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  Jason is staying with the ailing Cheyenne elder Ninovan. Only the most heartbreaking news from Amberville can bring him back to face the biggest trial of his young life. Will Jason be able to fulfill his final mission as the Golden One? A mission from which no Golden One has ever returned?


  Reckoning is the final installment of the gripping fantasy trilogy about Jason Mendez, the Golden One, who is called upon to save the world with his four best friends. Will Jason be successful? At what price? Will Earth be safe?


  The Golden One is an exciting fantasy trilogy dealing with urgent topics affecting humanity today.


  Chapter 1


  Where was I to go? What was I to do? I didn’t have any answers to those questions as I flew away from my house, my weeping mother, and Sarah’s watchful feline eyes that followed me into the distance, my bright aura a dead giveaway to any Byeonsin who might see me. Most likely, no one but Sarah would see me, given that people generally don’t pay attention to a bird flying high above them in the sky. It still meant Sarah would’ve realized I possessed the ability to morph into other animals, if she hadn’t known already. It didn’t matter. I wasn’t coming back.


  I crossed the old Green ranch where the new drill site was almost ready to begin production. The drilling tower stood tall near the farmhouse. I continued toward the forest and the mountains. I had no place to go, no money, and, quite frankly, no future. Not sure why, given the speed at which a raven is able to fly, but at some point, I morphed into a bald eagle, soaring as high as I possibly could above the valley, circling the forest, seeing Amberville far behind me in the distance—the Green farm, the reservoir, the old oak—and, as I completed my circle, the mountains and the edge of the forest with the bluff. Just a few hundred yards below it, in the forest, was where Ninovan had her cabin.


  Ninovan!


  I might as well go see her; she was the only person I knew beside Courtney outside of Amberville. And Emiko, I remembered. Somehow, I hesitated to fly out to California and to just appear outside Courtney’s house. Besides, I didn’t even know his address or if I’d be welcome if I just showed up out of the blue. How would I explain my appearance? What would his family say?


  And Emiko? I’m sure she’d welcome me, but how does one get all the way to Japan without money? The flight as a bird would take forever, and to cross the Pacific as a fish or whale? Without knowing where I was heading? Risky, at best. Foolish, and potentially lethal, for sure. I was at a loss. But if anyone could help me, it would be Ninovan. She had survived on her own for decades.


  The smoke emanating from the chimney of her cabin acted like a beacon, and I quickly approached the small but homey log house she’d built with my grandfather’s help so far away from her family and human civilization. Seeing the smoke rise calmed me and reassured me Ninovan was alive and well. After my previous visit and the illness that had plagued her, I was unsure how much longer she would have. At ninety-four, Ninovan was older than any other person I had ever met. Living all by herself for most of that time, she was the expert on survival, not just physically, but mentally, which right now felt so much more important to me, facing loneliness for the very first time. It scared me, and I already missed my mother, Micah, and my friends. What story would Sarah spread to hide my disappearance? What would Mom say? Do?


  I morphed into my butterfly as I approached the treetops and descended to the ground where I morphed back into my human shape. It made knocking on the door easier, even though I may as well have just stood there, as Ninovan opened the door before my fist made contact.


  “Golden One, what a surprise! What brings you here today?” She smiled, seeming genuinely curious and glad to see me, yet within me, the words had the opposite effect. They were a most painful reminder of what I had just been through, the deal with the devil I had made, the consequences for me and my mother. I fell into her arms, a sobbing heap.


  “Now, now, Jason, what’s the matter? Come on in, child. Let me make you some tea.” She gave me a hug that was surprisingly strong for a woman this old and frail, and then she led me to her small table where she gestured for me to sit down. She brought me a wooden cup and poured me some of her invigorating star anise and rosemary tea, and added a healthy spoonful of honey to it. She poured herself a cup, too, before sitting opposite me and asking, “Now, Golden One, tell me, what’s going on?”


  And I told her. I told her everything that had happened since I had last visited her, less than two weeks ago. All the while I was talking, she listened attentively, sipping her tea, making small appreciative or encouraging sounds, but never once interrupting me. When I was done, she fell silent. To me, it seemed like an eternity, and I became acutely aware of my surroundings: the cabin, the darkness inside, the candles lighting it dimly, the crackling sound of the fire behind Ninovan in her tiny kitchen, the smell of smoke, timber, and the tea, along with other scents I couldn’t identify.


