help your mom with her work anymore.”

“I kind of thought you’d jump at the chance.” 

“At what?”

“Getting out of this bubble.” Shiloh glanced up at the wall, the barrier. “It’s just about the only thing I’ve ever wanted.”

“Don’t wanna get out if it means I have to shoot a gun,” she shrugged, looking the wrong way to catch the relief on Shiloh’s face. “Besides, I go outside every day now. Tracking ghost movement. Search and rescue for survivors when Tartarus decides to lash out a hundred miles in a random direction and eat up some poor unsuspecting town. Picnics. You can come any time you want, you know.”

“That’s not what I mean,” Shiloh said. Xie had the feeling Brianna knew exactly what xie meant and was evading the real question. “We’ve been living in a snow globe for ten years. Doesn’t this place feel like a cage?”

“No. It’s a shield,” she said as she scooted sideways into a small bit of shade. It sounded like she had the phrase memorized, automatic. “And almost everywhere has barriers now.”

“That doesn’t make them good.” Shiloh didn’t have much hope of changing her, or anybody’s, mind but xie still watched her reaction carefully.

“Out there be monsters,” Brianna said easily, not sounding very troubled about it. “Like, real, actual monsters. I’m fine right here, figuring out how to keep people safe.”

“Without a sniper rifle?”

“Yep. Don’t need one, not with your mom’s special projects and Radiance Technologies,” Brianna affirmed. “I like their motto, ‘be the light in the darkness.’”

“Light hurts my eyes,” Shiloh said, only half joking as xie gestured to xir dark glasses and kept scanning the people coming and going. No familiar faces yet. No world-change.

“You okay?” Brianna gave xir a hard look. “You seem distracted or something.”

“What? Oh! Sorry.” Xie came back to the present. “Guess the ratio was a little off this morning.”

“Ratio between what?”

“Coffee and my bloodstream.” Shiloh grimaced. “Might just try injecting it next time.”

Brianna gave xir a sympathetic look. “Can’t sleep?”

“I’ve been having some…weird dreams,” Shiloh said in what might be the greatest understatement ever to escape xir lips. “I thought sleeping pills might make them stop but it didn’t really work.” 

Impressively, that lie managed to be the exact opposite of the truth in more than one way. The pills had been an attempt to make the disjointed dream imagery clearer. They’d worked a little too well, just not in the right way. The intensity had been off the charts. But the imagery was surreal and jumbled, nothing xie could easily make sense of. The tree was clear, but not the city. Falling. Upside-down, backwards, static, garbled sound effects, it was like watching an ancient videotape with dust and scratches. Shiloh suspected the distortion was Arnold acting up again—it almost felt like the vertigo before a blackout and the pain the back of xir head started to flare when xie tried too hard to remember. 

The only things really clear about those dreams were the faces and names in them.

“Trade you weird dreams for insomnia.” Brianna shook her head. “I can’t turn my brain off at night at all.”

“Running numbers?” Shiloh guessed.

“Nah, that’d actually be productive. I’m just worrying. What I said about Tartarus eating up towns, growing in random directions—if that sounded specific, it was.” She curled her knees up to her chest and bounced her fists against them, as if unable to keep still and think about this concept at the same time. Shiloh knew the feeling. “Happened again last week. This thing’s getting meaner every day. What if its runoff reaches epidemic levels? Can’t have another Parole on our hands.”

Shiloh kept silent for a few seconds. Everyone at least knew the word Parole, but not in xir vibrant, urgent present tense. Parole had been a great city. People’s relatives had lived in Parole. Parole was the past tense. The present was something else entirely. “You really don’t think there’s anything out there?” xie asked at last.

“How could there be?” Brianna gave xir a confused look. “Parole was the first place Tartarus wrecked.”

“It’s a thousand miles from the center.”

“Yeah, and we’ve seen Tartarus branch out farther than that,” Brianna maintained. “That’s what it does, it grows out, wrecks everything, and then scoots back. Just because someplace is safe now doesn’t mean it always was. Or will be tomorrow.”

“It’s not like Parole was blown up or anything, though,” Shiloh pointed out. “It’s gotta still be standing.”

“Sure, standing and infected by a deadly, toxic wasteland.”

“SkEye must think something’s still going on there or else they wouldn’t be keeping everyone away from it.”

“Or maybe they’re keeping everyone away from the poison storms and dangerous monsters? So they don’t get wiped out just like Parole?” She dropped the sarcastic tone and shook her head. “It’s gone. Nobody could survive that.”

“That’s what SkEye says, sure,” Shiloh countered. “But what if the answer is in Parole? And we’re all too busy dealing with this new terrible stuff to pay attention?”

“We have to make sure the present is safe before we think about the past, or the future,” Brianna said, again sounding as if she were reciting memorized rules. “Remember, but don’t carry ghosts around with you. Don’t treat ghosts like they’re still alive. Let them go.”

“I’ve never been very good at that,” Shiloh returned. “Especially when things won’t let me go.”

“Parole’s gone. We have actual ghosts to worry about now and people in the Tartarus Zone need help.” Brianna jammed her hands in her pockets. “Sick and displaced because their whole cities got destroyed by monsters that shouldn’t be real, but are. Those people are the ones I’m worried about. Ones we can help, the ones who are still alive. Not Parole. Forget—”

“But what if people are still alive there and they need help?”

“No one is alive in there!” Brianna snapped, voice rising for the first time. She was panting as if she’d just been sprinting, staring not at Shiloh but something only she could see. Shiloh waited, recognizing the signs of hitting a nerve, setting off a flashback and knowing waiting was all there was to do. Xie’d felt that way often enough.

