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Dedication




This book is dedicated to those who see things differently, and still don't give up. 
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Chapter 1




“Tell me, Darren, what made you smile this week?” his mother asked as they rounded the corner of the supermarket aisle. 

The five-year-old Darren hesitated, distracted by the colorful images and characters on the boxes all around him. The supermarket always seemed like such a joyful place to the young boy. There were boring aisles, of course, but the cereal and snack aisles were like a toy store. He couldn’t wait to see all his favorites, smiling at him from the front cover.

“Answer your mother, boy,” his father said sternly as he tapped the boy’s shoulder. The nudge pulled Darren out of his imagination, where Cap’n Crunch sailed the seas, always with a full bowl of deliciousness and a jolly smile.

“What, Ma?” young Darren asked.

“What made you smile this week, sweetheart?” she asked.

“Oh,” he said, then paused as he thought. “Lunch was great!” he finally erupted. “Matt had Oreos and he was eating ONLY the inside!”

“No way,” his mother said.

“He started stacking the cookie parts,” he said, motioning with his hands as if he were building a tower. “But then Jimmy kept knocking the tower down!” He laughed as he spoke.

“Jimmy is sneaky, huh,” she said.

“And then we’d all steal a piece before Matt could rebuild,” the boy said in a whisper.

“Oh, you’re all being sneaky, aren’t you?” his mother said with a smile as she poked Darren’s ribs, pulling out a giggle. “Was Matt okay with all that?” she asked.

“Yeah, he doesn’t like the cookie part,” Darren said, an ear-to-ear grin covering his face.

“I always knew that kid was off,” Darren’s father said matter-of-factly.

“Oh, hush.” His mother batted at the man’s arms.

“Why does he get Oreos in his lunch if he doesn’t like the cookie?” the father inquired.

“Because he LOVES the middle part!” Darren burst out.

“That’s nice, sweetheart,” his mother said.

“Sounds like a waste to me,” his father muttered under his breath. An elbow shot out from the mother and the man winced as it caught his side.

“DunkAroos! Mom, can we, please, please?” Darren jumped forward and grabbed a box off the shelf.

“Speaking of waste,” the father said.

The young boy heard and his body sank over like a wilting flower.

“Always no,” the boy whimpered as he put the box back on the shelf.

“Because it’s garbage food,” the father snapped.

The boy’s mother stared daggers at him.

“Sweetheart, we’re making No Bake Cookies. That’s our treat this week,” the boy’s mother interjected with a sympathetic touch to the side of young Darren’s head.

“More sug—” the father tried to say, but she sent another elbow at him, this one more forceful instead of playful.

“I think we should grab some berries. Hun, can you go grab some? Whatever looks in season and only organic,” she said, and Darren perked up a bit.

“You’re making cookies but have to buy organic?” the father replied.

“Only organic, hun.”

“No, the regular kind is fine,” he protested.

“Would you spray weed killer on your salad before eating it?” she replied.

“I don’t eat salad.”

“Hun, organic only,” she said, her expression inching closer and closer to more stern.

He took the hint and stepped back but couldn’t stop the objection welling up inside of him.

“I pay for private school so he can learn to steal Oreos, his feelings get a boo-boo because he can’t have garbage food, and now you want me to pay twice as much for the same fruit? I mean, what are we doing here?” the father ranted. “Have you seen prices lately? My pay ain’t keeping up with it!”

Darren’s eyes went to the floor, avoiding his father’s gaze as the man’s stern look engulfed the boy like a spotlight in a dark room. Eventually, the look shifted to the boy’s mother, who retorted with the raised eyebrows that only a disappointed wife can give to her husband. A thousand words, each sharper than daggers, impressed back on the man from her stare.

With an exhale of disgust, he slowly did an about-face and then left the aisle, but Darren still eyed the floor.

“No DunkAroos, sweetheart,” she said sympathetically. “But I’d love your help making the No Bakes later.”

“Okay,” Darren said, his face rising to uncover a frown.

“I’d consider a peanut butter version too. What do you think?” the mother asked.

“Yes!” The boy’s face lit up.

They moved down the aisle and soon turned down the next. As they walked around a football- and BBQ-themed endcap, the mother caught a concerned expression on the boy.

“Darren, what’s wrong?”

“School wasn’t all good this week,” he sheepishly admitted.

“Tell me more, sweetheart.”

“Stephen…” he said softly as if speaking it would give the memory life.

“Recess again?” she asked.

The boy nodded.

“The teacher?”

“She loves him, and never believes us.”

“I’m sorry to hear that, sweetheart. That must be tough.”

Young Darren exhaled, looking up and down the otherwise empty aisle. “Yeah…” he agreed, and his shoulders dropped and rose again as he finally allowed himself to breathe. 

“What do you think you should do about it?” she asked.

“Can you call the teacher?” he pleaded.

“I could, but help me learn more. What’s an action you could take?”

“Punch him in the face,” Darren said through gritted teeth.

“Ehhh…”

“But, Mom, he hits us and makes fun of us. It’s awful!”

“I’m sorry you have to deal with him, sweetheart. Sometimes difficult people and situations come into our life.”