  Ninovan’s silence probably didn’t last more than a few seconds, but it felt like an eternity, as if time itself had slowed down all around me. I saw the flames, how the dance-like motion of the reddish, yellow, and orange spearheads emanating from the logs in the small fireplace almost stopped moving. The crackle and pop of the logs in the fire stopped altogether, and the smoke rising into the chimney lingered, unmoving. I looked outside and noticed the branches of the pines and spruces outside no longer swayed in the wind. It was like staring at a photograph rather than looking out a window. I turned my head again and noticed every motion in the room had stopped, except for Ninovan. She seemed to have noticed it, too.


  “What have you done, boy?”


  “Me? You think I did this?”


  She nodded.


  “But how? I didn’t even know I could stop time. How’s this even possible, if it is what it is?”


  “I don’t know, but you are the Golden One, and you are a powerful Byeonsin. It’s almost as if you’ve trapped us inside a little bubble where there is no time.”


  “Emiko never mentioned any of this.”


  “Well, maybe her grandmother wasn’t quite as powerful as you are? Or maybe she never discovered this particular power.”


  “Possibly. Seems to me she managed to get her mission done anyway. But imagine, if I had been able to do this back when I talked to Mrs. Wheeler at the drill site? I could’ve talked to her without anyone else noticing…”


  “No good ever came from crying over spilled milk, Golden One! What was, was, and if I remember correctly, you kids did all right, not only saving the valley from a disaster but also saving a sacred site.”


  I shrugged. Yes, we’d done all right, but at what cost? The loss of Naiche still haunted me, particularly since I now had the ability to heal. I could’ve saved him, had I only known how to use my power. Known that I could. Only I didn’t. Maybe the Ohana had been right. Maybe it was a foolish endeavor of me and my friends to do what we did, risking our lives and those of the animals, just to prove ourselves. I wasn’t trained, not then, not now.


  “What are you thinking about?”


  As Ninovan called me back from my reveries, I noticed the bubble, for lack of a better word, burst, and the flames behind her began their dance anew; the smoke rose up the chimney, and the crackling and popping from the burning logs resumed.


  “I was just thinking that maybe I shouldn’t have acted so soon, you know? Maybe Sarah was right. I am but a hatchling. What do I know about all the secrets of the Ohana, what it means to be Byeonsin?”


  “Ahh, I see. And you believe the Ohana would’ve taught you these things? Even though they never believed you when your powers began to emerge and manifest themselves? Remember, you told me yourself: only the descendants of the Golden One know about their abilities, passing them down to preserve the knowledge.”


  “I know. It’s just so frustrating, everything. Sometimes I wish I had never bloomed, never become Byeonsin. Life would’ve been so much easier.”


  Ninovan looked at me with a mixture of pity and disbelief. “You can’t be serious. You are the most powerful being on this planet right now, and you want to give it all up just so you could become a landscape gardener, walk in your grandfather’s footsteps?”


  I shrugged. “I don’t know. I mean, how can I be considered powerful if someone like Sarah can simply toss me out of my home? That’s not how I define powerful. She’s powerful, all right…”


  “That is not what I meant, and you know it. You will have to deal with that in time, but for now, I admit, Sarah won this round. But that doesn’t matter, Jason, because ultimately, the only thing that matters is who wins the endgame.”


  I let out a sigh. “So what am I going to do until then?”


  “Train, Jason, you will train. Hone your skills. Find out what other skills you may or may not have. You are powerful, I know that. Your aura is blindingly bright, and it defies anything I have ever seen or heard about. I would not be surprised if—in time—other powers emerge.”


  “But where will I go?”


  “You stay right here. For now. I don’t think this exile of yours is going to last very long. I still have some of your father’s camping gear stowed away somewhere. He used to camp outside whenever possible, but during the winter, he’d sleep right here, on the floor. It’s not as comfortable as your house, but it will do.”


  “Thank you, Ninovan. That is most kind. I’ll try to stay out of your way, and I’ll help in any way I can.”


  “That you will. Speaking of which, I had planned on going fishing.” She turned her head and looked out the window where darkness had fallen. “I guess that’s out of the question now. But you could go get us a rabbit or something, for dinner?”


  “Me? Hunt? But how? I’ve never held a gun in my entire life.”


  Ninovan laughed, heartily, at my comment. “You are priceless, Golden One. You could morph, maybe? Turn into a wolf? Or a coyote?”