“It’s been ten years,” Brianna said after several seconds. “But I still wake up thinking I smell smoke. Or hear fire. I remember how it roared. Or rushed, like a river. Sirens, screams, people trying to get away…” Brianna paused. Leaned in closer to whisper, “you know how people say it’s still there, just burning?”

“Yes!” Shiloh whispered back, feeling hopeful in the strangest way. “That’s one of the biggest theories out there. I didn’t know you listened to that stuff, Bri.”

“I don’t,” she said quickly. “But sometimes I just—hear things. I mean, it’s probably nothing, just because it’s on the internet doesn’t make it true, people say the same conspiracy-nut stuff about Atlantis, or Area 51, but…” 

“But you can’t get it out of your head,” Shiloh supplied. “Me neither. Not for a minute.”

“I can’t forget about Parole just because I’m supposed to,” Brianna whispered, as if telling the most dangerous secret she knew. “It’s where we used to live.”

“I can’t forget it either,” Shiloh said carefully, like a sudden movement might startle her out of the fragile memory. “But it’s hard to remember sometimes.”

“I remember…” She didn’t complete the thought, eyes drifting out of focus again.

“I’ve, uh, heard a bunch of theories too,” Shiloh said with deliberate casualness. “Like, about two years into the quarantine, everything caught fire.”

“Uh-huh,” Brianna said noncommittally. 

One of the nice things about wearing dark shades around ninety percent of the time is that people could never tell where you were looking. When xie spoke again, the words came out light and casual. “Do you remember a kid named Gabriel?”

She shook her head, still tugging at her sleeve. “Doesn’t ring a bell.”

“Are you sure?” Despite the bright sun and pain that came with it, Shiloh pulled xir glasses off to look directly into her eyes. Or at least make it more obvious. “Think back to when there weren’t walls everywhere, or the big bubbles. Or Tartarus.”

“It hurts to think about,” she said and Shiloh could feel the distance between them growing. 

“I know.” Shiloh let the memories go and focused on the present. They were very much linked, anyway. Sometimes they were even one and the same. “Listen, Bri, I didn’t come down here to people-watch, not today.” On the next street, the sound of a motorcycle engine rose and fell. “I’m waiting for some… friends.”

“I thought I knew all your friends,” she said, sounding a little disappointed in spite of the tension rising between them.

“I’m leaving.” Shiloh couldn’t take it anymore, xie just blurted the words out. “And I want you to come with me.”

“Come where?” In the time it took for Shiloh to hesitate, it seemed like Brianna had already made up her mind. She stood up and took a step away. “I’m staying here. Looking for answers.”

“You really think you’re going to find them here, stuck in a bubble?” Shiloh got up too and replaced xir sunglasses. “The answers aren’t here, Bri, they’re out there, I know it.”

“Please, stop. I never want to think about that place ever again.” She took another step back, and Shiloh felt their connection slipping out of xir fingers like loose sand. “It’s too dangerous.”

“To even think about?”

“Yes!” She whirled around to face Shiloh. “I know you think I’m just being stubborn or a coward or something, but you don’t know what he’s like!”

“Your dad?” Shiloh asked, already knowing the answer. “I mean, the Major?”

“I didn’t say that.” Brianna stared at her pale, curving reflection in Shiloh’s sunglasses. “Just like I didn’t say—”

Tap. Tap. Tap. 

The unexpected sound, like knocking on a windowpane, came from an equally strange direction: directly above their heads. Shiloh and Brianna both looked up—and immediately gasped.

The barrier curved above them like the wall of a fishbowl. And sitting on the outside, crouched like a hungry cat, staring directly at them, was a dragon.

“What in the…” Brianna started, looking transfixed.

Shiloh couldn’t reply, only stare at the creature overhead. Its long, curving neck, four limbs that ended in huge taloned feet, its folded wings—and most of all, its matte-black eyes, fixed on the two small humans below. To say it didn’t look like an ‘ordinary dragon’ would have been ridiculous, xie thought, overwhelmed with surreal wonder. But it was true. Shiloh wasn’t sure what xie expected of a dragon, but it wasn’t this. Instead of looking anything like a living thing, this one was…wrong. It had no color in its scales or eyes, from the tips of its pointed horns to the end of its serpentine tail. It almost looked like a computer glitch, entirely rendered in greyscale, shadows an absolute black and highlights a harsh white. Its movements were jerky, unnatural. Most of it held completely still, as if it were a freeze-frame image—except for one ‘hand.’

Tap. Tap. Tap.

Very slowly, very deliberately, the ghostly dragon—ghost, Shiloh’s brain latched onto the word, ghost was right, important, that meant something—was poking at the barrier’s iridescent surface with one long black claw. As it moved, it left behind trails of smoke; black vapor so thick and solid that it moved like ink in water. Then, as they watched, paralyzed, it slowly began tracing a circle. The energetic barrier fizzled and disappeared where it touched. It peered through the impossible hole it had made in the barrier, staring at Shiloh and Brianna unceasingly, its dark eyes like bottomless holes. As it slipped through, Shiloh heard a voice. It was familiar.

(It’s finally happened, babies. Parole is burning.)

Shiloh started to shake, and Brianna let out a small frightened noise. They didn’t hear the voice with their ears. Instead it rattled inside their skulls like a ball bearing in a can.

(They say we started out in a blaze of glory and now we’re all going down in flames.)

The sound was like whispers in a crowded theatre before the rise of a curtain, a hundred people hiding just out of sight, giggling at something nobody could quite see. And it wasn’t just the two of them who’d heard it—a clamor of screams and honking horns started to rise up from the people and cars on their way through the gate.