“Why would God allow people like Stephen?” he asked.

The mother pulled back in surprise.

“Sweetheart, remember, God made him too. And it’s hard to hear, but God loves even the bad guys. I’m betting Stephen is scared or anxious or something, and he doesn’t know how to act properly. Whatever it is, God loves him too.”

“Yeah…” the boy dismissed.

“I think ignoring him will help. It’s not good to be around bad people.”

“But he's in my class, and he finds me every time.”

“I love you, sweetheart. That’s hard. Let’s think about this more and talk later, okay?” She touched the side of his head.

“Okay, Mom.”

They walked another aisle and passed by other shoppers. One woman was trying her best to ignore her young toddler screaming for their sippy cup. The child’s binky fell and bounced in front of Darren and his mother. He instinctively picked it up and held it out for the exhausted mother. Her dazed look took a second to recognize the favor, but she snapped back from her sleep deprivation and thanked Darren.

“That was nice of you,” Darren’s mother said to him as they moved down the next aisle. She grabbed an item here and there, slowly filling their cart.

Once again, she noticed the concerned look on her son’s face.

“You still thinking about Stephen?” she asked.

“Kind of,” he said.

She gave an understanding nod and then turned to check their shopping list.

“Mom?” He interrupted her train of thought. “Stephen reminds me of Dad. Why are you nice and Dad is mean?”

Her hand shot up and covered her mouth.

“Sweetheart, your dad loves you,” she said.

Darren looked down and kicked at the floor.

“Can I not be around him? You said not to be around mean people,” he said.

“Why do you think he’s mean?”

“He’s always telling me what to do, and I never do it right, so then he gets mad and tells me more things to do that I can’t do!”

“I don’t agree with everything your father says and does, but remember, he loves you.”

“I don’t see it,” he said under his breath.

“Don’t talk like that,” she snapped, but caught herself and squatted to meet her son at his level. “He has his own way of showing it.”

“Can you just tell him to not yell at me or spank me?”

Her eyes watered as she looked at her son.

“Darren.” She gently touched his chin and pulled up his face to make eye contact. “Your father and I are different. I’m more sensitive than him, and at your age, it’s easier for me to cuddle you like crazy.” She broke a smile that infected the boy, but soon the sadness returned. “But your father goes out and works hard to provide for us. I’m sorry he’s rough around the edges. We’ve been through a lot together, and before God gave us you, your father’s rough edges got us through some VERY rough times.”

“I found his pictures,” the boy admitted.

Her eyes widened. “From the desert?”

“Why were there all those bodies? They were cut apart.”

She hugged the boy. “Sweetheart, your dad was in war. It was called Desert Storm and there were very bad people that your dad and his friends were trying to protect others from.”

“He killed all those people. He’s going to hell.”

“Sweetheart, I want you to remember two things. First, that your father loves you, no matter what. I’m sorry he can act mean, but I’ll talk with him about his words. And second,” she pulled back his face as the boy tried to look away, “if there are bad guys, and there are, then good guys must kill the bad guys; otherwise, there aren’t really any good guys.”

Darren gulped as he looked into his mother’s watery eyes. His father came around the corner, holding a stack of plastic containers. They were all organic berries.








  
  
Chapter 2




The four stood in the living room of the apartment, the excitement and confusion of each waking from the life-like dream of Empyrean. 

“She killed us,” Kirk said.

“She killed our future selves,” Chris added.

“That’s not me, that’s some Enak guy, who might I add is more angry day-to-day than I’ve ever been in my life. That’s just not me,” Kirk responded.

The brothers looked at each other, waves of confusion still flowing over them. Meanwhile, Darren finally let his eye catch Kelly’s. She’d been watching him, sensing something the brothers didn’t know.

“You’ve been back and forth before, haven’t you?” Kelly asked as Darren met her eyes.

He nodded yes.

“What?” Chris exclaimed. “And you?” he looked at Kelly.

“No, well, in a dream, but it’s hard to explain. Not like this, not putting on the glasses and being there.”

“Glasses?” Kirk shouted, then he darted into Darren’s room, quickly finding and grabbing the glasses before Darren could stop him. “So we have nightmares, but these things are your virtual reality?” he said.

“More than that,” Darren exhaled. “Guys, you know I went to an eye doctor recently, right? Well, he put the photo-play thing over my–

“It’s a phoropter,” Kelly interrupted.

“Yeah, that. Anyway, he put it on and, boom, I was there. It was like I was that person Kaden, but every time I died there, I woke up here.”

“And how’d you get back?” Chris asked.

“I’d check on Kelly, who was always still peaceful, and I’d put my glasses back on and, boom, again, right back to being Kaden,” Darren said.

Kirk held up the purple glasses toward Kelly with a questioning expression.

“Yup, but this is the first time I died, or well, Kira died,” she said.

“Well, I don’t love having nightmares of those charcoal demons and some Beth-whatever lady putting me down like a suffering animal. Screw that place,” Kirk said, tossing the glasses on the table. Darren and Kelly lurched as if pieces of priceless art work were being carelessly handled.