  I contemplated her request, and her suggestion. The idea of killing an animal went against everything I believed in, particularly after all I’d learned these past months. How could I take the life of a creature I could speak to?”


  Ninovan shrugged as I explained. “Your choice, of course. But my vegetable supplies won’t last forever, you know? And just because you buy your beef at a supermarket doesn’t mean you wouldn’t have been able to talk to that beef when it was still a cow, before it was slaughtered.”


  “I know, but still. What if I am about to sink my teeth into it and it pleads for its life?”


  “What about the animals you say talk to each other at the sacred sites?”


  “That’s the thing. They can only understand each other while at the sacred site. Once they leave the area, they lose that capability, so while they might hear a sound, they don’t understand what it means.”


  “Look, Jason. I understand this is difficult for you. I even see your point. However, Ma’heo’o, or Mother, if you prefer, created the Earth this way. There is a food pyramid, and as a human, you stand pretty much at the top of it. You need protein to survive, and I don’t have enough of it in my stores, animal or vegetable. The winter is upon our doorstep and I’m no spring chicken anymore. We won’t last long unless we get some meat. Either we fish or we lay out traps, but we need to get some food, okay? There is no grocery store nearby, and you don’t even have any money.”


  I realized my situation was dire, and I understood Ninovan’s point of view. Yet I was unsure if I’d ever be able to contribute by killing my own meat or if I’d have to find another way to help her out.


  Ninovan considered the discussion closed and got up, crossed the short distance to the end of the small room and opened a chest that stood at the head of her bed. She pulled out a couple of blankets, a pillow, and an old camping mattress. “These are your father’s things. I don’t know why I never tossed them out. I guess Ma’heo’o knew they might come in handy at some point.”


  She handed them to me and said, “It’ll take some getting used to. The floor will be cold, and that green thing Javier called a mattress is wafer thin. But it’s better than sleeping directly on the ground. We’ll add a couple of logs to the fire at bedtime, to help us stay warm—if you wake up in the night and you see the fire’s waning, you put in more firewood, okay? I’ll do the same if I wake up.


  “Now, since you’re going to be here for dinner, why don’t you go out to the shed and get me some dried meat? I’ll get dinner started here.”


  I did as instructed. The shed was just a few yards away from the main cabin, a project of more recent date: small, elevated, and constructed in such a way that no rodent would be able to climb the four pillars on which it was built. The pillars were made from pine, I presumed; the bark had been completely removed, and the six feet of each pillar had been finely sanded to make it too slippery to climb. Atop each pillar were large slabs of flat stone, and above those rested the actual shed construction. It wasn’t large, just a few square feet, but it contained most of Ninovan’s food stores. No wonder she had to make sure to keep it protected.


  Inside, I found several pots, all delicately sealed, and from the ceiling hung several dried fish and pieces of meat. I took one medium piece of the dried meat off its hook and returned to the house, making sure the shed was properly closed and locked. Last thing I wanted was for Ninovan to be upset with me for sharing her food with the local animal population. Rodents may not have been able to climb up to it, but a bird could’ve easily flown in. Better not tempt fate, particularly as I found no joy in the prospect of having to go out and hunt for replacement meat.


  After dinner and a long conversation about Sarah’s motives and what potential plans the Ohana might have for Amberville, we went to bed. Inside the cabin was cozy, but by the time we were done with our evening meal and had tidied up, a good three inches of fresh, white snow covered the ground around the cabin. Winter had arrived, at last.


  It was an eerie sensation, lying on the floor of Ninovan’s cabin, listening to the gentle snoring coming from the old woman’s bed behind the table on the other side of the simple room, the orange-reddish light emanating from the fire, the quiet crackling, and the absolute silence outside, not a sound to be heard. Sleeping in a bed made from gear that belonged to my father felt equally strange, this intimate connection to a man I had never met yet knowing he was the last person before me to use it. I thought of my mother, and her despair. Most likely she’d be worried sick. What would she do after the initial shock had subsided? Would she call the police?


  Well, they wouldn’t come looking for me for a day or so, although I imagined Sarah would make sure they wouldn’t come looking at all. Or she might try to talk to my friends, get some information from them. They didn’t even know. Nobody knew, not Hannah, not Laurel, not Peter or Dinesh. There was no time to tell anyone. Would they come looking for me? Possibly, although the thought of Sarah learning I was here almost made me wish my mom would just forget about me and move on with her life. There was, of course, no chance Mom would forget me. Ever.