(But it’s going to be okay. I promise…)

Shiloh and Brianna stared in horror as the dragon wormed its way inside the barrier and hung above them, upside-down, as if rooted to the barrier’s inside surface by magnetic force. Then, slowly, it spread its black wings and kept spreading them. They were so huge Shiloh thought they might block out the sun itself. Which, for once, wouldn’t be a good thing.

“Bri,” Shiloh whispered, shaking her arm. “Bri, it’s—it’s—”

“HEY! HELP!” Brianna yelled, voice cracking. She looked around but the street was emptying fast. Two gate attendants ducked inside their booth and disappeared, possibly out the other side. “There’s a thing! There’s a ghost, it’s inside—”

The dragon launched itself from the wall and dropped to the ground. Strangely, it made no noise when it landed. But the air around the ghost wasn’t silent. It started to thrum with a strange whirring like the sound of a swarm of locusts, combined with a low, rumbling droning and rapid clicking. Shiloh realized with a chill that the sound didn’t just come from the dragon, but, like the voice, from inside xir mind. Some people, those who’d never seen the Tartarus Zone and its creatures in person, said waste ghosts like this one were just urban legends. Ghosts being telepathic met with even more skepticism. But Shiloh felt the hums and scratching sounds inside xir brain more than heard them with xir ears, and they were starting to almost sound like whispers too.

(Whatever you do, sweeties, stay out of the light.) The dragon moved closer, stepping delicately and slowly like a stalking cat. People ran, the crowd quickly scattering, though some lingered to record the scene with their phones. But the eerie dragon wasn’t looking at them at all. It wasn’t looking at anyone but Shiloh. Thick smoke swirled around its head and neck but, oddly, it didn’t seem to permeate the rest of the air, staying close to the dragon’s head almost as if it were an extension of its body. (Just try not to fall into the fire, okay?)

“This is Meridian Research and Resupply Beacon requesting immediate support! A ghost has breached the barrier!” a voice cut into Shiloh’s reverie. Brianna had run up to the now-vacant gate post and grabbed a dangling walkie-talkie. “This is a Radiance research and resupply facility, I repeat, there’s a ghost here, and—”

(If you ever thought the law was on your side, let this open your eyes.)

“Anyone in range, this is Meridian!” Brianna shouted. “We need immediate aid!”

The dragon paid no attention to Brianna’s pleas. Its eyes were fixed on Shiloh as if xie were the only person in the world. But Brianna’s cries shook Shiloh out of xir mesmerized haze and xie ran over to her and started trying to pull her away from the gate.

“No! You run!” Brianna yelled, shaking Shiloh’s arm off, not putting the walkie down or moving.

“Not without you!” Shiloh was starting to panic, knew it, but xie couldn’t help it. Not with those eyes still fixed directly on xir. The dragon’s unblinking gaze paralyzed Shiloh mid-step as xie and Brianna struggled to run, move, or do anything but stand there helplessly. Neither of them could breathe as it moved closer. That thick smoke started to rise from its nostrils. Slowly, never taking its eyes off the shaking teenagers, it opened its mouth.

Something whizzed by Shiloh’s shoulder, smacking the ground near the dragon’s talon—and its oblong head whipped down to look at the stone that had almost hit it. At the same time, Shiloh and Brianna whirled around to see where the thrown rock had come from.

A young man shakily stood his ground, dark eyes wide and russet-brown skin washed out with fear, holding a handful of rocks. Shiloh gasped, immediately forgetting everything behind xir. No dragon, no terrified crowd, no gate, no barrier, no Parole. Nothing mattered except the young man getting ready to throw another rock.

He might as well be lit up in a spotlight. Not because xie wanted to draw him but because xie already had—and like Brianna said, he rocked the cerulean scarf and skinny jeans. Shiloh’s head and heart buzzed with the electric feeling of Déjà vu. Of importance. Pay attention, everything in the world seemed to whisper. Don’t miss this chance. Chance, the word—the name—reverberated in Shiloh's head like an echo. 

As he—Chance, yes, Shiloh had never been more sure of anything—tossed one of the rocks up in the air in preparation for another throw, Shiloh had the wild thought that it really should have been a coin. But just before he let the rock fly the young man seemed to lose his nerve. He stood frozen for a moment. Then he dropped the rest of his stones and sprinted away.

“Theres-a-freaking-dragon-why-aren’t-you-running?!” he shouted at them as he flew past, nape-length black hair flying behind him. That shook Shiloh and Brianna out of their paralysis and they turned to follow the only person showing any sense. The rock hadn’t even hit the dragon but it at least distracted it for a few microseconds—and that was all they needed to get a head start.

Somewhere behind them a motorcycle roared to life.

They ran chaotically, in a clump of three, sticking close together out of instinct with no direction except away. Behind them came a rushing sound like rising wind and Shiloh knew if xie looked back it would be into a pair of black, shineless eyes. Everyone kept running, rounding the next corner—

And almost tripping over one another as they scrambled to a stop.

The dragon stood directly in front of them in the middle of the street, huge wings almost stretching from sidewalk to sidewalk. 

“No,” Shiloh said, lightheaded with fear and shock. This had to be a dream. A bad one. “How did it…”

(Icarus,) said the dragon-ghost, staring impassively down. (The word.)

“What?” The words cut through Shiloh’s fear and xie was able to grasp them enough to be confused. The voice was different; it didn’t sound like the girl from the radio anymore.

(Icarus. Exchange.) Definitely not the same voice as before. Or the same words.