“What happens if you put back on the glasses?” Chris asked.

“I think we go back,” Kelly said, watching Darren’s face grow stern.

“No way!” Kirk shouted. “Hallucinations!” he cried as he grabbed the black-framed glasses and moved them toward his face.

“No!” Darren and Kelly shouted, but they were too late, Kirk already had them on. He stood frozen like a statue, his eyes bulging and staring at Darren.

“His body didn’t go limp like yours did,” Darren said as he and Kelly slowly crept toward the statue-like Kirk.

“Guys… What’s going on?” Chris asked.

“He might be back in Empy—”

“Gotcha!” Kirk jumped and threw out his hands like a magician showing off the grand reveal.

“Ugh,” Darren exclaimed. “I forgot our glasses only worked on each of us.”

“Yours didn’t work on me,” Kelly reiterated.

“So what if you each put yours back on?” Chris asked, nodding to his brother. Kirk reluctantly gave them each their pair.

Darren looked down at them, thoughts of the Elites and Beth-ell waiting for him. “You can end this,” Beth-ell’s words echoed in his mind. Why would she say that before killing him?

“Do you go back to when you died?” Kelly asked, pulling Darren from his thoughts.

“I… Well, not precisely. Remember when you dragged me from the Outer Ring back to our apartment?”

“I sure do, ya heavy bastard,” Kirk blurted out before catching himself. “I mean, Enak does… Not me.”

“We could wake up right in front of the Elites,” Darren said.

Kelly shook her head.

“I don’t like those things,” Chris added.

“I think only Thornhill does,” Darren remarked.

The group looked at him curiously.

“Who’s Thornhill?” Kelly finally asked.

“Oh, he’s Pinnacle,” Darren said.

“Ummmm,” Kelly said as the three looked at each other, then back at Darren.

“The most powerful and evil person, if he’s even a person, in all of Empyrean is here too?” Chris asked.

Darren thought a moment, trying to come up with the right words and wishing he could share the visions Jericho shared with him. Eventually, his head bobbed as he spoke.

“He’s a businessman. I met him at the eye doctor’s. He was friends and partners with Dr. Abrams,” Darren said.

“And who’s Dr. Abrams? The same guy who put the photo-bomb on you and gave you these glasses?” Chris asked.

Darren and Kelly both shook their heads yes.

“I get the sense he’s not just an eye doctor,” Chris said.

“Nope, he’s… He’s Jericho,” Darren said.

“Oh great, we have the worst dictator of all time award winner in Pinnacle and the man, the myth, the legend himself crossing worlds with us. This all sounds lovely. Just a couple of jolly businessmen running an eye care shop here in Georgia. Why not?” Kirk said.

“You know those dreams were weird, and both of us having it, and matching theirs? Just try to listen and learn—” Chris said before Kirk snapped, cutting him off.

“No, you listen and learn. Those dreams were freakin’ wack–a-doo, and those demon things, scary. Yeah, I’ll admit it, they were freakin’ scary. I was scared and I don’t want to go back there. So throw the dang glasses out and give the eye doctor hut a 1-star review. Done with all this,” Kirk ranted.

“I’m sorry, bro. Once you see, you can’t unsee,” Chris said.

“What does that mean? Of course you can ‘unsee’ anything. I saw Grandpa getting off the toilet when we were kids. I had to unsee that,” Kirk said.

“I don’t think you can unsee that,” Chris said.

“Oh, shut up, you didn’t see it,” Kirk fired back.

“Guys, GUYS!” Kelly screamed. “You two don’t have glasses, and regardless of what you think…” She eyed Kirk. “Regardless, we’ve all been to Empyrean. In our dreams or through these glasses, we’ve been there. Now we decide if we go back,” Kelly said.

The brothers remained quiet, looking back and forth between themselves and Kelly. She met their eyes and reassured them with a confident look, then she turned to Darren.

“Hun, you’ve been a bit too quiet. What’s on your mind?” she asked.

He took in a deep breath, his eyes on the floor, then he raised his eyes to meet theirs as he let the breath out.

“She said, ‘You can end this’ before we died. ‘You can end this. When you die, go end this before it begins.’ Why would she say that?” Darren said.

“Beth-ell is Pinnacle’s next in command,” Kelly said.

“You sure you heard it right?” Chris asked.

Darren nodded.

“I heard it too,” Kirk said.

“Jericho showed me things when I was there. He showed me the history between him and Thornhill. I think Beth-ell wants me to kill him,” Darren said.

“Kill Jericho? That’s nuts,” Kelly said.

“Hey, that’s a pretty brutal world. One man for many?” Kirk said.

“No, I mean kill Thornhill. I think Beth-ell wants to end it all before it begins,” he said.

“You can’t do that,” Kirk said.

“What happened to ‘one man for many?’” Chris asked.

“Why we killing anybody here?” Kirk said. “You want life in prison because you knocked off an eye doctor? I’m sure the judge will understand that he was a really bad guy in a future dream world,” Kirk said.

“We can’t just kill people,” Kelly said, touching Darren’s arm.

“I know, but what if we could stop the whole thing?” Darren asked.