  I found it hard to fall asleep that night. The unfamiliar environment, worrying about my future, my mother, feeling awful for having put her in such a painful situation. When I finally woke up the next morning, I had the distinct feeling I had just fallen asleep.


  “Good morning, sleepy head!” Ninovan chuckled, looking down at me from the table where she was sitting, sipping tea.


  “What time is it?” I asked, somewhat confused. Outside, the sun was shining brightly and I could tell we’d gotten a lot of snow overnight; every branch on every tree was drooping low under the weight.


  “I have no watch, Jason. I’ve been up for a while, ever since sunrise. I’d say it’s mid-morning, given the sun’s position. Are you hungry?”


  I got up and rolled up my bedding, put it away in a corner behind the door. “Yes, I am.” I sat at the table, and Ninovan poured me some tea.


  “Here you go, son. Help yourself.” She gestured to the food on the table: flat bread and the dried meat, cut into small slices. I helped myself to both, downing them with the hot tea. After my tummy had been filled, I realized a different kind of nature’s call was upon me and I excused myself. I opened the door to find at least a foot of fresh snow, and with the sun shining brightly, everything around me was bright, almost blinding white.


  After I was done, I returned to the cabin and grabbed a shovel to clear a path from the house to the shed, so we wouldn’t get wet whenever we had to get some food. I didn’t see the bird approach, nor did I see it land on the ridge of the shed’s roof. It wasn’t until I heard the voice in my head that I knew we had a visitor. “I thought I might find you here…”


  It was Peter.


  Chapter 2


  Peter morphed back into his human shape. “What are you doing here? Your mother is devastated. Are you out of your mind?” There was anger in his voice, and I couldn’t really blame him.


  “I had no choice, Peter. You need to leave, okay? You could get into trouble if Sarah finds out you’ve been here.”


  “What do you mean? Why would she care if I’m looking for you?”


  I told him about Sarah setting a trap for me by implicating my mother in economic wrongdoing, thus being able to blackmail me into leaving town.


  “Wow!” was all he said when I’d finished.


  “Yeah, I wasn’t even able to say goodbye to Mom. I just had to leave. Sarah was waiting outside our kitchen window. And I couldn’t tell you guys either. Sarah made me promise. I had to simply get up and leave quietly.”


  “But you can’t do that. Trust me, your mother is miserable. She is worried sick about you.”


  “What choice do I have?” I was defiant and angry.


  “Come back, take this up with the Ohana.”


  I laughed, the sarcasm clear in my voice. “Peter, don’t be naïve. My mother has already spent time in jail because they wanted to punish me. They’ve even killed to make a point. What makes you think they’ll not do the same to Mom, me? I can’t do that to her. She’s already lost so much. My dad…”


  “Okay, I hear you. But still. Let me at least tell her you’re okay? That you are safe?”


  “I’m not sure that’s a good idea. I know my mother. She’ll want to know more. She’ll ask questions. Questions you won’t be able to answer. And the less you say the more you’ll make her inquisitive, curious. She’ll be relentless. It’s probably for the best that you don’t tell her anything.”


  “But I promised.”


  “Promised her what?”


  “That I’d go look for you.” Almost inaudibly, he added, “That I’d find you.”


  “Well, you’ll just have to go back and tell her you didn’t find me.”


  “You want me to lie to her?” Peter gave me one of his puzzled looks.


  “What choice do we have? It’s for her own good. Look, I don’t know how long I need to be gone. I’m trying to figure out what to do next. I’m not giving up. But it’s not even been a day. I need to get some things straightened out first.”


  “What about school?”


  “I don’t care.”


  “That’s a cavalier attitude.”


  “I’ve been driven out of town. I have no money, no future. There’s no college fund, and I seriously doubt the Ohana would fund my education as things stand anyway. So yeah, I’m screwed here, all right? Do you really think a high school diploma will make a difference?” This last sentence really got to me, and like a big wave crashing ashore, all my worries and fears came crushing down on me with a vengeance. I fell to my knees, a sobbing mess.


  Peter kneeled next to me and put his arm around my shoulders. “Hey, buddy, it’s okay. We’ll figure this out. Together. Don’t worry. You’re not alone. You have friends, allies. You are the Golden One. That has to count for something, right?”


  I didn’t respond. I’d hit rock bottom, and I didn’t feel like getting up, not anytime soon.