“What does that mean?” Shiloh called, taking a tiny step forward, hands coming up.

“What are you doing?” Chance said in a loud whisper. “You can’t talk to these things!”

“We can’t run from it either,” Shiloh said slowly. “And this one’s talking.” Xie couldn’t decide which voice was stranger, the dragon’s new one, or Chance’s voice, which xie knew, despite hearing it for the first time in—

“It’s just repeating!” he protested. “This is from the radio! It must have heard it too, that’s all it’s—hey! Where are you going?”

Shiloh stepped forward, hands raised not in a surrender, but extended in front, palms facing out. Slowly, xie moved past Chance, past Brianna, toward the dragon.

Chance was right. Ghosts didn’t actually talk, everybody knew that. They made all kinds of eerie, click-whisper noises that weren’t really sounds; you heard them in your head, not your ears. But this one was using words. And it didn’t seem about to stop trying to get its point across, whatever that was. Shiloh kept eye contact as xie came to a stop right in front of it. The day’s electric charge seemed to sweep across xir skin and Shiloh didn’t blink or move an inch. “What did you just say?”

The dragon held perfectly still. So did Shiloh. Xie’d started the day feeling like a princess in a tower. Maybe the first step toward freedom was facing a dragon.

(I know it’s scary, but I’ll be right here with you, just listen to my voice,) it said, tilting its head in what almost looked like confusion. (I’m your Radio Angel, and—)

“Don’t just repeat old words,” Shiloh interrupted, probably surprising xirself more than the dragon. “Talk to me. I know you can.”

(Icarus,) the dragon-ghost said, in the voice from before, the one that sounded nothing like the one it had been using. 

“You said that before. What does that mean?” Shiloh’s hands almost dropped, but from surprise more than fatigue. That word was familiar too. But it wasn’t from a girl on the radio. Shiloh had heard it from a boy in a tree.

(The word?) Now it sounded almost uncertain. It tilted its head the other way, seeming expectant and waiting, like Shiloh was supposed to know what came next. The fact that xie had no idea what it wanted or what response wouldn’t get them all eaten was almost as terrifying as the dragon itself. (The word you need?)

“I don’t know what that means,” Shiloh said, not sure if admitting this was the right thing to do at all. “What does ‘Icarus—’”

The thundering roar of a motorcycle filled the air, startling Shiloh into silence. Gravel flew as a pair of huge wheels came to a skidding halt beside the small group and a booted foot slammed down against the pavement. The girl before them rode the biggest motorcycle any of them had ever seen, wore a black helmet with a dark visor, and bounced her leg impatiently on the ground. She quickly swept a hand over the glass in front of her face and the lens went transparent, revealing the upper half of her face.

Like the dragon, her intense eyes were fixed directly on Shiloh. But unlike the dragon, xie recognized her at once, feeling a surge of excitement instead of terror.

Anh Minh Le. Annie. Like ‘Chance,’ Shiloh knew her name as surely as xir own. But even more absolutely, xie knew her face. Over and over xie’d drawn the seeking expression in her eyes, their unwavering focus. The angle of her sharp jaw. But this was not paper, she was finally here.

“Didn’t you hear me?” She asked—again, apparently, since Shiloh hadn’t heard her the first time—glancing at the dragon-ghost which still waited passively in the street, then back to Shiloh. There was something new about her, xie realized, something xie hadn’t drawn. She wore a large, sharp-pointed shark’s tooth on a chain around her neck. “What did it say?”

“The dragon?”

“Yes, the dragon!” She turned back to face it. There was something on the back of her leather jacket in metal studs xie couldn’t read, but her urgency was much clearer.

“It said ‘Icarus,’” Shiloh said, scrambling to get over xir shock at her sudden appearance, and the fact that the dragon was still staring at them.

(Icarus,) the ghost repeated. (The word you need.)

“What do you mean by that?” Annie demanded before Shiloh could, staring straight at the ghost without hesitation. “How do you know that word?”

“Hold it right there.”

It wasn’t the dragon’s voice. Shiloh and the rest of the small terrified group turned to see two men standing in the middle of the street. 

“Oh no,” Brianna whispered, as if realizing her call for help had been answered in the worst possible way. “I didn’t… I didn’t mean…”

The Eye in the Sky enforcers carried long-barreled assault rifles, footsteps heavy from steel-toed combat boots weighed down with black body armor. They wore helmets that obscured their entire faces, black visors, and gas mask breathing apparatuses shaped vaguely like skulls. They scared Shiloh more than dragons, ghosts, or Tartarus itself. “Don’t move.”

That wouldn’t be hard. Shiloh was frozen to the spot. The men in the black masks had never been here to help before. But this time they weren’t looking at Shiloh or any of the other young people huddled near one another. Their guns were pointed at the dragon.

“Take it alive if we can,” one said, voice muffled by the helmet but audible. “The Major will want—” he cut off, holding perfectly still, paralyzed by the cold, alien eyes.

There was a moment of complete silence—then gunfire erupted in the street as the first soldier opened fire. Terrified, Shiloh clapped xir hands over xir ears and stumbled backwards, running into someone else as they all scrambled to get away. The only one that didn’t move an inch was the dragon. Every single bullet sailed directly through its ghostly body and kept going, as if it were made of light and shadow instead of flesh and bone. 

But people weren’t made of light and shadow. Some had remained at the edges of the street to stare at the dragon but most of them scattered, running at the first gunshot. Not all of them made it. Bullets were faster, and now they passed through the ghost’s insubstantial form and into the terrified and much-more-solid human beings around and behind it.