“What if it is inevitable?” Kelly asked back.

“What would Jericho do?” Chris said and brought the room to silence.

Darren shrugged. “I don’t know. He’s the only person more powerful than Pinnacle. I’d ask why we’d let all this happen in the first place. He could have stopped him but didn’t.”

“And didn’t Pinnacle just rip his heart out? I’d say Jericho is a distant second to that guy in the power race,” Kirk said.

“Look, I’m not saying I’m going to; I’m just saying…” Darren paused.

“What are you saying?” Kirk asked.

“I need time to sort this out. My head is spinning,” Darren said, turning and walking back to his room. Kelly took a seat on the couch while Chris moved back to his room.

“Okay, that solves a lot,” Kirk said, throwing his hands up and slamming them down against his jeans.

“Just chill, bro. Take a power nap,” Chris hollered from his room.

Kirk mouthed a mocking response then went back to his room. He looked at his closet door, wanting to see if the object he woke up with was still there or if he was hallucinating like his dreams. Moving to the door, he slowly opened it. There on the top shelf, right where he hastily tossed it when he woke up and found it clutched in his hands, was the worn black leather Moleskine journal. Kirk took it out and held it to his chest.

“Darren, you okay?” he heard Kelly call out. Kirk jumped and hid the journal back on the top shelf, now pushing it behind other items.

Meanwhile, Kelly walked into Darren’s room and closed the door. She stood in front of the walk-in closet, rapping her knuckle on the door. “You okay, hun? Let’s take a nap and talk more after some rest.”

“I think I need some fresh air,” Darren said from behind the closed door, thinking he couldn’t let her know his thoughts or next actions. It’d be by far better if she didn’t know.

He took out the hand gun stored in the small gun safe in the back of his closet where a watch his grandfather gave him and the American flag his dad used to hang outside their house rested. Sliding the gun in the back of his belt, he opened the door and was met with Kelly’s eyes. The auburn haze of her hair, perfect curves of her lips, and her hazel eyes urged him to stay. He longed to kiss her and lie down, getting much needed rest, but the cold of the gun’s handle pressed against his lower back.

“Get some rest. I’ll be back soon,” he told her.

“I’ll come with you. Want to walk around the lake?” she asked.

“No, I’ll be bad company. Let me just… go for a drive. I need to shake off some cobwebs in the fresh air,” he said.

“Okay, I’ll wait in here…” she said reluctantly, feeling passed off.

He didn’t kiss her good-bye as he left the room, determined to find and kill Dr. Thomas Thornhill. 








  
  
Chapter 3




He left without seeing Chris or Kirk. As he started his truck, Kelly’s face sat in his mind as if seared into his eyes from staring at the sun, but again, the cold steel of the gun reminded him of his purpose. 

“Okay, you showed me hell and now I’m supposed to kill the devil,” he said aloud as he looked into his own eyes in the rearview mirror. He held the shifter but paused, realizing the practical part of his rash plan had a gigantic hole. “But where…?”

The side door of his truck opened, jolting him from his thoughts. Before he could object, Kelly jumped into the seat.

“What are you—” he tried to say.

“He runs Pinnacle VC; it’s in the city,” she said, grabbing his phone and punching in the code to unlock it.

“Hey, I have to do this a—”

“Alone? No, you don’t. Jericho talked to me too, ya know? You aren’t the only one seeing the future through magic eye glasses, so don’t assume you’re the only one who can do something about it,” she said.

“Kelly, you don’t need to be implicated in what I have to do,” he said, reaching out and grabbing her forearm as she punched in the address to his maps app.

“I know you, Darren. You had the same look on your face just now as you did when you agreed to speak at your grandfather’s funeral. I know that look; it’s a look of dread, but it’s a look of duty,” she said, putting her hand on his.

“I have something with me, from my safe.” He stared at her, using every ounce of will to not say the quiet part out loud.

“Yeah, I checked your safe. You left it open… Look, I don’t agree with you, but we're in this together,” she said, and she pulled a small box of bullets out of her pocket. “I grabbed something from the safe as well. Just in case we need more than one clip.”

“I love you,” he said.

She paused as they looked into each other’s eyes, but she pulled away without returning the phrase.

“An accomplice to murder is lovely. Regular ol’ Bonnie and Clyde.” She turned and looked out the window. “What are you doing, Kelly?” she said, shaking her head.

“I don’t like it either, but why else would he show us that future and then allow us to come back, if not to do something about it now?” Darren said. “The only problem is, I have no idea where to find Thornhill. I’ve only seen him at Abrams’ office, but that’s closed.”

“Pinnacle VC,” she said as she pressed a button on his phone. The computerized female voice came on, telling him the first step of the drive. “I did a quick search after I saw you took your gun.” She held up her phone and showed a stylish web page with the title “Pinnacle VC.” Various messages of human health advancement and business value were expertly crafted and pleasing to the eye.

“Think he’ll be there?” he asked.

“I’ll search for more on the way, but it’s our best shot,” she said. “The first news article said there’s a board meeting today.”