  Peter continued, “I’ll talk to the others. See what they have to say. But I promise you, you’re not alone. We’ll figure this out, and we’ll have you back in town before you know it. Okay?”


  I sighed, then looked him straight in the eyes. “Promise me: not a word to my mom, okay?”


  “I promise.”


  “Now go back home, before anyone misses you.”


  Peter laughed. “Aye, sir. I will. And I’ll be back, okay?”


  “I’m not going anywhere…” I said flatly. Then I remembered. “Oh, could you do me a huge favor? We’ll be out of meat soon, and as much as I love Ninovan, the thought of hunting and killing for her…well, I just can’t, given I can speak to them all.”


  Peter’s forehead crinkled as he tried to picture what I had just told him. “I can see how that would be a downer. ‘Please, Golden One, don’t eat me…’” And he laughed, the way only Peter laughed, this booming sound filled with life and energy. Then he became serious and added, “What can I do to help? I’m not much of a hunter myself.”


  “Could you just drive out to the place where we parked the car, you know, when we first hiked up here? Leave me some food, maybe once a week?” Noticing the sensation of felt on my teeth, I added, “And some toiletries? Toothbrush, toothpaste? Just leave everything in the snow. I’ll come pick it up.”


  Peter nodded. “Sure, I can do that. And who knows, maybe it won’t even be that long before you can return to Amberville. I’ll leave you a first batch tomorrow, is that okay?” He patted me on the shoulder. “Anything else?”


  I shook my head and watched as my friend morphed back into his raven and flew back toward town.


  Alone again, I had forgotten why I was out here. I got up and stretched my back, drying away any remaining tears from my face. I had to stop bawling like a baby every time I got sad. I wasn’t a child anymore. Time for Jason Mendez to grow up, grow a pair and behave like a grown-up, like my dad. I noticed the shovel and remembered. Putting my anger and frustration into the task at hand, I cleared a path from Ninovan’s cabin to the shed in no time before I went back inside.


  I had no idea if Peter would honor my request not to tell my mom anything. I didn’t know at all what he was planning to do to effect any change on my behalf. He’d found me. I wasn’t sure that was a good thing. I may not only have risked my life, but Ninovan’s as well. I shared my fears with her, but she dismissed them.


  “I seriously doubt your friend has any malevolent intentions, and even if Sarah finds out somehow, who’s to say she cares? You’ve held up your end of the bargain. You’ve left Amberville. She never told you where you could or couldn’t go. She never said you had to leave the entire territory of her Ohana. Besides, even if she came up here herself, or if she sent someone, I still have some fight left in me. I’m an eagle, remember?”


  “Yeah, but see, what have we Byeonsin come to? Fighting amongst ourselves? Even killing each other? I seriously doubt Mother would take kindly to that.”


  “Now you’re talking. Don’t you think this is exactly why you were sent here? To remedy the corruption within the Byeonsin community?”


  I nodded. I’d had this nagging sensation for some time that this was indeed going to be my task. “But how, Ninovan, how? How do I rid millions of Byeonsin, some of whom are perfectly honest, of corruption and the desire to line their own pockets with gold? How?”


  The old woman shrugged. “I’m not the Golden One, Jason. You are. I can’t even fathom all the powers you have, not to mention the ones you may yet discover. Who knows, you may yet find a turn-off switch for the Byeonsin.”


  “Our ability to morph must be genetic somehow. I’m no geneticist, no physician. How could I even find the genes that need to be switched off?”


  “I don’t know. It was simply a suggestion. But mark my words. The time will come for you to act, and it will be upon you sooner than you think. Maybe it’s connected to your healing ability. Remember what you did when you were here a few weeks ago?”


  I nodded. “I do. I somehow detected the virus in your blood stream. I could literally see it and was able to fight it that way.”


  “Well, now, if you take this to the next level, can’t you see someone’s DNA, too? See their genome, the different segments. I’m no geneticist, but you could try.”


  “We still don’t know much about which genes are responsible for what in our bodies. How would I recognize what a gene does?”


  “Why don’t you try?” Ninovan’s suggestion seemed so straightforward.


  “With you?” I was skeptical.


  “Why not?”


  “But how would I be able to tell what is enabling you to morph into an eagle?”


  “I don’t know. What if I morph while you’re looking at my genome? Would that help?”


  “I have no idea. I’m not even sure I can do this.”


  She smiled and put her hand on mine. “There’s only one way to find out.”