When the clamor of gunfire and the metallic jangling of shells against sidewalk quieted, the street was almost empty. But the dragon was still there. It stood exactly where it had before, staring at its assailants. Slowly it opened its jaws.

“Shit,” one soldier whispered, before he was hit with the first blast.

Out of the dragon’s maw, frighteningly fast, poured a torrent of—something, that looked like smoke but much more solid, almost a liquid, and it caught the men full in the chest. They flew backwards, slamming into the concrete wall and crumpling to the ground. Over the next few seconds, their armor and the bodies within withered like burned paper, dissolving into moist ash, thick smoke curling into the air.

The dragon’s head whipped around to face the four frightened teenagers who’d taken refuge behind Annie’s motorcycle, which was barely scratched despite deflecting several bullets. Now its teeth were bared and dark plumes of smoke poured from gaps between its fangs in irregular bursts as if it were panting from exhaustion or panic. 

“It’s okay,” Shiloh said, climbing shakily to xir feet from behind the familiar vehicle and wracking xir brain for the right words. Out of the corner of xir eye, xie saw still forms lying in the street. The soldiers? It had to be them, Shiloh’s brain refused any alternative. “They’re gone now. We’re not gonna—”

The dragon’s head plunged forward like a striking snake’s, almost faster than xie could register. But not faster than defensive instinct. Shiloh’s hands shot up; hands that now pulsed with a brilliant amber light.

Something surged inside, like a gust of warm air or sunlight, starting from xir solar plexus and radiating out, shining from xir eyes behind dark glasses. Shiloh couldn’t see, couldn’t hear anything except for the sudden pounding of blood in xir ears, couldn’t feel anything except intense, scorching heat and power. Xie was blinded by blue-violet afterimages. The light was disorienting, but not harmful to xir sensitive eyes. It didn’t hurt. When the light faded, the ghost was gone. All that remained was scorch marks on the pavement, as if it had been burned in white-hot flame. 

Shiloh stared. Brianna and Chance stared from where they still crouched behind the motorcycle. Everything was still, except the thick smoke rising from Shiloh’s hands.

“Get on already!” Annie yelled, jumping back onto her bike and, waving one arm. She wore a metal brace on it, shining and strong as armor.

She didn’t have to tell Chance twice; he scrambled up to sit behind her immediately. “It’s about time!” he yelled, grinning.

When Shiloh and Brianna didn’t move, Annie revved her throttle and the engine roared. “Come on! We have to go!”

“That’s right.” Brianna said quietly, still staring at the scorch marks where the dragon had once been. But when she turned, her eyes were clear. “You know those two, don’t you? They’re the friends you were gonna meet?”

“Yeah,” Shiloh said at last. The only words that existed would never do reality justice. How did you cram a lifetime’s worth of memories and loss and heartache and yearning into words they were quickly running out of time to speak? Force them to make any kind of sense? Tell any kind of truth? They're pretty important.”

“Your friends are from Parole, aren’t they?” Brianna looked past Shiloh to where Annie and Chance waited on the huge motorcycle. Her eyes were glassy, and Shiloh couldn’t tell if she was going to cry, or just in shock. “Is that where you’re going?”

Silence stretched between them like the sky beyond the barrier. Somewhere out there was a city that never stopped burning. Toxic storms screamed across a wasteland stretching thousands of miles across the American Midwest. Radios answered when Shiloh asked questions, even if their signals were never meant to leave Parole. The smell of smoke never faded away. Somewhere, flames were buried in dreams, and shut behind walls. Barriers, with monsters inside and out. Beams of light that could burn—or protect. Slay dragons. Light up the night with crackling energy that sung in xir veins.

“Yes.” Shiloh heard the whispered answer, only then realizing it came from xirself. “Listen…I know that thing just kind of ruined the words—but everything’s gonna be okay.”

“No. It’s not,” Brianna said, and the certainty in her voice was jarring. “But maybe it still can be. Go, more soldiers will be here soon, and someone needs to head them off. I’ll catch up to you when I can. Go!”

Shiloh stumbled away from her and toward the motorcycle, climbing up to sit behind Chance. The thing was big enough that three people could comfortably fit even without using the sidecars, and the dashboard was so covered in buttons and displays it looked like it belonged in the cockpit of a spaceship.

“Ready?” Annie asked, voice tight with what might have been excitement, fear, or the mix Shiloh felt. In her voice, xie heard the sound of running feet, a pounding heart, and the crackling of flames.

“Feels good to wake up,” Chance said, smiling in a way that was loose and shaky and brave all at once. Somewhere in Shiloh’s memory a coin arced through the air. When the wind swept through his hair, it sounded like rustling of leaves in high branches and shuffling cards. “Doesn’t it?”

Annie twisted the throttle in reply. “Hang on.”

Meridian had the right name, Shiloh thought as the engine roared and the bike shot forward, tearing through the streets. The edge of one place and the next. Three dreamers started out in a tree, and now they were all standing together on a high precipice, knowing they were about to fly, not fall. Shiloh didn’t look back as the motorcycle peeled away, and didn’t even think about being afraid. Now, xie was finally close enough to read the back of Annie’s jacket.

HERE WE GO AGAIN.
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The lighthouse was the tallest building in town. It was also the strangest. There were no dangerous seas to illuminate or ships to guide into a waiting berth. But even without a sea, after today, Shiloh definitely felt like a ship tossed about by a hurricane. 

“We almost died,” Shiloh panted as the bike came to a stop around back, hidden from the main street. It wouldn’t do much about anyone who really wanted to find them but at least they were out of plain view. Xir head spun from excitement and terror and was starting to ache, but that was background noise.