Forty-five minutes later, they were parked on the side of a one-way downtown road, in view of the beautiful, glass-encased lobby of the towering office building. “Pinnacle VC” in gigantic letters glowed from the side of the building high above them, in between numerous other office buildings.

A light rain began falling, pattering the roof of his truck and turning their view of the glowing sign into a smeared light.

“This might be a waste of time,” Darren said as they waited. “You want coffee or food?”

“I’m good. Come on, let's imagine we’re on a stakeout,” Kelly added.

“We are on a stakeout, Nancy Drew,” Darren said, a smile cracking over his lips as their eyes met. “And they always have coffee and donuts in those old-school stakeouts.”

“Darren.” Her smile turned to a frown. “You really want to carry through with this?”

“No. I really don’t want to,” he said.

“But changing the future by killing someone in our present? I mean, I feel like this is a case where people see us on the front of a newspaper and we’re clearly murderers. That’s not us,” she said.

“If we believe in the world we saw, then I think it’s not about what I or anybody else wants. More than ninety-nine percent of people die in the coming wars, and this man accelerates all of it. He’s at the helm of the Hope Drug; it’s inside all of us by then. The New Breed, The Tower, the Elites…” He shook his head and leaned forward, squinting at a man jogging past Pinnacle VC’s entrance but resolving it wasn’t Thornhill. “We go from a populated globe to one city left. I don’t want death as much as you, but if we could really stop that, we have to.”

“I don’t think that’s true,” she said.

“You don’t think we should try to stop a global catas—”

“No, not that. I mean, only one city left. I don’t think it’s true there’s only one city left,” she said.

“What do you mean?”

“I told you I found a book in the tunnels. It’s a journal, and I think Jericho put it there. It talks about the Lighthouse, and what really happened.”

“The Tower teaches Agents that Jericho died when Elites raided the Lighthouse. That he became a nuisance to Empyrean, giving false hopes and spreading lies,” Darren said.

“We’ve seen Jericho, so clearly, that’s not all true,” she said. “The book says that Jericho built Empyrean, then left to build more and Pinnacle took it over. It turned to hell once Jericho left.”

“He was out there building and Pinnacle never killed him at the lighthouse battle?”

“I’m not even sure it was a fight. From what I read, Jericho could flick his wrist and even Elites would fall at his feet.”

“But that can’t be right; we just saw him die. Pinnacle wins in the future. Jericho is dead and the Lighthouse Remnant is wiped out.”

“Not totally wiped out. There are twelve of us, including you,” she said. “If we ever get to go back, you need to find and read that book. I stashed it away before they brought me to The Tower,” she said.

“Where’d you hide it?”

“Right where I found it.” She shrugged.

They sat in silence while the rain played on the roof. Beads of water holding on to the windshield and then falling, grabbing more beads and growing as it rolled off the glass.

“I am getting cold. What were you saying about coffee?” she said, but Darren didn’t respond. He was leaning forward and looking out the windshield, staring at a figure that ran out of the glass-enclosed lobby and toward the connected parking garage.

“I don’t believe it,” Darren whispered. “That’s him.”

Before Kelly could get a look at the figure, Darren was out of the truck and darting through traffic. He disappeared into the parking garage.








  
  
Chapter 4




Entry #1

The bloodwork tells a story my mind struggles to accept, yet my heart has known from the beginning. When I first saw the results, I dismissed them as contamination or equipment error. But after the seventh replication, I can no longer deny what's happening within my cells. 

The cancer should have killed me years ago. Instead, I'm watching my body heal itself at a cellular level that defies modern medicine. It's not just remission – it's regeneration. Something in my blood carries a signature unlike anything we've documented before. The mitochondrial activity alone should be impossible, yet here I am, documenting the impossible. Arthur C. Clarke wrote that ‘Any sufficiently advanced technology is indistinguishable from magic,’ and now I’m seeing that play out before my eyes and within my body.

Thomas is ecstatic, of course. He sees dollar signs where I see divinity. He talks about patents and trials while I sit in my office, watching the sunrise and wondering why me? Why now? The world stands at a precipice – cancer rates increasing, fertility dropping, climate talk paired with pending nuclear wars, and all stacked on a convoluted healthcare system. Perhaps that's why this gift has been given. Not to create another overpriced drug, but to show another way.

Sarah says I'm different. Not just healthier, but changed in ways she can't explain. The children sense it too. Last night, Emma asked why my eyes “sparkle like stars” now. I caught a glimpse of what she meant in the mirror – there is a light there I can't explain. They’re becoming a brilliant gray, almost white light. The same light I've seen in my dreams.

The dreams... They come every night now. Visions of a tower rising into darkness, and a lighthouse standing against the storm. I see faces I don't yet know, but know I love them as I would my own family. I see choices that will echo through centuries. Most of all, I see my role in what's coming, and it terrifies me.

I've spent my life putting my faith in science, in what can be measured and proven. Now I find myself stepping into mystery. The blood samples show cellular regeneration, yes, but they also show something our instruments can't quantify – a fundamental restructuring of reality at the quantum level. My cells don't just heal, they resonate with a frequency that I can’t explain or find other examples of in our universe.