  I closed my eyes and focused on Ninovan, trying to see the inside of her body before me. It wasn’t that difficult. Like the last time, I could see her heart pumping blood through her body, the circulation from the lungs into the heart and back out again, and how the used blood returned to the heart and was circulated back toward the lungs. I could see her lungs, how they oxygenized the blood. I could see the oxygen molecules moving into the bloodstream and the carbon dioxide being moved back out into the lungs, exhaled.


  It was fascinating, but if I was to see her DNA, I had to go deeper.


  “What do you see?” she asked, her voice humorous. This clearly amused her.


  “What’s so funny?”


  “I haven’t been examined this intimately my whole life! You see things no other man has ever seen.”


  “Trust me, at this level, it’s all very human. In fact, I’d venture a guess that most beings look similar. Here we go.” I had reached the chromosomal level and was looking at Ninovan’s DNA spirals as they moved around each other in an almost dance-like motion. I was able to look at each single gene. But I was still none the wiser; there were no labels telling me which gene did what.


  “Okay,” I said, “I can see the genome, each and every gene, but like I suspected, there is no way to tell which is which, and what they all do.”


  “Then let’s try this,” Ninovan said calmly. “I’m morphing.”


  Before me, a handful of genes suddenly lit up, golden and so bright I was barely able to look at them. Then it stopped. It was over.


  “Well?” Ninovan asked. “Did you see anything?”


  “Yeah,” I said, and my voice must’ve given away my excitement. “I did indeed. Although the change was too fast for me to see anything really. It was as if some of your genes suddenly exploded with a very bright golden light. That’s all I could see. It was too fast.”


  “What if you slowed down time again? You know like you did yesterday?”


  “But I don’t know how I did that.”


  “Try to focus on time. Imagine you had a dial and you could slow things down or speed them up as you wished.”


  I tried. I tried as hard as I possibly could to imagine time, feeling Ninovan’s heart beat slow, the blood in her veins and arteries move more slowly until it had come to an almost complete stop. Her blood was still flowing but extremely slowly, almost like drying wall paint. I just hope this didn’t kill her in the process.


  She must’ve sensed me somehow, because all of a sudden, the blinding golden light reappeared. It was a spectacular sight. I could now see how each individual gene was either turned on or off. Most didn’t change, but I could definitely identify which genes were affected. It all normally happened in a split second, but now I could see the process in slow motion. I watched it happen, and when the light dissipated again, I relaxed my hold over time.


  “Well?” Ninovan sat across from me at the table, in her human shape again.


  “I know which genes are affected. Some are switched on, while others are switched off. It’s a wondrous sight to behold. I can clearly see which of your genes are governing how you morph. But I still don’t know how this is going to help me.”


  “Well, you hold the power to control the Byeonsin now.”


  I didn’t understand what she was saying. “All I can do is see which genes are affected. How does that help me?”


  “I’m not the Golden One, but wouldn’t you be able to somehow stop that switch from taking place?”


  I shrugged. “Possibly? I don’t know.”


  Ninovan beamed. “Seems to me, you could potentially keep any Byeonsin from morphing, temporarily or permanently. You are indeed very powerful.”


  “Isn’t that too much power in the hands of one person?”


  “That, you’d have to raise with Mother. I didn’t bestow this power upon you.”


  I felt defeated, and I wasn’t quite sure how to explain. “This feels like Dinesh’s power. Worthless, because I can’t use it. I can’t even practice using it without possibly hurting people.”


  “You have me,” Ninovan offered, but I shook my head.


  “I couldn’t do this to you. What if I removed your powers permanently? What if you didn’t remember being Byeonsin?”


  The old woman looked me in the eyes, grabbed both my hands, and said forcefully, “Jason, this is your destiny, and very likely mine, too. Why do you think Mother made me Byeonsin? Maybe this is my part to play in all this. Try. Don’t be frightened. Whatever happens, I have lived a long life. I’m ready for it to end.”


  I shook my head again. “I just don’t know, Ninovan. How would you eat if your eagle disappeared and you could no longer hunt for your food?”


  “You worry too much, Golden One. Just give it a try. Go ahead. Do it, now!”


  I took a deep breath and focused on her genome again, traveling as deep as I possibly could into her body. This time, I noticed something different. There was the faintest golden glow, almost like an aura, around some of her genes. This was it! These were the Byeonsin genes, and I could see them. Some were switched off, others were turned on. I tried to focus on each and every one of them, to disable them, switch them off as it were, and to turn on the ones that had been turned off. I was unsure if I’d been successful.