“I know!” Chance laughed, free and easy. “But it was fun!”

Shiloh nodded and climbed off the motorcycle onto unsteady feet. “Coming about an inch away from death is fun?”

“Forget that! Remember that the first thing we did together is slay a dragon!” Chance jumped off too, taking a few excited, almost dancing steps, like the adrenaline just wouldn’t let him sit still. He moved with ease and smiled with a brightly beaming charisma that instantly caught attention and held it. “Wow. This is it, isn’t it? The lighthouse.”

“You mean the beacon.” Annie slung her helmet under her arm and stood with her feet planted far apart, as she always did due to her ankle braces. When she stepped closer and unabashedly stared, Shiloh met her gaze easily. Her eyes were intense but not intimidating and their searching focus felt nothing like a stranger’s. She held very still except for one short finger, which twirled around a thick, tightly coiled strand of hair that hung down past her jaw, the nervous motion continuous. “That is what it actually is, right?”

“That’s right. The Meridian Beacon.” Shiloh nodded, raising xir arm in a little presenting gesture. The tower’s concrete exterior was smooth and looked like the newest thing in Meridian. Nothing decorated the plain walls except for a heavy steel door and a numeric keypad beside it. “This was the first one my mom ever built. The ten big ones around Tartarus are based on it. Not much, but it’s home.”

“Well, I’d call it much,” Chance said, craning his neck to look straight up. “Kinda obvious, don’t you think? Doesn’t seem great for hiding. While we’re at it, that big-ass motorcycle’s probably gonna catch some eyes if we just park it here.”

Annie glanced at her motorcycle, then back up at him. “We won’t have a problem,” she said, as if this explained everything.

“I’m just saying, that was kind of… conspicuous,” Chance said with a raise of his eyebrows. “We were supposed to meet up quietly, like normal people. Instead we blow up a dragon.”

“We’re not normal people,” she said, not meeting his eyes. Annie tended to look longer and harder than people expected or considered polite—or not look at all. “And I didn’t want it blown up either but it didn’t leave us much choice.”

“Oh, I’m not complaining.” Chance smiled and brushed his smooth hair out of his face. Instead of seeming at all troubled by the strange circumstances, or the fact that they’d just narrowly escaped death, his smile was relaxed, as if he found the world endlessly entertaining. Shiloh recognized the way his eyes crinkled at the edges when he smiled. “Shiloh kept us all alive and put on a good show at the same time.”

“I never told you my name,” Shiloh said, but instead of feeling disturbed, xie felt a rush of joy, confirmation.

“I know, but it’s right here in my head.” He shrugged, smiling in a way that was awkward and apologetic and relieved all at once. “Do you know mine?”

Shiloh thought for a few seconds. “Chance? That’s all I’m getting.” Xie rubbed xir temples, then the back of xir head and occipitals where the Chiari pain still rested as a dull ache. “Is that really your name? It seems more like—I don’t know. I think your dreams might have made more sense than mine.”

“Chance is good.” He nodded, looking satisfied and maybe a little relieved. “Call me that, that’s fine.”

“That’s what I heard in the dreams too,” Annie said, frowning. 

He shot her a nervous look. “Is there a problem with that?”

“Not really. Where I come from, a lot of people don’t use their given names.”

“But you don’t seem convinced.”

“You seemed different in the tree.”

“Lemme guess, you thought I’d be taller?” He gave her a flashing grin, but this one seemed pained if anything. “We’re all a little different when we’re awake. You wear a lot more spikes, for one thing. And seem a lot more on edge. Which I understand, being awake is terrible. And Shiloh’s not as… sparky? Electric? Xie’s human, not made of energy. So really…” he turned to see Shiloh staring at him, a grin spreading across xir face for the first time. “Hi there.”

“What did you just say?” Shiloh stared at him, heart leaping; suddenly xie remembered cool shade on a hot day, dark lenses that cut a harsh glare.

“I just said a lot of things. I like to talk.” He shrugged—then realized. “Oh! You mean…”

“You said ‘xie.’” The feeling of confirmation was back, a thousand times stronger. Joy, relief and absolute certainty surged through xir chest in a warm rush.

“Was it right?” Chance asked, turning fully to face Shiloh.

Xie hesitated, trying to find the words. They failed but xie just nodded, smiling so hard xir cheeks hurt.

“Okay,” Chance said, more quietly than his usual charismatic tone, and the smile that spread across his face was less brilliant and gentler than before. “So that should tell us we’re not making this dream thing up. He’s really talking to us. Gabriel.”

“Yeah.” Annie frowned, deep in thought; she didn’t seem nearly as convinced.

“Isn’t this a good thing?” Chance asked. When she didn’t answer, he pressed on. “I thought Gabriel died in Parole. I never thought I’d see you two again either—but here we are. How often do you get a second…chance?”

Annie didn’t smile, or answer. Her hand went to the shark tooth on the chain around her neck and she rubbed its smooth surface with her thumb, looking lost in not-quite-pleasant thoughts. Then she busied herself with something Shiloh couldn’t see on the dashboard and the air around the motorcycle somehow went dark, as if a very solid cloud were passing over it like a curtain—and then it was gone.

“Are you going to explain that?” Chance asked as she walked past them toward the beacon entrance, wide-eyed.

She shrugged, looking almost bored. “Custom model.”

Shiloh considered pressing further, but didn’t think xie’d have any more luck. Xie didn’t want to linger outside anymore, either. So xie entered a code in the keypad beside the solid steel door, which slid smoothly open. They stepped into one long curving room that looked more like a spaceship corridor than the interior of a building. The walls seemed made of humming machinery, dials, and consoles, every conduit and bit of wiring alive with electricity. A tight, spiraling staircase led up to the next level and more complex machinery that only got more intricate until it reached the huge light on top.