Is this what the prophets felt? This terrible and wonderful knowing? This weight of purpose?

My comprehension of the world and time is changing. I record these notes knowing they will be found someday, when they're needed most. I see the faces of every reader in the shadows behind my eyelids. And to you, reader – know that what happened to me was no accident. It was not a random mutation or lucky coincidence. It was a gift, given not for my sake, but for what's coming.

The healing in my blood is real. The power growing in me is real. But they are only signs pointing to a greater truth – an incredible darkness is coming, but light still shines in darkness, and the darkness will not overcome it.

Thomas wants to mass produce this, to "optimize" it, to control it. He cannot see that this gift was never meant to be controlled. It was meant to be given freely, like grace itself.

I am still a doctor. I will still heal those I can. But now I understand that physical healing was only ever a shadow of true wholeness. Science has shown me the what, but faith is showing me the why. Helping people see has taken on an entirely new meaning.

I close this first entry with words I never thought I'd write in a medical journal: There are mysteries greater than medicine, and some truths can only be measured by faith.

The light is coming. God help us all be ready for what it reveals.








  
  
Chapter 5




Darren ran into the parking garage after the tall figure. The towering, muscular frame of the man was unmistakable, even with the rainy conditions. Darren slowed as he got into the garage and out of the rain. Water dripped from his shaggy brown hair. 

The man he was chasing was approaching a luxury sedan, a Mercedes Benz S-Class that sparkled in the overhead lights of the garage. He saw Darren and stopped, a smile creeping onto his face.

“I remember you,” Dr. Thomas Thornhill said.

“I’d expect someone like you would have a driver,” Darren said.

“Sometimes you need to take matters into your own hands.” He shrugged. His chiseled jawline and tall frame cast a long shadow as he stepped away from his vehicle and toward Darren. “You look different, not the same boy waiting for his turn.”

“I’ve seen things, horrible things. And you make them happen.”

“Yeah? You’re not one of those ‘profit is evil’ kind of people, are you?”

“No,” Darren said, his hand twitching as his mind thought of the handgun tucked in his waistband. “I’m an evil is evil kind of person.”

“You’re finally taking control of your life. That’s good to hear, but sounds like you’re misguided, my boy.”

“I’m not a boy.”

Thornhill raised his eyes in mock surprise. His three-piece suit was a tailored fit. It slimmed as it went down his torso, giving his already broad shoulders a wider appearance.

“I cared only for myself and did foolish things. I spoke as a child, understood as a child, and thought as a child. But now I’m a man who puts away childish things and has a duty for the lives of others that you will destroy.”

“I will destroy?” Thornhill said, stepping closer.

“Your Hope Drug cannot go to the public. It will create a chain reaction that will seed horrible cellular conditions in the population.”

Thornhill stopped his steps, his perfectly manicured short blonde hair glistening with the bits of water from the rain. His jaw clenched and the muscles on the side of his mouth flared. But then, he smiled and a laugh came out. The laughter grew and he bent over, his hands on his knees as he slapped his legs.

“Funny, boy,” he said through his laughter.

Darren pulled the handgun from his lower back and pointed it at Thornhill.

“It’s not funny. I’ve seen it,” he said, and to his surprise, the gun didn’t tremble. He might be able to do this.

“Whoa whoa,” Thornhill said, putting his hands up. Yet his smile remained as a laugh escaped.

“I’m sorry for this, but you cannot take the path ahead of you,” Darren said.

“You mean the path of pending war, or the path of infertility, or the path of cancer? Let’s not even talk about the known carcinogens that the population has been warned about, yet still consumes, or the faulty monetary system and the printing of money.” Thornhill’s face grew serious. “No. You focus on my work. While it seems to me that my companies are working on solutions for these things while you’re here with a gun threatening me, BOY. Abrams sent you, eh? He had such potential.” Thornhill shook his head. “His work twists the mind, makes people feel too righteous for their own good, but at least they are peaceful–outside of you. Most are calm enough to just shut up and stay out of the real fights. Fights that I wage on your precious doctor’s behalf. The real work to be done.”

“You’re twisting the situ—”

“Am I?” he interrupted. “I am dealing with geopolitical conditions that impact nations. I’m helping to give hope to the hopeless. Why do you think it’s called the Hope Drug? You know, I liked you. For some reason, Abrams took a liking to you and that got me curious. But now I see you’re a boy who can’t see the facts in front of you. This is beyond you, so sit down and watch daddy work, boy!” he shouted as the veins in his forehead bulged and his dark eyes flickered with a perfect salt and pepper gray coloring.

“I can’t let you leave here and create the Hope Drug,” Darren said, the tip of the gun wavering as his hand subtly began trembling as he thought of pulling the trigger.

“It’s already created.” Thornhill leaned back and shrugged. “I’m not sure what you think you’ll solve, except get yourself thrown in jail, or… Worse,” he said and he stared at Darren like a cruel child who used the sun’s rays and a magnifying glass on an ant. He was enraged, yet he enjoyed it.

“No,” Darren said, shaking his head.

“Did you come here alone?” Dr. Thornhill asked.