  I relaxed and found myself looking at Ninovan, and I saw her look back at me. “Well, Golden One, did it work?”


  “You tell me. Seems you still have your memories. And I can see your aura. Try to morph?”


  When she did, I knew we’d failed.


  Ninovan got up after morphing back and made us some fresh tea. “Rome wasn’t built in one day, either. You’ve made tremendous progress today. Let’s keep practicing until you get this right. And when you do, you can return to Amberville and take on Sarah and the Ohana.”


  Somehow, I got the impression it wouldn’t be so easy to stop Sarah being Byeonsin. Not while everyone around her was still the same; not while they all still knew who she was. No, it would take more than that. What? That answer continued to elude me.


  Chapter 3


  Days passed and became weeks. I took regular trips down into the valley where Peter left me two bags with fresh meat and other supplies. When I’d brushed my teeth for the first time using toothpaste and a brush after using one of Ninovan’s wooden sticks and chamomile tea to gargle and rinse, I felt a lot better. Shoot me, but I’m a child of the twenty-first century. I could understand that for Ninovan, the toothbrush was as alien as her sticks were antiquated to me.


  We’d come to a truce about the hunting, and she didn’t press me on it. She’d still go and hunt rabbits and the occasional deer, flying out in her impressive eagle shape, returning hours later dragging or carrying the carcass of whatever animal she’d found. I knew I couldn’t have done it, and she’d accepted it. I had an immense respect for the circle of life; I understood there was a reason for everything Mother did, and that some animals played an important role as food to others higher up in the chain, just as many predators played an important part in keeping other species healthy, culling the weak and sick, but that was not my place. My ability to communicate with them, my ability to be them, altered my perception of every animal species on a fundamental and philosophical level. I was no longer part of the proverbial pyramid; I had almost become it.


  I noticed how I slowly but gradually shifted my own nutrition toward a more plant-based diet. It was difficult to eat something you could speak to.


  Peter also left me small notes about things in Amberville, as well as a birthday card a couple of days before I turned eighteen—finally an adult—and he updated me on my mother’s well-being. It worried me to read that Mom was not doing well. Apparently, she’d lost a lot of weight, she seemed terribly depressed, and for each passing week, Peter’s notes would be more adamant. “Come back!” “Your mother needs you!” “It’s almost Christmas, for Pete’s sake!” There was an element of futility to his messages because he must’ve known I would not, could not return.


  Today was December twenty-second, and I’d just picked up Peter’s latest delivery. The note this time seemed more desperate than usual. “Please, Jason. Come home. We all fear for your mother’s life. She’s not coping at all with you being gone. And the Ohana have begun to implement new rules. They’re going to tax all Byeonsin around the world to keep operations running. Sarah claims the global Ohana has been under-financed and says it’s no longer acceptable for the local Ohana to finance global operations, not when the Ohana is as small as Amberville’s. There’s been some whining, but people intend to honor the order. What worries people more is the Ohanas are given more control over missions. No Byeonsin is allowed to morph without prior approval of their local Ohana. Effective immediately! Jason, we need you to come home to put a stop to this madness!”


  No morphing without Sarah’s approval? Clearly, this was madness. It was absolutely crazy. And to have missions pre-approved? This reminded me more of a fascist state than Mother Nature’s way of making sure humanity didn’t ruin the planet. And what was I going to do about my mother?


  I knew I couldn’t return. I was fairly certain Sarah had people watching our house twenty-four seven, and that any attempt at returning would be detected, compliments of the world’s brightest aura.


  It drove me crazy that I couldn’t be with Mom for the Holidays, and I’d miss being home for Christmas. Ninovan didn’t celebrate Christmas. Why would she? She’d lived all by herself all this time, and it was not her culture or religion. Not that it was mine either, but it was a part of the culture I’d grown up with. Ninovan had not. We were still practicing, every day, to alter her genome, but so far I’d not been successful. I’d made progress; I was able to pretty much access her genome at will, and it didn’t require as much intense focus and meditation, but the secret of actually switching individual genes on and off still eluded me.

OEBPS/Images/cover.jpg
1

QQLDEN
ONE *

RECKONING

. 7% g o
R R
hE "

HANS M HIRSCHI





OEBPS/Images/logo.jpg
/\