“Wow.” Chance turned in a complete circle to look around. “You live in here? Like, all the time? Sleeping and everything?”

“Yeah. It’s not as weird as you’d think, just kinda bright and loud.” Xie wiggled xir dark glasses, which xie didn’t remove inside. “And it’s not all like this, we have normal rooms too…” A fast, rhythmic clanking came from overhead and Shiloh turned to look at the spiral stairs. “Mom?”

“The damn thing’s got an attitude,” a woman’s voice called down, echoes bouncing off the metal walls. When she appeared, they could all see that the clanking came from her steel-toed boots as she quickly descended the metal steps. “But I reminded it who’s boss. It should cooperate now.”

Maureen Cole stood as tall and solid as the tower that was both her home and biggest ongoing project. Like her child, the Tsalagi Native American woman had a quick, perceptive stare that took in small details and an urgency about her, an electric impulse to move. With her long black hair tied back in a thick ponytail and old work shirt that smelled like a combination of coffee and motor oil, Shiloh didn’t have to guess at what she’d been doing just now. She only got quite this messy—or this sweaty and keyed-up—from digging in the beacon’s guts itself.

“I saw the flashes from all the way up here. They probably saw it all the way across Tartarus.” As she spoke, she turned to check a screen on a nearby console. It must have confirmed something, because she gave a quick nod before turning her full attention to Shiloh. “Something exciting happened down there, didn’t it?”

“A ghost. Down at the barrier. Tore a hole in it like it was wet kleenex.”

“Crap. Is it still there?” she asked as she wiped her hands on her jeans in two fast, efficient swipes. Her movements were a combination of confident physicality and intense, precise focus. Her hard muscles came from running up and down stairs and more heavy lifting than anyone would believe engineering involved. The lines on her face spoke of hours spent squinting at equations and blueprints, swearing at delicate equipment until it got its act together.

Shiloh hesitated. “Uh, no. It’s definitely not.”

Maureen’s eyes narrowed. “What exactly happened? Are you okay?”

“I’m fine,” Shiloh said after hesitating just long enough to be suspicious.

“Mmm, no, definitely not fine. I think you’d better start at—who are they?” Maureen’s eyes landed on Chance and Annie, immediately narrowing as if she’d seen them for the first time, and wasn’t sure she liked what she saw.

“Uh, that’s Annie, and this is Chance,” Shiloh said quickly, glad to be out of the spotlight.

“New friends?”

“…Sort of.”

“Okay, great, nice to meet you.” Her words were short but not terse, expression softening as soon as Shiloh confirmed they were friends. Then she turned right back to Shiloh, concentration unbroken. “Tell me about the ghost.”

“I…it was…” Shiloh bit xir lip. “Bri and I were down at the gate. Suddenly it was just there, on the outside of the barrier. It looked like… a dragon. Then it cut a hole in it, with its hand, or claw, then it was inside, then Eye in the Sky showed up and it panicked and SkEye shot—”

 “They shot at who?” Her eyes flashed. “At you? Are you—”

“I’m fine, really! I don’t even think they saw us, they were shooting at the dragon.”

“SkEye shot first and asked questions never?” 

“Pretty much.”

“Look at my surprised face. I am so surprised." Maureen gave a disgusted snort. “How’d that work out for them?”

“I don’t think it did anything. It just kind of stood there, then it breathed back at them.”

“Breathed what, fire? Points for commitment, I guess.”

“No, just Tartarus poison,” Shiloh made a face as xie tried to explain the awful almost-liquid toxic air. “Or something.”

“That does make more sense. Then what?”

“Then it turned to look at me, and I could tell it was gonna breathe again, so I just—zap.” Shiloh held up xir hands again.

“Zap?” Maureen’s eyes narrowed again. “Right down there in broad daylight?”

“I didn’t have a choice!” Shiloh protested. “And I don’t think anyone saw. They were kind of, either not there, or, probably, not… alive.”

“Not alive?” She stopped, breaking off her and Shiloh’s rapid-fire back-and-forth. “Are you telling me the ghost fried actual people?”

“Just the soldiers.” Shiloh shook xir head, suddenly feeling a wave of… xie wasn’t even sure. Once xie remembered the sight of the bodies in the street, nothing else existed. “SkEye did the rest.”

Maureen stared, intensity slowly fading from her eyes, replaced by devastated horror. “Bastards.”

“Yeah,” Shiloh murmured. Xie knew what xie was feeling now. Faint, numb, and more than vaguely sick. “So then—”

Xie was interrupted by a very fast, firm hug. Maureen’s arms wrapped tight around Shiloh and pulled xir in close. Xie let out a deep, exhausted sigh and rested xir face against xir mother’s shoulder. “You saw this? This happened while—you were right there?”

Shiloh couldn’t answer, but xie nodded, and Maureen’s embrace tightened in reply. After several seconds of very tight hug, xie thought xie could open xir mouth and say words instead of crying, so xie tried again. “SkEye shot people. Then the ghost blasted them. Then I blasted it.”

“Sounds like Eye in the Sky got what they deserved for once.” Maureen released Shiloh and held xir at arms’ length, taking another close, careful look. “And you did the right thing.”

“You forgot something,” Annie cut in, not seeming to think twice about interrupting.

“Yeah you did,” Chance nodded, looking rattled. “That thing opened a hole right in the barrier. What happens if more attack?”