Darren didn’t respond, but his eyes darted to the side, giving his answer away.

“Oh.” Thornhill looked out the entryway of the garage, squinting at Darren’s truck. “I think I see a woman in there. Oh, you dog you, you are taking more control. Good for you.”

“Stop it,” Darren said, and Thornhill took a step forward.

“Pity, I would have liked to meet her,” Thornhill said. “Too bad about that car accident. Hit and runs are terrible, ya know?”

“What?”

Thornhill threw his hand toward the truck. As if an invisible train hit the vehicle, the passenger side doors crumpled and the truck was thrown on its side. Time seemed to slow as Darren made out Kelly’s silhouette in the truck. She appeared to be watching them, but as the truck flew back, she disappeared into a disaster of bent metal and broken glass. It smashed against the brick wall of the building behind the vehicle.

“No!” Darren cried out.

“Terrible thing. I’m sorry, boy,” Thornhill said dispassionately.

Darren turned back to him, stepping forward and bringing the gun back up, pointed at Thornhill’s chest.

“Back up!”

“You can’t do it, boy. Just put it down.”

The gun wavered, his hand trembling, as Darren thought of Kelly. Memories of Empyrean filled his mind, all the death of the Elites and the consumption events. Pinnacle had allowed it all to happen.

“Just put it down,” Thornhill said softly as the gun inched lower, now aimed at the doctor’s feet. “You can’t stop this.”

The visions of the faces of those consumed hung in Darren’s mind, and he snapped back to the present moment.

“You cannot set the drug loose,” he said and raised the gun. Thornhill raised his hand as Darren pulled the trigger. POP! POP! POP! POP! The muzzle flashed with each bullet.

Darren blinked and dropped his hand. He took in a deep breath as he watched Thornhill, expecting to see blood fill the three-piece suit before the man fell.

But he didn’t fall.

The bullets were stopped in midair, inches from his raised hand.

“You can’t stop it, because the drug is already in use,” he said, then he flicked his wrist and the bullets shot back at Darren.

He flew backwards as the four slugs struck his chest, landing at the edge of the garage halfway in the rain and the parking garage. The stream of rain water tinged with red as the blood flowed from Darren’s chest.

Thornhill straightened his vest and jacket as if shaking off dust, then went back to his car and drove away.

Darren gasped for air, blood filling his lungs and throat as his life faded away. The light faded. His eyes slowly closed.








  
  
Chapter 6




Kaden's eyes shot open. The cold, damp air pulled a shiver from his body as he gasped for breath. His hand shot to his chest, feeling for bullet holes that weren't there. He patted frantically, his fingers pressing into his torso, but found only intact skin beneath his tattered athletic clothes. No blood, no wounds. Yet the taste of blood lingered on his tongue and phantom pain radiated through his chest. 

Darkness pressed in around him. He blinked rapidly, trying to force his eyes to adjust to the blackness. Gradually, faint outlines emerged – rough stone walls, a low ceiling, the shadowy shapes of support beams. The musty smell of earth filled his nostrils. He was underground, in the tunnels beneath Empyrean.

As his breath steadied, memories crashed over him like a tidal wave. The parking garage. Thornhill's cruel smile. The way he'd lifted his hand so casually, as if swatting away a fly, and invisibly sent the bullets firing back through the air. Kaden's stomach churned. Dr. Thomas Thornhill didn't need centuries to become Pinnacle–He already was.

A wave of nausea hit as he remembered Kelly in his truck. The sickening crunch of metal as the vehicle was tossed aside like a child's toy. He squeezed his eyes shut, trying to block out the image, but it was seared into his mind. 

"Kelly..." he whispered into the darkness.

His eyes snapped open as realization struck. If Kelly had died, wouldn't Kira be awake here too? Unless... unless she died in both timelines at once. The thought sent ice through his veins. He tried to push himself up, to look around the small chamber, but his body felt like lead. Every muscle screamed in protest.

Alone in the darkness, Kaden let out a shuddering breath. The weight of failure pressed down on him like the tons of earth above. He'd tried to change things, to stop it all before it began. Instead, he'd only confirmed what he feared most – the monster who would become Pinnacle was already more powerful than any of them had imagined.

The silence of the tunnel pressed in around him, broken only by the occasional drip of water and his own ragged breathing. He prayed silently for others, to not be alone in the darkness. The Remnant. His friends. Anyone. But as his breath settled in this moment, the solitude felt fitting. He'd been rash but felt justified, however he failed them all – whether it was four hundred years ago in the time of Darren or this future world of Empyrean. He’d failed.

He stared up into the blackness, remembering Jericho's final moments. The way he'd stepped forward, almost eagerly, into Pinnacle's strike. He leaned in, embracing the fatal blow. What had he seen that the rest of them couldn't? What was the point of showing them the truth if they were powerless to change it? Kaden felt a fury that bubbled at Jericho’s death, a fire only quenched by the fatigue throughout his body. He was too tired to form another grudge against the confusing savior the Remnant followed.