“The barrier isn’t the only defense, we’ve got the beacon here.” Maureen nodded up, indicating a higher floor. “Not as big as the ones around Tartarus, but just as powerful. Don’t worry about the ghosts, even if this one sounds a little bigger than most.”

“No,” Annie said more firmly. “I mean you forgot the most important part. The dragon was talking.”

“Talking?” Maureen turned her head to quickly zero in on Annie’s face. “Saying what?”

“It said, ‘Icarus.. The word you need,’” Annie answered slowly. “I know I’ve heard that word before somewhere. It has to be important.”

“Icarus…” Maureen said, then mouthed the word again. “Well, I know it too. Couldn’t tell you where from, though.” She shook her head, seeming to dismiss one enigma in favor of another. “Did the ghost seem alive? Intelligent? More like a projection? A program?”

Annie hesitated, looking overwhelmed. “It said more. ‘It’s happened, Parole is burning.’ In… her voice. From the radio.”

“I’ve heard ghosts make a lot of noises,” Maureen said, stepping toward Annie with the same kind of searching look xie’d given Shiloh a moment ago. “And when they’re not just parroting, a lot of those noises sound like some kind of language. But I’ve never heard one say anything new, like ‘Icarus.’ And I’ve never heard one repeat anything from… that radio station. Because no one is supposed to hear it.”

“I heard it,” Annie said, still looking anxious. “But not from a dragon. I heard it when it first played.”

Maureen stared at her with what looked like equal parts suspicion and curiosity. “Who are you?” 

“Anh Minh Le.” She was suddenly so tentative, with none of her usual confidence. “Or Annie. It’s an honor to finally meet you, Dr. Cole.”

“You’re the messengers from Parole,” Maureen realized, eyes going wide. 

“I am,” Annie said, then turned to face Chance. “He’s not.”

“No, I lived in Parole ten years ago,” he explained. “But I guess it’s not the kind of place you walk away from. I tried, but I just ended up in a tree.”

“In a tree?” Maureen looked up at him, as if seeing him individually for the first time. “You’re Shiloh’s brain friends.”

“Brain…? Sure, I guess.” He shrugged, looking untroubled by the fantastic idea. “Not sure what else to call recurring dreams about a tree and a few old friends.”

“Gabriel said we had to find each other,” Annie filled in. “And him. He warned me about the collapse so I could make it out of Parole in time, so I knew it wasn’t just dreams. They needed someone to get to you and your project, Dr. Cole, so I volunteered. I thought it was my only chance to find out what was going on.”

“Well, looks like you were right. When were you going to tell me this?” Maureen turned to Shiloh. “These aren’t just random kids, they’re the ones from the dreams you’ve been telling me about all this time?”

“Sorry,” Shiloh said, embarrassed. “I kind of forgot … there’s been a lot going on.” Second major understatement of the day.

“I’ll give you that much,” Maureen said, then turned back to Annie. “We lost contact with Parole weeks ago, total radio silence, it’s been a nightmare. Then we get through for two seconds and they tell us they’ve got people coming out to meet us. Is that you?”

“Not people,” Annie said quietly, eyes flicking away. “Just me.”

“You got my message.” It wasn’t a question.

“That your project plans are complete, yes ma’am. So I drove here.”

Maureen’s eyebrows knit together in concern. “You can’t be more than what, seventeen?”

“Eighteen.” She gave Shiloh a sidelong glance that almost looked like plea for help.

“Radio Angel said someone else was coming. Ash Price. Is he meeting us later?”

“I…” Annie stuck her hands in her pockets and looked down at the floor between her shoes. She opened her mouth to say something, then shut it again.

“You escaped from Parole?” Maureen questioned further. “And traveled three-thousand miles to pick up my project? Alone?”

“I wasn’t alone. It’s a long story.” The color was draining from Annie’s face. Her hands, still in her pockets, curled into fists. When she spoke, her voice was higher than usual, fainter. “Some of us got out in time, though. Not all of us. We…” She paused, licked lips that were suddenly dry, and she blinked several times. She trailed off, staring—but not at Maureen. Past her. As if she’d forgotten any of them were there.

“Ash isn’t coming, is he?” Maureen asked quietly.

“No. He’s not.” She squeezed her eyes shut and shook her head. “They didn’t send me alone, they wouldn’t do that. Ash said you’d help us and if we could just get to Meridian we’d be safe, then we could go home. But…”

“When?” Maureen asked quietly.

“Yester—yesterday. My shields burnt out. Eye in the Sky. Snipers.” Annie swallowed. She took one hand out of her pocket and reached up to hold the shark tooth hanging around her neck. It seemed to help calm her down a little. “But I’m here now. I made it.”

“Yes, you did.” Maureen took in a breath and let it out, looking shaken and awed. “We knew the Parole collapse was coming. This is exactly what we planned for. You did the right thing coming to me.”

“Thanks,” Annie answered, sounding faraway and still not looking at any of them. She hadn’t let go of the shark tooth either.

Maureen was quiet for a moment, then shook her head, eyes wide. “Can I maybe get you kids something to drink?”

“I’m good,” Chance shook his head, staring at Annie with something between admiration and pain. She continued to stare vacantly into space, then suddenly looked up at Maureen.

“Ice cream,” she said. “Uh, please. If you have it. If that’s okay.”

“You bet,” Maureen nodded and a faint smile spread across her face for the first time since they’d arrived. “What’s your favorite kind?”

“Favorite…” Annie mouthed, then shrugged, shaking her head. “Anything. Whatever’s cold. We don’t have much cold stuff back in—I haven’t had it in a long time.”
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