He sat up, groaning as he shifted the blanket off and felt the unyielding ground beneath. His eyes further adjusted to the darkness, and he saw three other bodies in the room. Although he felt a hope rise from not being alone after all, it halted before he could stand. Pausing, he sat studying the bodies of his closest friends. An eerie silence cut at him. There was no breath, no movement, no signs of life from Kira, Elba, or Enak.

A scraping sound echoed from somewhere nearby. The creak of hinges followed by soft footsteps.

"He's awake," a male voice came from the darkness.

"Impossible," a female whispered.

Light spilled into the chamber as they entered with a lantern. Kaden squinted against the sudden brightness, making out their faces etched with exhaustion and disbelief.

"We thought you were dead," Jace said. "All of you."

Jace and Aria entered the room, their eyebrows raised as they studied him.

“You weren’t wrong,” Kaden said.

"Only reason these two are down here is to help bury the bodies," Riggs's gruff voice sounded from the doorway. His large frame blocked most of the light from the tunnel.

"Beth-ell's power..." Aria trailed off, her eyes going to the still forms of Kira, Elba, and Enak. "It was more than an Agent has ever… The way she just..."

"We couldn't leave you there," Jace finished. "Not after what happened. Not after seeing Jericho… Well, you know."

"Convenient timing," Riggs growled. "Two Agents suddenly grow a conscience right when everything goes to hell."

"They made their choice in the face of overwhelming death," a cheerful voice called out. Alister stepped into view, his usual smile subdued yet ever present. "Just like you did once, old friend."

Riggs grunted but didn't argue.

"The others," Kaden said, his voice hoarse. "Why haven't they woken up?"

A heavy silence fell over the room. Alister moved to check on the still forms, his weathered hands gentle as he felt for pulses.

"There's no life in these bodies," he said finally. "But neither was there in yours." He looked at Kaden.

“I died, but woke up here. It’s usually reverse,” he said.

“What do you mean?” Jace leaned in, the group’s eyes on Kaden.

"I don’t quite know…” he said, then paused. “He's dead," Kaden cleared his dry throat. "Jericho’s dead."

"Wouldn’t be the first time." Alister's eyes sparkled in the lantern light.

“I saw it. We all saw it,” Kaden said in disbelief of the comment.

“I seem to recall prior stories of death in the desert, the battle of the lighthouse that The Tower won with great effect and fanfare.”

"This is different," Riggs interjected. "Pinnacle took his heart."

"And yet here he is," Alister said, motioning toward Kaden. "Alive when by all rights you should be dead. Tell us, how’d you die?”

“Thornhill, I mean Pinnacle, but back then before the world turned to, well, turned to what it is now and before Pinnacle was Pinnacle. I tried to kill him, but he sent the bullets back at me.”

“You tried to kill Pinnacle?” Riggs laughed. “Marks for courage, kid.”

“The bullets that killed you, where are their marks?" Alister asked.

Kaden's hand went unconsciously to his chest. The phantom pain was still there, but no wounds.

"Faith isn't about understanding everything," Alister continued. "It's about trusting even when we don't understand."

"Faith won't wake them up," Kaden said, looking at Kira's still form.

"No," Alister agreed. "But it might keep hope alive until they do."

"Speaking of hope," Jace said, his eyes darting to the tunnel entrance. "We need to move. The Tower will be searching the tunnels. We knew this was here, so do the rest of them."

"Already underway," Riggs confirmed. "First wave of Elites went through the eastern passages an hour ago."

Kaden's heart sank. "How many passages do they know about?"

"All of them," Aria said. "The maps we saw in class weren't partial layouts. The Tower has every tunnel mapped."

"If they know, yet haven’t stopped us… They've been herding us," Kaden realized. "All this time, they've been forcing us deeper, exactly where they want us."

“I think Kira realized it before any of us,” Riggs  growled. “Like rats in a maze.”

"Then why haven't they struck?" Kaden asked. "Why play this game?"

"Because they're looking for something," Alister said, his usual cheerfulness replaced by an unsettling certainty. "Or someone."

A groan from one of the bodies made them all jump. Kaden shot to his feet, ignoring the protest of his muscles as he moved to Kira's side. But she remained still, peaceful but cold.

In the silence, they heard a gasp for breath. 

"Did he just..." Aria said, looking to Enak.

"Shhh!" Alister held up his hand. They all went silent, straining to hear. For a long moment, only the drip of water and their own breathing broke the quiet.

Then Enak's chest rose and fell – a deep, clear breath. Then, nothing, as if he slipped right back into his paralyzed state.

"Get them ready to move," Riggs commanded. "If one's waking up, the others might too. We need to be long gone when the Elites get in ‘ere." He pulled out a collection of pipes and old clothes, the Remnant’s version of a mobile cot that could carry the still bodies.

"And where exactly are we supposed to go?" Jace asked. "If they know all the tunnels..."

"Not all of them," Alister said with a familiar twinkle returning to his eye. "He left us a way out. Always has."

"You know another tunnel?" Kaden asked.

"Better." Alister smiled. "I know how to get to the lighthouse."

The words hung in the air like a physical presence. Kaden looked at Kira's still form, then back to Alister.

"Lead the way," he said.
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